PART III

“An Arabic Reciting”: Qur’'an
as Spoken Book

God has said: “Whoever is so absorbed in reciting the Qur’an that
he is distracted from praying to Me and asking [things] of Me,
him I shall give the best reward [that is granted to] those who are
grateful.”

- Hadith of the Prophet

He who does not recite the Qur’an melodiously is not one of us.
- Hadith of the Prophet

The major importance of the written text of scripture in Islam is apparent even
to the casual observer in any Islamic society. The centrality of the sacred book
in Islam represents, as we have seen, in many respects the culmination of
the long Near Eastern tradition of the divinely revealed, authoritative written
book.! The importance of the book of scripture in Muslim faith and practice is
especially closely related to, and in significant part derived from, the emphasis
on holy writ in Islam's older sibling traditions of Judaic and Christian piety.
- Because Islam is not just one of the three major “book religions”, but in many
ways even the most radical of the three in the exalted place that it assigns to its
book, both ritually and theologically, it is not amiss to speak of the Qur’an as
the prototypical “book of scripture”.

In Muslim piety, however, the written word of its scripture has always been
secondary to a strong tradition of oral transmission and aural presence of
scripture that far surpasses that of Judaic or Christian usage. In Islam, the
functions of the holy book as an oral text have predominated over its functions
as a written or printed one. As an English Arabist put it long ago, “from first
to last the Koran is essentially a book to be heard, not read.”? For countless
Millions of Muslims over more than thirteen centuries of Islamic history,
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“scripture”, al-kitab, has been a book learned, read, and passed on by vocal
repetition and memorization. The written Qur’an may “fix” visibly (and with
supreme calligraphic artistry) the authoritative text of divine word in a way 4
unknown in the history of the Vedic texts among Hindus; but like the Veda,
the authoritativeness of the qur’anic text is only realized in its fullness and
perfection when it is correctly recited aloud. In other words, the book of holy 3
writ (kitab) in Islam is ultimately not a written or printed document, but a holy
“reciting”, or “recitation”, which is precisely what the Arabic word qur’an
means. X

It was the dominant oral dimension of the Qur’an as scripture that provided
the original impetus to my investigation of the oral aspects of scripture more ‘,
generally. The Hindus' treatment of their scriptures could always be dismissed §
as an anomaly - the exception that proves the rule that “sacred book” means |
written or printed book as we today normally understand the term. Yet §

consider the dimension of scripture that concerns us, namely, its capacity §
to function simultaneously both as spoken and as written word. Since the §
Qur’an is characterized above all by its unusually strong oral treatment and }
function, the Muslims' scriptural orientation reminds us more of that of the
Hindu tradition than that of Islam's near relation, the Christian tradition. Yet
no one would deny the presence in Islam of a marked dependence upon scrip-
tural authority reminiscent of those Christian traditions, such as the Puritan 3
“movement of the Book™,3 that assign greatest importance to the book of §
scripture. 3

It is the abiding and intrinsic orality of the Qur’an as scriptural book of
revelation and authority to which I want to direct our attention in the following i
three chapters. Here we shall see a paradigm of scripture that is remarkably §
like that of the Bible in numerous ways, yet also remarkably like that of the ]
Veda in many others. For that reason, it is an excellent example in which to:§
see vividly the oral dimensions of written scripture. ;

CHAPTER 7

Revelation and Recitation

Truly it is a noble Recitation [qur’an] in a hidden Book [kitdb
maknin], which none [may] touch except the purified — a
revelation [tanzil] from the Lord of all beings.

—Qur’an, S. 56.77-80!

Had we sent down to you a writing [kitab] on parchment so that
they might touch it with their hands, those who do not have faith
would say, “Truly, this is nothing but obvious magic.”

- Qur’an, S. 6.7

One could hardly imagine a tradition of religious thought and practice more
ggtegorically focused upon a sacred book of divinely revealed word than that
initiated by Muhammad in the second and third decades of the seventh century.
Yet the undeniable “book” orientation of Islam was from the outset joined to a
notion of scripture that is founded and centered upon the active, spoken word
of God given in its most perfect and its final form to humankind as a
“reciting”, or gur’an. In what follows, we shall look first at the general notion
of scripture in Islam, and then specifically at the early meaning of the word
qur’an, in order to provide the background to an understanding of the orality
of the Qur’an as scripture, which I shall address in Chapter 8.

The Conception of Scripture in Islam

As I have indicated (Chapter 4), the history of “book religion” in the Near
Eastern-Mediterranean world apparently began in ancient Mesopotamia,
took decisive shape in Exilic and post-Exilic Judaic tradition, and developed
dramatically in late antiquity. The last-named period proved especially
Momentous for the consolidation and definition of scriptural religion, first at
the hands of Christians, gnostics, Jewish sectarians, and subsequently the
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Manichaeans. Mani (216-77 C.E.) seems to have been the first major religious
leader who set out consciously to produce either a new “religion” or a “book”
of scripture.2 In doing so, he saw himself as the latest in a series of religious
prophets and seers and his books as the scriptural foundation for a new 4
tradition of faith. It remained, however, for Islam to appear on the scene to
. give a fully developed and theologically coherent interpretive framework along
these lines to the phenomenon of a scriptural book claiming the authority of 4
divine revelation. |

Scripture and Heilsgeschichte

The notion of successive revelations to various nations, each in the form of a
book transmitted through a prophet, appears with force and clarity in the §
Qur’an. However one chooses to describe the gradual fleshing-out of the
idea of successive revelation in the course of the original revelations to -
Muhammad,? it forms ultimately the backbone of the entire qur’anic (and }§
hence the Islamic) Heilsgeschichte. In the qur’anic view, the leitmotiv of ‘§

to lead its people aright. Where a distinction is occasionally implied between_f
prophetic and apostolic status, the apostles in particular are mentioned as each 3

books include the Psalms given to David, the Torah given Moses, and the§
Gospel sent to Jesus, as well as the Qur’an revealed to Muhammad. What has§
followed God's revelation in each case is the creation of a new community. of
those who respond positively to God's revelation. However, in each previ
case, this new community has strayed eventually from the right path and let i
scripture be partially lost or its text changed and debased over time. Thus,
Qur’adn comes as a final divine revelation, the last in the scriptural series, se
through “the seal of the prophets”, Muhammad, and intended to be taken
heart and preserved henceforward as the guide for true obedience to God. It
the culmination and completion of, as well as the replacement for, all earli
revelations: ‘“And this is a blessed scripture that we sent down to yo
confirming that which came before it . . .” (S. 6.92).5

Scripture as a Generic Idea

The notion that the Qur’an is not the only kitab given by God to humanki d
in other words, that other peoples before the coming of Muhammad
11/632)6 had been given their own kutub, their own revealed scriptures ~4
thus not a secondary development of theological reflection in Islam, buf
fundamental part of the qur’anic worldview itself. This distinguishes
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h1st9r¥ of the concept of scripture in Islam rather decisively from that in either |
ChFlStlal'l or Jewish tradition (although the Christians' appropriation of Hebrew
scnp.ture. as their own presents certain analogies, particularly in the accom-
panying idea of a cumulative history of revelation).

Whgreas the generic idea of scripture developed only relatively late in
Chrlstlan, Judaic, and Western secular use, it was present from the beginnin
in Islam as part and parcel of the history of prophecy and rcvelgationg
Correspondingly, Judaic and Christian ideas about their respective scri ture:s
tended from the outset to be more exclusive, whereas the qur’anig and
sul?sequent Muslim concept of scripture was inclusive — at least insofar as it
ultimately allowed (as, e.g., with the Avesta and Veda) the recognition of mor:
than' only the Semitic book traditions as part of the divine plan of revelatiorf
leafin‘]g up to the Qur’an, (Needless to say, none of the three great mono-
theistic t‘raditions has been so inclusive as to allow for new revelations comin
after their own.) The Qur’an's own words (S. 2.285) indicate Jjust how c]earlg
‘I‘VIuhammad and the Qur’an were integrated into a larger Heilsgeschichte‘y

e z?nd the faithful all have faith in God, His angels, His scriptures (kutub.)
and his apostles (rusul). We make no distinctions among His apostles 8
Just as there had been prophets before Muhammad (see, e.g.,S.3.144) so Had
ther?_be-en. previous scriptural revelations (as mentioned }n ‘S.'3 38’) The
Qur an is indeed the culminating scripture that takes precedence. ov;:r the
gzhented (and faulty.) versions of previous revelations, but it belongs to the
- :S):eiegr;r:: as these, in that it, like them, has come from God through a chosen

The word for scripture in Arabic, kirab (pl.: kutub), is also, both in classical
a.nd In modern Arabic, the common word for any kind of wri;ing, even a letter
(lsnc rrlm:::lh thfl:) same way that S.chrift in Qeman can refer not only to religious
Englfs . r\i Ordut“alsp to a{}y piece of writing - a duality of meaning that the
ot o 'scrlpture- also once had but now has lost).? In the Qur’an
most,oﬂen : trdls .used with se,veral dlfferent.meanings, but most generally and
but oo ar; i e;ngnates God's revealed s.crlptu.re - preeminently the Qur’an,
Acemn ]y z;n (in the pll{ra!) all. of Hls scriptures, as already described.
“beonte ogs)(/:,r ‘ e;ws”and “Chrnstlans I particular are called “scripture folk”,
this oy (1)p ure”, or peop]’fi of.the [heavc?nly] scripture” (ahl al-kitab). In
bookn the, n wever, the Qur’an is the Scripture (al-kitab), the “Book of

oy > the f:red word Pe_lr excellence.10
ot oslgt:}r]eag:c use of kitab reﬂgcts the obvious association of this term with
relaten mean.nosf‘common :nsamng of .the root K-T-B, “to write”, but also the
s in God'sl %" to de'cree , “to presc.rlbe”, “Fo make [something] incumbent”
Writing actions wnth' respect to Hls’creanon).“ The close association of

& down with laying down or tmpressing something in a lasting,

-, Ofitative way carries over in some, if not all, of the qur’anic meanings of

ltab, 1y i i
It is seen, for example, in the use of the word to refer to a heavenly
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T and regular reading aloud of the Hebrew Torah scrolls in the synagogue.
b Nevertheless, they have also adjusted to the pragmatic need for the con-
b oregation (who may know little or no Hebrew) to understand the content of the
b Torah reading: hence the translation of the Hebrew text into Greek in the
- Septuagint and the development of the post-Exilic Targums (Aramaic para-
phrases of the Torah), which were to be read in the synagogue after the
| reading of the Hebrew text.1® Muslims, on the other hand, have insisted with
'\ remarkable consistency that every Muslim, whatever his or her linguistic or
¥ cultural background, must maintain the purely Arabic recitation of the Qur’an
 in formal worship (salar), even if the only Arabic he or she knows is the
i memorized syllables of a few short siirahs necessary to salat. In addition,
© there has historically been general opposition among Muslim scholars, save in
b one school of legal thought, to the translation of the Qur’an into vernaculars.!7

Why this fastidious fervor about the Arabic text? Because it is God's direct
b discourse, ipsissima vox. He sent his revelation as a clear “Arabic recitation”
} (qur'an ‘arabi) that was transmitted verbatim through His apostle. For
E humans to translate it amounts to unfounded and dangerous tampering with the
¢ very speech of the Almighty. Because of the fundamental holiness of the
words of the Qur’an, the classical Arabic language has taken on a sacrality felt
 in often quite visceral fashion by the Muslim who knows it as the sublimely
| beautiful and untranslatable language of God's perfect revealed word, even if
i he or she speaks no Arabic. It is not insignificant that where Christian
theological disputation has focused on the divine-human nature of Jesus Christ
E and the virgin birth as a guarantee of his divine nature, Muslim discussion has
f centered on i'jaz, the “inimitability” or “matchlessness” of the divine word of
] the Qur’an as proof of its divine character, and the “protection” (‘ismah) of the
b Prophet Muhammad from sin as the additional guarantee of the unblemished
 transmission of the divine word from God to humankind.!8

‘This importance of scriptural language can hardly be overemphasized. If
¢ this seems foreign to those raised in different traditions, it is well to remember
b that most scriptural traditions, from Jewish to Hindu to Theravada Buddhist,
- exhibit some form of attachment and liturgical commitment to the original
‘ language, the Ursprache, of their own holy texts. Even the Christian tradition,
for all of its long tradition of wholesale translation of scripture into every
POSsible language, is not without parallel elements of such attachment to one
| 'Inguistic form of the Bible. Here, however, the attachment has been usually
] Not to the Hebrew or Greek Urtext but to a particular translation of these that
k ime and tradition has hallowed in one particular sector of the Church as a
': :’shtf;)le - witness the long-standing Roman Catholic defense of the Vulgate
Lo e sacrlegd version of the scriptures and.of Lath as the sacred liturgical

Auillage, or th.e modern Anglg-Amgncan resistance to replacing the
3 orized, or “King James” Version with a new translation (“If the King
James Bible was good enough for Jesus, it's good enough for me!™). It may

book with God in which all events and the nature of all things are w
beforetime (6.59; 11.6, 35.11, etc.), as well as a book of destiny, record
person's good and evil deeds, that will be produced on the Day of Judg
(e.g., 17.71, 39.69). Furthermore, it is also possible to see the use of ki ’
that which is decreed, or for the preemptive knowledge of God, as basic 14§
idea of a written book of revelation; for after all, scripture contains that wi
God has laid down for or made incumbent upon humankind.!2 i
The Qur’an's generic concept of scripture appears to be based upon the if§
of an original, heavenly scripture from which the discrete earthly scrip '
revelations are drawn. One could interpret several occurrences of kitall
references to this Urschrift, or divine prototype of all scripture. Note
example, S. 10.37: &

This Recitation [qur’an] is not such as could be invented save by God. Rather it]
confirmation of what came before it and an exposition of the Scripture [kitab],
which there is no doubt, from the Lord of all beings.13

There are two still more specific qur’anic terms that seem to be us
designate this heavenly Urschrift: umm al-kitab, literally “the moth
scripture,” in the sense of “the essence or prototype of scripture,” “the s
of scripture,” or “the original scripture” (S. 13.39, 43.4);14 and lawh :f
the “preserved tablet” (S. 3.7). A synonym in later Muslim usage for4
heavenly text is asl al-kitab, literally “the root or source of scripture.”!3

Muslim Scripture: Some Comparisons and Contrasts

The qur’anic and later Muslim concept of scripture as a generic pheno K"
(of which the Qur’an is the last and best, but by no means the only cari§
example) is the backdrop against which the Muslims' specific understz d
and treatment of the Qur’an as the scripture must be seen. The image“
status accorded the Qur’an among Muslims present some familiar, but}
more unfamiliar characteristics to the person accustomed only to Judaig
Christian treatment of scripture. A few comparisons between Muslim nof
about the Qur’an and other peoples' concepts of their particular scripturess
particular, Jewish or Christian ideas about the Bible - offer one meands
clarifying the major elements of Muslims' understanding of their holy 4§
especially for those of us who have been schooled to take the Jewish T
or the Christian Bible as the normative example of scripture. :
Jews and Muslims share the sense of importance attached to the sp
(Hebrew or Arabic) language of God's revelation; yet despite the prese
both traditions of an aversion to translation of holy scripture into vernad
tongues, Muslims have been much more categorical than Jews about rej
such translation. Jews have, it is true, been exceedingly tenacious about St
of the Hebrew language and exceedingly devout about reverential preserv ’
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be that the sense of the sacrality of the original language of revelation is 3§
strongest in highly oral cultures such as the Indian or Islamic, but it is certainly :
“not limited to these.
Another, and particularly revealing, comparison between Muslim and both
Jewish and Christian treatment of scripture can be found in the attention @
lavished upon the physical text of the scriptural word, not only in the honor b
shown to it ritually, but also in its embellishment and ornamentation. Whereas
Christian, Judaic, and Muslim calligraphic art all reached their respective 8
pinnacles of perfection in the preparation of magnificently calligraphed and . §
~ illuminated (and, for the Christian Bible, lavishly illustrated) copies of holy '8
scripture, only in Islam has the calligraphic scriptural word become not merely 4§
the major expression of religious art, but the dominant visible motif in the art -
of the entire surrounding culture. The visual, public presence of the qur’anic §
word in virtually every part of the Islamic world is striking, even by contrast |
with the most iconic and visually oriented of Christian cultures (e.g., Byzantine 3§
or Latin Christian society in the late Middle Ages). Aniconic tendencies in
Judaic and Christian tradition did not lead to anything like the compensating“
artistic exaltation of the written word of scripture that Muslim iconoclasm §
stimulated in the supremely developed arts of Islamic manuscript calligraphy *
and monumental epigraphy, the chief object of which has ever remained the
text of “the noble Qur’an”.
Still sharper contrasts between Muslim and Judaic or Christian ideas of
scripture can be drawn. The concept of scriptural canon is one example. Thej
notion of a canon of scriptures collected over time as a part of the ongoi
record of God's dealing with His people is peculiar to Jews and Christian
albeit in different ways - and distinguishes their concepts of what scripture
divine word means from that of Muslims. For Muslims, revelation was
one final, culminating time, in the course of one prophetic career, during wh
and immediately afterward it was collected with scrupulous care into boo
form. This collected text, as God's direct speech, has been explicitly rec
nized as scripture since the actual period of Muhammad's prophetic cai
during which it “came down.” Thus Muslims know nothing of a process
gradual communal canonization analogous o that of Judaic or Christ
history.20
In some ways the theory of the authority of the word of the Buddha be
the various Buddhist canons of sitras comes closer than either Jewish
Christian theories of canon to the Muslim concept of an authoritative scrip
text fixed in and shortly after the founder's lifetime, though here too there i
vast distinction. Buddhist understandings of sitra have emphasized
character as the “word of the Buddha” (buddhavacana), taught either exo0 i
ically or esoterically by Siddhartha Gautama; yet the sheer volume and Ve
of siitra literature in all the various traditions gives it a wholly different ch

ter from the short, comparatively uniform qur’anic text with its signific

R
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stronger historical claim to havi i
ving attain i i
oroens lfoime. g ed roughly its present form in the
Another i i i
N Musn: ;mgojm:lnt' ar}d revealmg.dlvergence between Muslim and Christian
oy scripturl; i 1iha1§ ideas of scripture is in the theological place accorded
n the Islamic tradition and those of i ibli
1 i e of its two sibling traditions.
Q ot:ls(l)]lilgh gll three hgve been characterized by the centrality ofgscripturenisn
transce;:l,dpxettyf, devotion, an(.i falth, the Qur’an stands more clearly alone as the
' en o.cu-s of Muslim faith than does the Christian Bible or
Jewish Tanakh in its tradition of faith oreven the
On th . - i . -
Scriptureecc:)rrl;al;anill; it is t(riuefthat Jews, Christians, and Muslims all hold that
ns the word of God. For this reason
pt ns 4 . , all three sacred
positions of major importance in thei i 1 e mos
i eir respective traditions. Ind ini
po I re s. Indeed, in its m
Lasvlvc as:t:}sle a:s th<? Law rfavealed at Sinai - as well as in the related sense of tohse:
paw as U ;fotalgy of life for the observant Jew - the Torah plays a role in
ition that is akin in its ritual centrali
. ality and moral-theologt igni
Judad . 1s ogical signif-
Musﬁe r:,olit?: ncs)ti;;)]pl of1 the Qurhan as God's explicit and complete gguidanci for
. ilarly, attachment to the scriptural
Mus : : ptural word of God has bee
2 s‘t ﬁs overwhelmmgly important a determinant of piety in Christian 2
Igma y Protestant, tradition as it has been in Islam a
n . . .. ’
e Vetr}ll)e; t(‘)ther hand, for all of‘the similarities, the character of the Qur’an as
e Seltrsni tsgge;hfof Gc;ld gB;ven once and for all through a single chosen
art from the Bible in either of th iti
e o ' e other two traditions. To a
n even the most book-bound i isti
Mostm relistone th ' ound Judaic or Christian piet
ought and practice has b ] “scri A
o ' een relentlessly “scriptural” in it
erl %g?aﬁn((li' tfocl;ls. For {?\Xs, the.prlme medium of divine—humgn encoumei
el tCth l;:ra y l.a\fv , tc.:achmg”) ~ but Torah understood not simply as
s : ut as dlvme' will, cosmic order, and human responsibility, to
ot ?Osrce:]l];;t:trillll Torz;lh ;ls the guide. For Christians the encounter cor;les
rough the person and life of Chri i 1
but o sorer : e of Christ (which are accessibl
usively so, in scripture). In 1 i the
R . slam, on the oth it is i
oo s other hand, it is in th
oxper etsczeét, dthe vgry words of the Qur’an, that Muslims most directle
et of. .Sc.rlptu.re for Muslims is itself the divine presence as well a)sl
his o g'r o dlvm}f will and divine grace. In the Qur’an, God speaks with
ice, not through inspired hum i it
Boration 1o, ¢ gl . an writers. Thus it is not an exag-
pare Qur’an recitation with th isti i "
(o 10 : e Christian Eucharist,?! no
ng b[tl tu(\) fckI\{a'nung thg words of the Qur’an, one “chants not words abro::i
t 1
m, and indeed, as those words are His essence, chants God

himself 22

18 immediacy of divine speech in the words of the Qur’an leads to a last

Point of - i !

E Cation, ;;?fvir?:;: rfgalr,dmg the primary medium of scriptural communi-
’!ln the present study: 6}:1 o the questlc‘)n. with which we are principally concered
b and used i tho y: how sa'lcred, divine word has been transmitted, preserved
e form of scripture. In the Muslim instance, this is remarkabl}:
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clear and unequivocal: The Qur’an has functioned primarily as a vocall§
transmitted text. It has, for example, been itself the prayerbook and liturgi f"‘
book of Islam - a function that neither the Jewish nor the Christian Bible, wit}
the exception of the Psalter, has had.23 Thus, although the Qur’an does invit§
comparison in the first instance with the scripturality of Jewish, Christian, ang
other religious communities that give central importance to holy writ, it is thi
spoken, not the inscribed Qur’an that has always taken precedence in t
Islamic context. In this regard it suggests, as I have previously noted, disti
analogies to Hindu scriptures.

In Chapter 8, we shall look specifically at the major oral roles of the Qur’

in Muslim piety and practice. First, however, we need to reevaluate the meang

ing of the word qur’an in its original context, for it is there that the clear roon
of the role and place of the Qur’an in Muslim life can be found.

The Original Muslim Understanding of “Qur’an”

The very name “al-Qur’an” underscores the fact that the qur’anic revelation
were originally wholly oral texts intended to be rehearsed and recited, first .‘

Muhammad, then by the faithful; they were not sent as “a writing
parchment” (S. 6.7). The word qur’an is a verbal noun derived from

Arabic root Q-R-’, the basic sense of which is “to recite, read aloud."}

Accordingly, “al-Qur’an” is most accurately translated as “the Reciting”
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the two boards.”28 It has been understood theologically by Muslims over the

* centuries as “the speech of God” (kalam Allah) preserved from all eternity in

God's heavenly scripture (al-kitab, umm al-kitab, al-lawh al-mahfiiz) and
written down for human use in earthly exemplars or codices (masahif; sing.:
musha).

It is obvious that “al-Qur’an” in the later, fixed meaning of God's word
as written down in the masahif is necessarily a post-‘Uthmanic, or at the
very least a post-Muhammadan, usage. Until the codification of what has
since served as the textus receptus - or at least until active revelation ceased
with Muhammad's death - there could have been no use of “al-Qur’an” to refer
to the complete body of “collected revelations in written form.”29 This is not
to deny that even in the Qur’an there may be hints of a developing notion
of the collective revelation in the use of the words qur’an and kitab, but rather
to emphasize the fallacy involved in “reading back” the later, concretized
meaning of these terms into all of their qur’anic or other traditional-text occur-
rences.

Nor is this to say that when the Qur’an was revealed, it was necessarily
limited to oral transmission and human memories simply because of lack of

knowledge of writing - as, for example, was the case, we may presume, with
the Veda among the original Indo-Aryans. We have clear epigraphic evidence
of Arabic writing, especially Christian inscriptions, well before the time of
Muhammad, and there are many terms in the Qur’an that bespeak the presence

of books and writing in the Arabian milieu in the early seventh century 30
Traditional Islamic accounts tell how not only the qur’anic revelations but also
missives to particular tribes or towns were written down at the Prophet's
bf.hest by various scribes (although how much trust can be placed in the
hlsForicity of these latter reports is open to question).3! Technically, the
Scripture given Muhammad presumably could have been passed on from
the outset primarily as a holy written text, but it was not, or at least only
~ alongside and as an adjunct to its memorization and recitation. It is patent in
1 the Qur’an and borne out in the traditional sources that the word of God was
¥ Specifically intended to live on the lips of the faithful. While the revelations
- Were considered to be a part of God's “Arabic kitab”, this in no way conflicted
With or detracted from their fundamental character as divine words meant to be
i leamed by heart, chanted aloud, and orally transmitted.32
] That this was the case is confirmed not merely by traditional stories or the
cOm‘.pelling euphony of qur’anic language, but also by the many variant
* adings to the standard written text of the Qur’an that have been preserved.33
heﬁe variants are commonly synonymous words or differently voweled
Tadings of the consonantal base text that obviously represent divergent oral
. Tather than written traditions.34 Fundamentally, the Qur’an was what its name
’ P{'OClaimed it to be: the Recitation given by God for Muhammad, and after
Im, all of His worshipers, to recite (as S. 96.1ff. suggests), above all in

“the Recitation,” and it is as a recited text that the Qur’an, even after «5’:
codification as a single, composite book of revelations, has played its centrf
role in Muslim piety and practice. A

Muslims as well as orientalists customarily think of and use the Arabif
word qur’an primarily as a proper noun with the definite article: “al-Qur’an
the Qur'an.25 With this they refer to the collected and written corpus o
Muhammad's revelations from God, most specifically the written text that we
codified during the reign of the third caliph, ‘Uthman (23-35/644-56) an
orthographically improved about four decades later at the behest of al-Hajja
then-governor of Iraq. This corpus is widely held to have been assembled ani
arranged in essentially its present form by a few of the most respected origis
“transmitters of the recitation” (hamalat al-qur’an), or “transmitters of th§
revelation” (hamalat al-wahy) who were still alive at this time.26 Some §
these had been Muhammad's scribes during his lifetime and merited the ti
“scribes of the revelation” (kuttab al-wahy); all were presumably “reciter$§
(qurra’; pl. of gari’), persons who knew greater or lesser portions of -*“
revelations by heart.2? b

As a codified whole, the revelations have been known and thought of si
these earliest days of Islam both as “al-Qur’an” and simply as “the Book” y
“the Scripture” (al-kitab). This idea of a single scriptural codex is express !
also in traditional usage by referring to the Qur’an as “that which is betwe@

Nt
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worship of Him. Such chanting or reciting served as a “reminder” (dhikr) and
a “criterion” (furgan) for human beings who are by nature “forgetful”; it}
proclaimed God's word and kept this word constantly before its mtended
hearers. In an earlier, detailed article on the earliest meaning of the word
qur’an, 1 have documented this original oral character of Muslim scrlpture 4
from the Qur’an and the Hadith literature.35 I want now to reiterate and add t0\
some of the salient points of that study in order to sketch in broad strokes the

contextual and textual evidence of this original oral character. §

Contextual Evidence for the Original Meaning of “Qur’an” %

The very word qur’ an is not attested in any Arabic sources before the Qur’ an :
itself. This supports the strong linguistic probability that the use of this word g
for the new revelations to Muhammad would only have been intelligible to the/§
Arabs at that time if analogous words were prominent in contemporary:
Christian or Jewish use. Before and after Muhammad's time, the Syriacg
cognate term geryand, “lection”, “reading”, was used by Syriac- speakmg
Christians (and presumably as a borrowing by Arabic-speaking Christians)j$
both for the oral, liturgical reading from holy writ (=lectio, anagnésis) and fo
the passage of scripture that is read aloud (=lectio, perioché, anagnosma
etc.).36 John Bowman in particular has rightly stressed the strong parallels irg
liturgical terminology and usage between eastern Christian liturgical use of d
lectlonary, or ktaba d'geryana, and what we can reconstruct of liturgical use off
the qur’anic revelations from the Qur’an itself.37 Also of likely relevance i
the additional parallel in both Muslim use of qur’an and Syriac use of geryan
to Rabbinic and later Jewish use of the Hebrew cognates geri’a and miqra’ a
terms denoting the act of scripture reading and the passage read aloud
respectively.3® Migra’ is used also as a Talmudic term for the whole Bible
one that “serves to underline both the vocal manner of study and the cen
role that the public reading of the Scriptures played in the liturgy of th
Jews.”39 '

Such parallels in Christian and Jewish usage do not have to be taken
evidence of direct or conscious “influence on Muhammad” - a formulation ths
Muslims rightly find offensive, since it has been used to polemicize agai
the divine origin of the Qur’an. What reasonable Muslims and non- -Muslim#
should be able to agree on is that because the Qur’an was revealed in Arabil {
(as a “clear” Arabic scripture, if you will), it could only have been proclalm
in terms that made sense in the linguistic and conceptual framework of the dé
and region. Otherwise, it would not have been intelligible to the Arabs.
Arabic of the day cannot have been devoid of echoes or direct use of Sy i
and Hebrew terms nor of major ideas shared by Arab Christians and Jews
since these groups were, as the Qur’an and other sources show, conspicuo J
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parts of the Arabian scene. The linguistic parallels I have cited make it highly
likely that qur’an was understood by the Arabs to refer to texts intended for
vocal proclamation, reading, and recitation such as Jews and Christians already
practiced in the seventh-century Arabian milieu just as elsewhere.40 Further-
more, not only were these two scriptural traditions very much in evidence in
Arabia, but so also was that of the Zoroastrians, in which oral recitation of
scripture figured even more prominently.#! For all of these traditions, a
“book” used in liturgy and devotions would not have been the silently read
document that we today understand a “book” to be; rather, it would have been
a sacred, divine word that was meant to be recited or read viva voce and
listened to with reverence.

-

“Qur’an” in the Qur’'an

The internal evidence of the qur’anic text itself supports the fundamentally
oral/aural nature of the understanding of scripture among the first Muslims.
That the qur’anic revelations were meant to be proclaimed aloud is immediately
obvious in the recurring imperative “Qul!” (“Say!”), which introduces well

‘over three hundred different passages of the text. Note, for example, the early

sirah known as “Unity” or “Purity”: “Say, He is God, One! God is the
Everlasting. He neither begets {offspring], nor is He begotten. To Him there
is no equal, not one!” (S. 112). Here presumably Muhammad is addressed by
the singular imperative, but so too is every person. Thus have Muslims of
every generation heard in this ringing call to declare God's singularity and
omnipotence one of the most important commands addressed to them in
scripture - so much so that in Muslim worship and devotion only the opening
sitrah is equally or more often recited than this succinct testimony of Muslim
faith.42

Another indication of the originally oral form and intended oral use of the
revelations is to be found in the frequent occurrence in the Qur’an (sixty-three
times) of the verb fala, “to recite, follow”, with similar reference to reading the
text aloud. This root occurs, for example, in many passages that link God's
apostle to recitation of His word; for instance, in S. 62.2:

[qu] is He who has sent among the gentiles [lit.: “the unlettered”] an apostle from
their own ranks to recite {yat/ii} to them His wonders [or “verses”, “signs”], to purify

Fhem, and to teach them scripture [al-kitab)] and wisdom, while before this they were
in clear error.43

The verbal noun of tala, tilawah, became a general term in Islamic usage
(alqng51de qird’ ah) for recitation or chanting of the Qur’an, and the qur’anic
basis for this is clear even from the single occurrence of this form, in S, 2.121:

“Those to whom We [God] have given the scripture [kitab] and who recite it
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truly [yatliinahu haqq® tilawat'hi}* - those are they who have faith in it.”
burden of such passages is clear: Scripture and recitation go together. The
are, one may even say, inextricable. 4

The most impressive qur’anic evidence, however, for the oral character of
the scripture given Muhammad comes from the many qur’anic passages if
which the word qur’an and the other forms of its root verb gara’a can best .E'
understood in context if their verbal force is retained. Unfortunately, late
especially modern, students and interpreters of the Qur’an have taken so
heart the reified, objectified sense of Qur’an as both a physical volume ..;'
text and the proper name of the text that they have lost its original meanin ’
as simply “reciting” (qur’an). That this verbal force was still present ;a
qur’anic usage can be demonstrated in many of its more than eighty occurd
rences.* It is most clearly manifest in the two indisputable qur’anic instance§

“Qur’an” in Non-Qur’ anic Sources

Our earliest Islamic sources after the Qur’an are the thousands of separate
traditions or reports known individually and collectively as hadith. An indi-
vidual hadith consists of a report, usually brief, about words and actions of
Muhammad and his Companions. Such reports form the major content of not
only the large “standard” Hadith works compiled in the third/ninth century, but
also the earlier and later works of history, Qur’an-exegesis, jurisprudence, and
theology. While some hadiths do go back to the time of the Prophet or the
first generations after him, others are certainly later forgeries (albeit usually
pious, well-intended ones that often seek to put the stamp of his authority on
later Islamic praxis). Nevertheless, as source materials at least as old as the
third Islamic (ninth C.E.) century, they still offer material from a relatively early

in which qur’an functions as a true verbal noun denoting an activity, not a period of Islamic history.
object: ’. 3 In many and diverse hadith reports we can find considerable evidence that
k. £ the verbal-noun and common-noun force of the word qur’an lasted well after

Observe the saldt at the sinking of the sun until the darkening of night, and the dawy
recital {qur’an al-fajr]; truly, the dawn recital [qur’an al-fajr] is attested [mashhid}
(S.17.78) :

the time of Muhammad, even in the face of the increasingly dominant use of
“al-Qur’an” as the proper name of the physical book exemplar (mushaf). Of
examples involving verbal usages, one of the clearest is a tradition that quotes
from a verse ascribed to a famous poet and older companion of the Prophet,
Hassan b. Thabit. In this, Hassan speaks with approval of “one who ‘inter-
rupts’ the night47 by praising {God] and reciting [qur’an]8 - a clear adverbial
use of qur’an to denote the act of recitation. A second example is the hadith
that reports that Muhammad spoke highly of the person “who is constantly
- mindful of God in/during [his] reciting [gur’an].”%° A particularly striking
" hadith tells how one of the Prophet's Companions came to him one morning
and reported how, when he was reciting a qur’an the night before (in some
versions, specifically S. 18, “Kahf™), one of his animals tried to bolt from
the courtyard. Although he looked around, he could not find what had
frightened the animal, Muhammad, however, responded at once: “That was
the divine aura [or “presence”, al-sakinah] that descended with the recitation
lal-qur’ an).”s0

Qur’an as a common-noun term for any individual unit of the revelation is
attested throughout the early sources, as well as in later ones. One hadith
Teports Muhammad's saying that “in every ritual worship [salar] there is a
Tecitation [qur’an].”S! Various of the Companions are said to have “feared
fhat a qur’an would be sent down about us/me” on a particular occasion.52 Ibn
Umar is even reported to have said that the Companions avoided joking
Publicly with their wives up until Muhammad's death for fear that a specific
qur’an would be revealed to prohibit that.53 Various occasions are mentioned
On which a particular qur’an was revealed; thus one Companion could report
10 another that “a qur’an was sent down to him [Muhammad] last night.”54

Do not move your tongue with it so that you hurry too much! Ours it is to col
it and to recite it [qur’an®hu], and when We recite it, follow the recitation of if§
fqur’an®hu). (S.75.16-18)

Beyond those passages in which qur’an can be read in a strictly verbd
sense as the action of reciting, there are others in which it occurs, with of
without the definite article, not as the proper name of the whole scriptu
revealed to Muhammad, but as a single revelation or as a generic term for ;
scriptural text. Two of the clearest examples follow: ‘
Neither are you involved in any affair, nor do you recite any recitation [qur’ an} from§
[the scripture], nor do you perform any act, without Our being your witness w| e
you undertake it. . .. (S. 10.61)%

When Our revelations [ayat] are recited [rutld] as clear proofs to them, those whi
do not hope to meet Me say: “Bring a recitation [qur’an] other than this, or change i
... (8.10.5)

E:
g

All of these passages point us toward an understanding of both the activ
verbal sense of the word gur’an that underlies every other use of it, and al§
its nominal use, not only as a proper noun that names the collected book d
Muslim scripture, but also as a common noun referring to a particular passagj
(of revelation) meant for recitation. In these uses, the parallels with bot}
geryana and geri’ a/migra’ in Christian and Judaic usage are particularly evj
dent.
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Apart from hadith reports, there is an amusing COmMMON-NOUN OCCUIrence of
qur’an in the story told of how the wife of the Companion and poet ‘Abd
Allah b. Rawahah suspected him of making love to a slave girl. Confronting
him as he left the girl's quarters, and knowing that he had once sworn never to
recite the Qur’an unless ritually clean, she asked him to recite from scripture
for her in order to catch him out. The quick-witted poet promptly recited three
lines of poetry that sounded enough like a qur’anic verse to satisfy his wife of f;
his innocence, since “she thought this to be a qur'an.”>> Later sources also
continue to use gur’ an as an indefinite noun to refer to a unit of scripture. One 3
example from the fifth century is from a comment by Ibn Hazm (d. 456/ 1064) 4
that among those things that make a salat valid, no matter who performs it, is
that he or she “recite the ‘mother of the Qur’an’ [S. 1] and a[nother] qur’an
along with it.”%6 Finally, Al-Qushayri (d. 466/1074), in a discussion of God's
word, says of the word qur’an: “What is recited is called ‘a recitation’ 4
[qur’ an), just as what is drunk is called ‘a drink’."’

Implications

All of the foregoing examples testify to a more multifaceted understanding and
use of the very term gur’an than modem ideas of “al-Qur’an” as the book of 3
scripture would imply. The use of qur’ an both as an action - reciting - and as;
a unit of text meant to be recited underscores how seriously “al-Qur’an” as the
name of Muslim scripture is to be taken and how central the recited characte: ‘
of the book of revelation was from the beginning. ‘
There is also a further aspect of the use of the term qur’an in Qur’an
Hadith, and other early sources. The predominant context in which the word
occurs is that of the performance of either the formal worship rite (salat) ©
personal devotion and prayer. As evidence of this beyond the citations alread
given, one need only mention the myriad hadiths that were clearly meant t
define or confirm the ritual obligations of Muslims vis-a-vis the salat. Fo
example, one of these reports Muhammad to have said that any performance €
the worship rite without “a qur’an” in it is “deficient”,58 although another tel
how the Prophet instructed a bedouin who had asked how to perform the sal
as follows: “if you have a qur’an, recite it; if not, then praise and magni
God.”5® Most aspects of the worship rite are covered in one or anoth
prophetic tradition:: Thus, for example, the manner in which one recites
salat may be governed by the report of how the Prophet “raised his voice wi
the Recitation [qur’an]” in his salat.%0 With regard to personal devotiondi
practice, there are also a vast number of traditions that encourage qur’ani§
chanting apart from the salat and make recitation a mark of individual piety‘-’;H
In general, the sources make clear that, at a very basic level, the reciting o
God's word is, as one hadith has it, something “to be returned” to God as “tif
very best” of all that He has given humankind.%2
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Tbls 1s.not to deny that Muslims relied heavily on the revelations to address
nonlltur'glcal, nondevotional issues, from matters of inheritance to theolo
According to the sources, they avidly sought qur’ans from Muhammad ar%()i,‘
later, each other, in order to gain guidance for individual and collective life,
Thus, fo.r example, Ibn ‘Abbas answers another Muslim's question with “i
shall recite for you a qur’an about that.”63 Nevertheless, the recitative texts
as a genre (for Muslims, the highest genre of all, namely revelation) seem to
have_had their original Sitz im Leben more in liturgical and devotional life
than in the arenas of legal, social, political, or doctrinal matters. However, the
latter concerns are in Muslim view virtually inextricable from worship: ’It is
not w1thqut reason that, in the books of jurisprudence, the prescribgt.i acts
of vxf?rshlp and service ('ibadat) precede the problems of social relations
(mu qmal&t). The heart of an Islamic society and of any branch of Islamic
leamlng or other activity is conceived to be the piety of the faithful, the most
tangible expression of which is the public cultus. ’ >

I emphasize this point about the early understanding and use of qur’an
because later Islamic and much of modern orientalist scholarship h:lIS beer;
gengrally more interested in the Qur’an as the authority for Islamic institutions
and ideas than as what has been often called “the prayerbook of the Muslims.”
We cannot remind ourselves too often that the chanting or reciting of God.'s
word was the chief visible mark of being a Muslim from the outset.64
Furthermore, the oral, recitative function of the Qur’an that I have describ'ed
for the early community did not cease after the initial generations of Muslims
were gone. It has been evident across the broad spectruin of Muslim faith and
practice, at all times and in all places where Muslims have formed a com-
munity. Knowledge and recitation of the Qur’an have continued always to be
thg l?adges of the Muslim in a sociopolitical sense as well as in : 5
religious sense, as we shall see. 2 personal
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