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ABSTRACT

This article investigates early Muslim views about the translatability of
the Qur’dn and scrutinizes their arguments, especially with regard 1o
theological and literary problems. It seems that Muslim orthodoxy's
objection to translation stems mainly from doctrinal consideration. Ortho-
dox Muslim doctrine holds that the Quran is the word of God. Doctrine
also holds that the Qur’an is the miracle of Muhammad and that it is
unique and inimitable both in its composition and its contents. Those who
permit translation argue that the Qur’anic message is universal, as it
states, “It is merely a reminder for the whole world.” The reason it was
revealed in Arabic is explained in the Qur’an: “And we never sent a
messenger save with the tongue of his folk.” Hence the very verse used to
Justify the belief that the Qur’an was revealed in Arabic implies an
obligation to translate and transmit its message to non-Arabs.

No jurist permitted the recitation of a tafsir in prayers, but Abii Hanifa,
the founder of the Hanaf7 school of jurisprudence, allowed the reciting of
Qur’an in translation for a non-Arab Muslim. This was the main reason

Jor disapproval of translation by all other schools of jurisprudence, i.e.,
that it might be used in prayer, might be taken as the inspired version, and
might even replace the original. Many jurists and theologians therefore
permit translation for the purpose of explaining the meaning of the text to
non-Arabs. Their objection is to recitation of the translation for both
liturgical and nonliturgical purposes.

Literary problems, on the other hand, remain formidable. The Qur’an
has its lexical subtleties, its perplexities of grammar, its cadences and
rhymes, its metaphors and poetry. All these qualities not only tax the
ingenuity of the translator but make it almost impossible to avoid inter-
pretation. No translation can do justice to the original, and the unique
quality of its i‘jaz is lost in 1ranslation.

For Muslims the Qur?an is the direct word of God dictated to
his Prophet Muhammad through the angel Gabriel. It is not
simply a theological dogma inherited from generation to genera-
tion but also a living conviction which renews itself in the heart
and mind of the Muslim whenever he recites or reflects on the
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sacred text of the Qur’an. Muslim orthodoxy, therefore, main-
tains that a translation of the Qur’an is in the true sense of the
word not possible, and it has generally been opposed to such
translation even into other Islamic languages ! Despite this ortho-
dox opposition there has been a different view, beginning from an
early period, about whether a Muslim who does not know Arabic
may be allowed to use a translation in his prayers. It is also
reported that a number of translations into Persian, Berber,
Sindhi, and Turkish were attempted during the early centuries of
Islam.?

The formulation and development of both the orthodox posi-
tion and that of those who permit translation were the result of
intense debates among jurists (fugaha®), traditionists (muhad-
dithiin), commentators (mufassiriin), theologians (mutakallimiin),
and philologists during the early centuries of Islam. In the 1920s
the debate about the translatability of the Qur>an was touched
off once again by the extreme secular measures adopted by the
Turkish Republic, including Mustafa Kamal’s attempts to substl-
tute a Turkish translation of the Qur>an for the original.’ The

‘ulama’ of Egypt and Syria were vehemently opposed to any

' H. A. R. Gibb, Modern Trends in Islam (Chicago, 1946), pp. 3-4.

? One of the oldest surviving is the Persian translation of al-TabarT’s Tafsir
made during the reign of the Simanid prince Mansiir b. Ntih (350-365/961-976).
This translation is literal and equivalent Persian words are written under the
Arabic text without regard for the Persian word order. The first Turkish trans-
lation was based on this Persian version and was either contemporaneous with it
or was done in the first half of the fifth/eleventh century, Habib Yaghma’y,
Tarjoman-e Tafsir-e Tabart (Tehran, 1339/1961), 1:5-6; Jan Rypka, History of
Iranian Literature (Dordrecht, 1968), p. 149; Antonio Pagliaro and Alessandro
Bausani, La letteratura persiana (Milan, 1968), pp. 490-491.

According to Muhammad Hamidullah, Le Saint Coran: Traduction integrale et
notes (Beirut, 1980), a Syriac translation was made during the second half of the
first/early eighth century; a Berber one, around the beginning of the second/eighth
century; and a Sindhi one, during the second half of the third/ninth century, but
none of these have survived. Encyclopaedia of Islam (new edition), s.v. “al-
Kur®an, Translation of the Kur>an”; Ismet Binark and Halit Eren, World Bibliog-
raphy of Translations of the Meanings of the Holy Qur’an: Printed Translations
1515-1980 (1stanbul, 1406/ 1986), pp. xxviiiff.

3 See Niyazi Berkes, The Development of Secularism in Turkey (Montreal,
1964), pp. 486-490; Fazlur Rahman, “Translating the Qur’an,” Religion and
literature 20 (1988): 26.
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translation. In 1925 the Mufti of Egypt issued a farwa to the
effect that it was permissible to translate the Quran and he was
supported in this view by some “ulama’ of al-Azhar.’ The latter
generally took the view that the use of translation for nonliturgi-
cal purposes by non-Arab Muslims was permissible. In 1936
the Egyptian government announced that in collaboration with
al-Azhar it would undertake a translation of the Qur®an into
major European languages; however, the project never got off
the ground.® The following study aims at examining the early
Muslim views about the translatability of the Qur>an and scrutin-
izing their arguments with regard to theological and literary
considerations.

* See Muhammad Rashid Rida, Tafsir al-manar (Cairo, 1342/1923-1924),
9:314-363; this section was originally published in al- Mandr, a periodical edited
by him. Rida’s attack is directed mainly against the Turkish Republic and the
Turkish translation.

Muhammad al-Khidr Husayn (editor of Nar al-Isiam), “Naql maant al-Qur’an
ila al-lughat al-ajnabiya,” Nir al-Islam 2 (1931): 122-132; Mahmid Aba Dagqiqa,
“Kalima {1 tarjamat al-Qur>an al-karim,” Nar al-Islam 3 (1932): 29-35; 66-67;
Ibrahim al-Jibali, “al-Kalam fT tarjamat al-Quran,” Nar al-Islam 3 (1932): 57-
65. These Azhari shaykhs permit translation in the sense of an exegesis for better
understanding of the text.

Muhammad Shakir's article labeling the translators as “a band of heretics” is
translated by Sir T. W. Arnold, “On the Translation of the Koran into Foreign
Languages,” The Muslim World 16 (1926): 161-165. For other publications see
Subht Mahmasani, Falsafar al-tashric fT al-Islam, 3rd ed. (Beirut, 1380/1961),
pp. 147-150; Muhammad Salih al-Bundaq, Al-Mustashrigian wa-tarjamat al-
Qur’an al-karim (Beirut, 1400/ 1980), p. 65.

’ For the details of the Sarwa see Majallat al-Azhar 7 (1936): 130. Articles
supporting translations of the Qur>an were written by Shaykh al-Azhar Muham-
mad Mustafa al-Maraghi, “Bahth fT tarjamat al-Qur?an al-karim wa-ahkamiha,”
Majallat al-Azhar 7 (1936): 77-112 (First published in 1351/1932 and again
reprinted in Beirut in 1401/1981 with a foreword by Salah al-Din al-Munajjid);
Mahmiid Shaitiit (who later became Shaykh al-Azhar), “Tarjamat al-Qur’an
wa-nusils al-“ulama’ ftha,” Majallat al-Azhar 7 (1936): 123-134; and Muham-
mad b. al-Hasan al-HajiirT al-Tha“alibi (he was a Moroccan minister of educa-
tion), “Tarjamat al-Quran al-karim,” Majallat al-Azhar 7 (1936): 190-198. See
also A. L. Tibawi, “Is the Qur’an Translatable? Early Muslim Opinion,” The
Muslim World 52 (1962): 4-16,

¢ The committee, headed by the Mufti of Egypt, had also issued the guidelines
for translation which were published in Majallar al-Azhar 7 (1936), 648-649. It
would have been a collaborative effort of several scholars specialized in Arabic,
exegesis, Islamic law, and European languages.
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To begin with, let us examine the Qur’an. For the Qur’an
itself, and consequently for Muslims, the Qur’an is the word of
God (fﬂl f>\5')7 revealed to his prophet Muhammad. Muhammad,
too, was unshakably convinced that he was the recipient of the
message from God. The Quran states, “Truly, it is a revelation
from the Lord of the universe. The trusted spirit has brought it
down upon your heart, so that you may be a warner.”® It further
states that it was revealed expressly as an “Arabic Qur’an”
(Loye T.;T,.i)9 and in “clear Arabic tongue” (o 3y qug)w “to warn
the mother of towns [i.e., Mecca] and those around her.”'' The
significance of these statements, repeated several times in different
places, is that the Qur>an was revealed verbally and not merely in
its meaning and ideas. Muslims also believe that the Qur’an
is the faithful reproduction of the original word of God pre-
served on a guarded tablet (&34 ¥ d)in heaven.'? The word
qur’an, meaning ‘recitation’ or ‘reading,’"? given to the collection
of revelations, further strengthens the above-cited belief that it
was revealed to be read and recited.

” Quran 9:6.

¥ Ibid., 26:192-194; see also 2:97. The following translations were consulted:
M. Pickthall, The Meaning of the Glorious Koran: An Explanatory Translation
(London, 1930); A. Yusuf Ali, The Holy Qur’an: Text, Translation, and Com-
mentary (Lahore, 1934); R. Bell, The Qur’an: Translated with a Critical Re-
arrangement of the Sirahs (Edinburgh, 1937); A. Arberry, The Koran Interpreted
(London, 1955); and T. Irving, The Qur’an: The First American Version (Brattle-
boro, VT, 1985).

° It states: “These are the verses from the clear book. We have sent it down as
an Arabic Quran so that you may understand” (Qur’an 12:1-2). This pro-
nouncement is repeated in several places; see 13:37, 20:113, 39:28, 41:3, 44, 43:3,
46:12.

19 1t states: “We know very well that they say: ‘It is merely a mortal who is
teaching him.’ The tongue of the person whom they hint at is foreign, while this is
clear Arabic speech” (Qur®an 16:103; see also 26:195, 46:12.

"' 1bid., 6:92, 42:7.

12 1¢ states: “Nay, but it is a majestic Qur>an on a guarded tablet” (ibid., 85:21).

13 «And [We have sent down] a Quran [i.e., recitation] which We have divided,
so that you can recite it to people at intervals” (ibid., 17:106). “And chant the
Quran distinctly” (ibid., 73:4). “It is up to Us to collect it, as well as to recite it.
So when We recite it, follow its recitation” (ibid., 75:17~18). For the origin of the
word qur’an and various views about its meaning see Badr al-Din Muhammad b.
<Abdallah al-Zarkashi, al-Burhan f1 ‘uliim al-Qur’an, ed. Muhammad Abu al-
Fadl Ibrahim (Cairo, 1376/ 1957), 1:277-278.
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The Quran also declares itself to be unique and inimitable.
When Muhammad was accused of fabricating the revelation, he
challenged the Arabs, who excelled in eloquence, to produce
something like the Qur°an, equaling it so much as in a single
sura. It states: “This Qur’an is not such [a book] that could be
invented by anyone except God. . .. Or do they say that he [the
Prophet] has made it up? Say: ‘Bring a sura like it, and appeal to
anyone you can [for help] except God, if you are truthful.’”'*
The Arabs were unable to take up the challenge and so they were
told that it was beyond their power and that they would never be
able to do it. It states: “Say: ‘Even if men and jinns get together
to produce the like of this Qur’an, they would never bring
anything like it no matter how much assistance they lent to one
another.’”"> The total effect of all these Quranic pronounce-
ments on the believer is that a translation of the word of God is
not possible and that any translation, even if attempted, is no
more than an approximation of its meaning.

Although the Qur’an was primarily intended for the Arabs, it
is obvious from the biography of Muhammad that he would not
have kept Islam to the confines of Arabia. Muhammad’s mission
was not only to the Arabs but also to mankind as a whole. The
Qur?an itself states: “Say, [0 Muhammad]: O mankind! Lo, I am
the messenger of God to you all;”'® and “We have not sent you,
[O Muhammad], save as a bearer of good tidings and warner
unto all mankind.”"’ Its message is universal, as it states, “It is
merely a reminder for the whole world.”'® The reason why it was
revealed in Arabic is explained in the Qur’an: “And We never
sent a messenger save with the tongue of his folk, that he might
make [the message] clear for them.”'” Thus the question arises

' Quran 10:37-38. See also 2:23, 8:31, 11:13.

' Ibid., 17:88; see also 2:24. For the development of the theory of the i5az see
below.

'® Ibid., 7:158.

" Ibid., 34:28. See also 4:79. Muhammad is reported to have said that he was
sent to all [mankind], red, black, and white. Muslim, Sahth (Cairo, n.d.), 2:63. A
similar tradition in al-Bukhari, al-Darimi, and al-Nasa>T states: “I am sent to all
people.” See A, Wensinck, Concordance et indices de la tradition musulmane
(Leiden, 1936-69), s.v. &y

" Quran 81:27; see also 21:106 and 25:1.

 Ibid., 14:4.
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how Muhammad and his immediate successors faced the problem
of preaching the divine message of the Qur’an to non-Arabs who
did not understand Arabic. Those non-Arabs with whom Muham-
mad had contact in Mecca and Medina seem t» have had sufficient
knowledge of Arabic to understand the Qur@nic message, so that
for them there was no need of translation. However, with regard
to non-Arabs who lived beyond the boundaries of Arabia, with
whom Muhammad was in contact, it is reported that he did not
object to some verses being translated into foreign languages.

The first such report concerns the Muslims who had emigrated
to Abyssinia. When they were asked by the Negus to read some-
thing from the Qur°an, Ja“far b. AbI Talib read from the begin-
ning of Sarat Maryam.™® The report does not state categorically
that those verses were translated into Ethiopic, but this is obvious,
unless we assume that the Negus knew Arabic.

The second report is the historical account about Muhammad’s
alleged letters to foreign rulers.” It is reported by several early
historians, such as Ibn Ishaq (d. ca. 150/767),”” Ibn Sa<d (d. 230/
845),” and al-Tabari (d. 310/923),2‘ that Muhammad sent envoys
carrying letters to the Negus of Abyssinia, the governor of Bostra
as representative of the Byzantine emperor,” the Persian emperor,
and the Muqawgis (ruler) of Alexandria, inviting them to accept

2 For details see Ibn Ishdq, al-Sira al-nabawiya, ed. Mustafa al-Saqqa et al.
(Cairo, 1355/1936), 1:360; English translation in A. Guillaume, The Life of
Muhammad (London, 1955), p. 152.

' W. Montgomery Watt (Muhammad at Medina [Oxford, 1956}, pp. 345-347)
considers the material authentic and states that it contains a kernel of fact.
However, he adds that the story, as it stands, cannot be accepted because it has
become distorted in the course of transmission due to its theological interest. See
also Fazlur Rahman, Islam (London, 1966), pp. 24-25. R. B. Serjeant (“Early
Arabic Prose,” in Arabic Literature to the End of the Umayyad Period, ed. A. F.
Beeston et al. (Cambridge, 1983), pp. 141-142), considers that the letters were
concocted probably sometime during the reign of “Umar II (99-101 /717-720).

2 1bn Ishaq, al-Sira al-nabawiya, 4:254-255; English translation in A. Guillaume,
The Life of Muhammad, pp. 652-659.

3 Ibn Sa‘d, al-Tabaqat al-kabir, ed. E. Sachau et al. (Leiden, 1917-1940),
1, 2:15-38.

M Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh al-Tabart, ed. Muhammad Abi al-Fadl Ibrahtm (Cairo,
1961), 2:644-657. For the text of these letters see also Muhammad Hamid Allah,
Majmii‘at al-watha’iq al-siyasiya (Cairo, 1969), pp. 77, 81, 82.

5 This letter is reproduced by al-Bukhari, Sahth al- Bukhari (Beirut, n.d.), 1:8-
9, with additional information.
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Islam. Those letters contained some verses of the Qur®an, and it
is stated that every one of those messengers was able to speak the
language of the people to whom he was sent. Therefore, it is self-
evident that Muhammad anticipated that his letters, containing
the verses of the Qur’an, would be translated into Ethiopic,
Greek, and Old Persian.

While citing a long report from Abt Sufyan on the authority of
Ibn “Abbas, the well-known traditionist al-Bukhari (d. 256/870)
states that Muhammad’s letter to the governor of Bostra, con-
taining some verses of the Qur°an, was translated into Greek.*® By
analogy, can one infer from these reports that it was permissibie to
translate the whole Quran into a foreign language? Later authori-
ties have indeed used these earlier reports to justify translation.

Let us consider another report by al-Bukhari which is widely
used to justify translation. Because of the Qur anic verse, “Say:
Bring the Torah and recite it if you have been truthful,”*’ al-
Bukhari has devoted a separate section (bab) entitled “That which
is lawful to explicate [or, to translate] of the Torah and of other
heavenly books into Arabic and other languages” (0 32 L
Wyd 9 Loyl alll G800 Waye 5 slygall ,.ui5). He relates three
traditions. First, he mentions Muhammad’s letter, as stated above,
to the governor of Bostra. Second, he explains that since the Jews
used to read the Torah in Hebrew and expound it (Lgsyais) to the
Muslims in Arabic, Muhammad had said: “Neither give credence
to what they say nor disprove [what they say]; rather ‘say: We
believe in God and what has been sent down to us.’”?® Third, he
mentions the case of a Jewish man and woman who had com-
mitted adultery and were brought before Muhammad. He asked
them what was the punishment prescribed in the Torah. They
said that their faces should be blackened and they should be
disgraced. Thereupon the Jews were told to bring the Torah, if
they were truthful. The Torah was brought and a person was
asked to read it. When the reader came to a particular passage he
covered it with his hand. He was asked to lift his hand, and lo, it

** Al-Bukhari, Sahth, 1: 8-9, 4:307.

7 Qur’an 3:93.

2 Qur’an 2:136. Ibn Hajar (Farh al-bart> bi-sharh al- Bukhart [Cairo, 1387/
1959], 18:300) reports that those who permit recitation of the Qur>an in Persian
base their ruling on this tradition.
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was the stoning verse. The reader, therefore, told Muhammad
that the prescribed punishment was stoning, but that the Jews
were covering it up.”

Although al-Bukhari does not express his opinion explicitly, it
is obvious from his presentation that it is lawful to translate the
Qur’an for non-Arabs, since he did not report any tradition to
the contrary. Translation serves an important purpose, and later
scholars, such as the Shafi°1 jurist, traditionist, and commentator
on al-Bukhari, Ibn Hajar al-“Asqalant (d. 852/1448), have in-
ferred from this report that it is lawful to translate the Qur>an in
order to expound its message to non-Arabs. Commenting on the
Qur’anic verse and the section-heading of al-Bukhari, Ibn Hajar
states that since the Torah was in Hebrew and God had com-
manded that it be recited to the Arabs who knew not Hebrew,
this indicates permission to express it in Arabic. He then adds
that the converse is also permissible, that is, what is in Arabic
may be expressed in Hebrew.” Regarding on the first tradition
about Muhammad’s letter, Ibn Hajar states that it serves to
inform us that the Prophet did rely on translation to convey the
Qur’anic message to non-Arabs.*! In regard to the second tradi-
tion, he states that it is permitted to explain the Qur>anic message
and its precepts to a new, or a potential, convert in his own
native tongue.”

Commenting on verse 14:4, the Maliki exegete Muhammad
b. Ahmad al-Qurtubi (d. 671/1273) states: “This verse cannot be
cited as evidence against non-Arabs, because it applies to him for
whom the Prophet’s message was translated [into a language]
understood by him (Lgegis izy5 &_dl Lels Lo V*;)'” He then

¥ Al-Bukhari, Sahth 4:307. About the second tradition see also ibid., pp. 270-
271. The third tradition is also reported by Muslim; see al-Tabrizi, Mishkat al-
masabth, ed. M. al-Albani (Damascus, 1961-62), 2:288; English translation James
Robson, Mishkat al- Masabih (Lahore, 1975), 1:758.

0 Sy Lolyaally ais el jog Mo Loyaly U1 O Jusldly (Ibn Hajar, Fath
al-bari?, 17:299).

] Gyl Ol w5 g2y or Jo DU G L ] G el L) b
aogad (ibid.)

P o Ol 0 g o5 T3 e 3 4yl bl of Y G s
It ale f,.i:J ,I PRT | iuyxd o (Ibn Hajar, Fath al-bart’, 17:300). Rashid Rida
(Tafstr, 9:344-345), who is opposed to translation, argues that translation of the
Qur’an does not help to propagate Islam.
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cites a tradition which states that Muhammad was sent to all
mankind, implying that the Qur®anic message has to be translated
for non-Arabs.*’

As a result of the Arab-Muslim conquests, the influence of
Islam extended beyond the boundaries of the Arabic-speaking
world. Hence the task of preaching and expounding the message
of the Quran to the newly converted non-Arab Muslims fell on
the shoulders of the early Muslim-Arab community. It was their
duty to explain the Qur’an to non-Arabs and even to Arabs with
imperfect knowledge of Arabic. In preaching to the masses vari-
ous verses of the Quran had to be translated into the native
language understood by them. Thus there is little doubt that oral
translation of the various portions of the Qur’an by preachers
and Qur>an teachers was inevitable.

A story narrated by al-Jahiz (d. 255/869) corroborates the
above assumption. He states:

Among the story-tellers Miisa b. Sayyar al-Uswari was a pro-
digy. He was equally eloquent in Persian as he was in Arabic.
When he sat for his audience, the Arabs sat on his right while
the Persians sat on his left. He would recite a verse from the
Qur’an, expound its meaning in Arabic for the Arabs, and then
turn his face toward the Persians and expound it in Persian.

Al-Jahiz concludes the story by expressing his wonder at al-
Uswarl's eloquence: “It was difficult to know in which of those two
languages he was more eloquent.”**

The story shows that oral translation of the Qur’an must have
been a widely prevalent pattern of preaching and story-telling
from the very beginning. Later on, when Muslim authors began
to write books about Islamic subjects in their native languages, it
was natural for Qur’anic passages to be translated and cited in
those languages.

It is reported by both al-Bukhari and Muslim that “Umar b.
al-Khattab heard Hisham b. Hakim reciting Sirat al-furgan® in
a different manner than what he himself had been taught by

¥ Al-Qurtubi, al-Jamic li-ahkam al- Qur’an (Cairo, 1381/1962), 9:340.

3 Al-Jahiz, al- Bayan wal-tabyin, ed. ‘Abd al-Salam M, Hariin, 3rd ed. (Cairo,
1968), 1:368.

¥ Qur®an, Sura 25,
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Muhammad. So seizing his cloak at the neck, “Umar brought
him to Muhammad and said, “I heard this man reciting Sarat
al-furqan in a manner different from that in which you taught me
to recite it.” Muhammad told “Umar to let him go and asked
Hisham to recite the sura. After he recited it, Muhammad said,
“Thus was it revealed.” He then asked “Umar to recite it, and
when he had done so, Muhammad said, “Thus was it revealed.
The Qur’an was revealed in seven modes of reading, so recite
according to what comes most easily.”*®

Al-Tabar (d. 310/923) reports several traditions (including the
above) indicating that Muhammad tolerated different readings.
Explaining the seven modes of reading, he makes it clear that the
differences were in the reading of words but not in their mean-
ings. He further states that variant readings did not affect legal
regulations.”” This early period of flexibility and tolerance came
to an end after the adoption of the “Uthmanic text. “Uthman’s
instruction to the committee that in cases of doubtful readings
they should adopt the reading according to the Qurayshi dialect,
because the Quran was revealed in their dialect, runs counter to
Muhammad’s tradition. Al-Tabari notes that at the time of his
writing, except for one reading, the other six modes of reading
had disappeared. Hence he raises various questions: “Were the
other modes of reading abrogated (nusikhat)? If so, is there any
evidence to support this? Or were the other modes of reading
neglected by the community and subsequently fell into oblivion?”
Al-Tabari’s answer to this query is that the Muslim community
was enjoined to preserve and recite the Quran, and for that
reason it was given the choice to select one reading; it chose the
Qurayshi dialect.

The above report indicates that Muhammad permitted variant
readings according to the prevailing tribal dialects of his time,

¥ s Lo 195,508 ‘__jyf Lo Je d}.ﬁ o, 1aa ‘OL. Muslim commentators

and traditionists differ widely about the meaning of ahruf, however, the most
commonly accepted interpretation is that it means seven modes of reading (oTl,s),
or seven tribal dialects (Lol J5L3 0 W) Al-Tabrizi, Mishkat al-masabih,
1:679; English translation James Robson, 1:466. It is so reported by both al-
Bukhart and Muslim.
7 Sl G UL g pla” llgiS” BUIT Ltk ga L3 Zadl L3po 81 Bk D
L oS St Lzga Olae 3Dy Y. Al-Tabard, Tafstr, ed. Mahmid Muhammad
Shakir, 2nd ed. (Cairo, 1969), 1:50.
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provided the meaning of the text was preserved. By analogy, can
we extend this license to translate the Arabic Qur®an into another
language provided the spirit of the text was preserved? Al-Tabari
considers seven modes of reading the Qur>an as a special favor
conferred by God on Muhammad, because all the earlier Scrip-
tures were revealed in one dialect (bi-lisan™® wahidi"). He further
states that when any of those earlier Scriptures is rendered into a
language other than its language of revelation, it no longer re-
mains a recitation (tildwa) but rather becomes an explanation,
interpretation (tarjama), and exegesis (tafsir). But because the
Qur’an was revealed in seven dialects (alsun), in whichever of
these dialects it is recited, it always remains recitation (zilawa). He
adds that if someone renders the Qur’an into a language other
than those seven dialects, and still succeeds in conveying its mean-
ing, he becomes an interpreter (mutarjim®® lahu).”® Can it be
deduced from the above passage of al-Tabari that translation is
permitted provided the meanings (ma‘ant) are rendered correctly?

Muslims employed Arabic almost exclusively from the start in
their writings, both theological and secular. The main reason for
this was that the Islamic empire was a creation of the Arabs.
They held sway in the crucial first decades and in time they
secured an appropriate status for their language even in the
conquered territories. They were able to achieve this all the more
easily since the Scripture of Islam, which they championed and
propagated, was in Arabic. Non-Arab Muslims who embraced
Islam were obliged, like Arab Muslims, to recite the Fatiha (the
first sura) and certain other short suras of the Qur’an in their
daily prayers.”” All those who were converted to the new faith

% Al-Tabari, Tafstr 1:70-71:

Al b e ) B3 Y Gy Lamys & 23 O oy Jys sl 0L i) S 0
Y il Ayl b e Q6 & 08 U1 oW Ladl o1 el Sl i ol WS J,J,
3] ¢t I3 JoU paasd (Lopdd] dadl udW1 s oo Wi2 3 (Triin Yy Vo y2e
cad Borgsa colins uLwl
® The tradition reported by al-Bukhari and Muslim states: “He who does not
recite Fatihat al-Kitab is not credited with having observed prayer.” Another
tradition reported by Abii Dawiid and al-Nasa®i states that a man came to
Muhammad and said, “I am unable to learn any of the Qur’an, so teach me
something which will suffice me.” Muhammad told him to say, “Glory be to God;
Praise be to God; There is no God but God; God is most great; There is no might
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were thus compelled as a matter of principle to learn at least
enough Arabic to be able to recite the Qur>anic text in their daily
prayers. However, there were some who did not know Arabic and
were unable to recite the Qur>anic text. Thus the question arose
whether it was permissible for those who did not know Arabic to
recite the Qur’anic text in their native tongue instead of Arabic.
Moreover, those non-Arab Muslims were interested in knowing
other suras of the Qur’an not used in prayer. Hence the question
of translation persisted.

Let us first consider the question of prayer. It is reported by
Abii Bakr Muhammad b. Ja“far al-Narshakht (d. 348/959) that
Qutaybah b. Muslim, the governor of Khurasan, seized the city
of Bukhara for the fourth time and established Islam there after
much difficulty. In the year 94/712-713 he built a grand mosque
inside the citadel and ordered the people of Bukhara to assemble
there every Friday, for he had proclaimed that “Whosoever is
present at the Friday prayer, I will give him two dirhams.” Al-
Narshakhi further states that the people of Bukhara, at the begin-
ning of their conversion to Islam and during prayer, read the
Qur’an in Persian, for they were unable to understand Arabic.*
This historical report confirms that it was permissible for those
who did not know Arabic to recite the Quanic text in translation
during prayer.*' Later, however, with the rise of Islamic schools
of jurisprudence, the debate on this issue took a different shape.
1t is to this question that we now turn.

and no power except in God.” Al-Tabrizi, Mishkat al-masabih, 1:262, 271;
English translation Robson, 1:169, 175.

Commenting upon the second tradition, Jalal al-Din al-Suyti states that if a
person is unable to recite the Qur®an, he should pray by glorifying God but
should not recite anything in translation. Al-Nas&’1, Sunan al-Nasa’T bi-sharh
al-hafiz Jalal al- Dn al-Suyift (Beirut, n.d.), 2:143.

4 Al-Narshakhi, Tarikh-e Bukhara, ed. Mudarris-e RidawT, 2nd ed. (Tehran,
1363/1984), p. 67; English translation Richard Frye, The History of Bukhara:
Translated from a Persian Abridgment of the Arabic Original (Cambridge, MA,
1954), p. 48; Arabic translation Amin ‘Abd al-Majid Badawl and Nasr Allah
al-Tarazi, Ta’rikh Bukhdra (Cairo, 1385/1965), p. 74.

! 1t is reported that Hasan al-Basri (d. 110/728), a prominent figure in early
Muslim mysticism, used to recite the Qur’an in Persian during prayers because he
was not fluent in Arabic (el Ll ald 3Nkl pud). Cited by al-Maraghi,
Bahth, p. 93; Mahmasani, Falsafat, p. 149.
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It is reported that Aba Hanifa (d. 150/767), the founder of the
HanafT school of jurisprudence, was of the opinion that a non-
Arab Muslim may recite Arabic texts in his own native tongue.
The founders of all other Sunni schools of jurisprudence, on the
other hand, adopted the rigorous view and did not allow the use
of translation; they insisted that prayers must be recited in Ara-
bic.*? Unfortunately, Abti Hanifa’s opinion on this matter is
known only indirectly through the glosses of his followers. Al-
SarakhsT (d. 483/1090) says that Abu Hanifa’s ruling in permit-
ting the Persian translation was based on a report which stated
that the people of Persia wrote to Salman al-Farist asking him to
write out the Fatiha in Persian. Salman complied with their
request, and they recited it in prayer until their tongues became
used to Arabic.*

The above report clearly implies that Abii Hanifa allowed the
use of Persian translations merely as a stepping stone to the
original Arabic. Perhaps in allowing this concession he was guided
by religious concern and practical consideration in order to solve
an obvious problem faced by the new converts to Islam who were
growing in number in Iraq. In any case he did not pronounce a
decision on the use of translations of the Qur®an as a whole;*
however, some later sources add to the report that Salman sub-
mitted his translation to Muhammad and the latter did not
disapprove of it.*’ This addition is not reliable evidence and
cannot be taken to imply that Muhammad approved of reciting
translations in prayer.

4 Al-Nawawi, al-Majma© (Cairo, 1966), 3:342; ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Jazim,
Kitab al-figh ‘ala al-madhahib al-arba‘a (Cairo, n.d.), 1:228-230.

9 gyl gl co¥ g sall 3 ls Ospyi OWG; see al-Sarakhsi, Kitab
al-mabsit (Beirut, 1398/1978), 1:37. The Shafi°T jurist al-Nawawi (al-Majma°,
3:342) reports this story quite differently. He states that the people of Persia asked
Salman al-FarisT to write for them something from the Qur®an, and he wrote
down the Fatiha in Persian because it was read as an invocation (li-annahu
dhikr'm). Al-Nawawi then adds that Salman’s translation became a substitute for
the Fatiha like the confession of faith. Al-Nawawi also contends that what
Salman produced was not a true translation but a 1afsTr (Lid> ¥ Wyeds 5 &)
(L £u

“ Rashid Rida (Tafsir, 9:333) also reiterates that the two issues, viz., recitation
of Persian translations of the Fatiha in prayer and translation of the whole
Qur>an, are quite different.

“ Cited by Mahmiid Aba Dagqiqa, Kalima, pp. 33-34.
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Al-Sarakhsi elaborates Abti Hanifa’s arguments further:

According to Abf Hanifa it is permitted to recite [the Qur”an]
in Persian, provided that the reciter is certain that [what he
recites in Persian conveys] the meaning of the [original] Ara-
bic.** But if he prays by reciting the exegesis (tafsir) of the
Qur®an, it is not valid, because the exegesis is not definite
(ghayr maq,tﬁ‘).47

Al-Kasani (d. 587/1191), on the other hand, reports that Abll
Hanifa permitted the use of Persian translation irrespective of
whether one was able to recite the Quran well in Arabic or not.
Abi Hanifa’s argument, according to al-Kasan, runs as follows:

The obligation to recite the Quran in prayer is [established]
not because of its Arabic language but because the words of
the Qur®an are the speech of God in what they contain of
admonition and exhortation, awakening a desire [for good
deeds] and warning [against doing bad deeds], as well as praise
of Allah and his exaltation. The meanings of these words [of
the speech of God] do not vary [when] they are expressed in
different languages, as God himself states: “It [i.e., the mean-
ing of the Qur>an] is in the Scriptures of the ancients;”** and,
“Surely this [i.e., the meaning of the Qur’@n] is in the ancient

“ Quoting another Shafi‘T scholar, al-Kawashr (d. 680/ 1281-1282), al-ZarkashT
states that considering the nature of the Arabic language, this condition of Abii
Hanifa almost amounts to disallowing translation. Then, without citing the exact
source, he quotes al-ZamakhsharT to the effect that Abd Hanifa did not know
Persian well, hence his ruling in allowing Persian translations was issued without
due reflection (Al-Zarkashi, al- Burhan, 1:466-467).

47 Unlike the Quran, the word of God, exegesis is not an exact science (Al-
Sarakhsi, Kitab al-mabsig, 1:37). Later jurists state that the translated text, in
order to be recited in prayer, must be an invocation, or a denial of human form of
the deity, and should not concern a story, a command, or an interdiction. Al-
Maraght (Bahth, pp. 103, 111) states that prayers are valid only with literal
translation of those verses which are capable of being translated that way, and
that there should be no difference of opinion about their meaning. All the jurists
are unanimous in holding that prayers are not valid if one recites a rafsir.

“ Qur®an 26:196. Rashid Rida (7Tafstr, pp. 338-341) does not agree with this
meaning. Fakhr al-Din al-Razi (d. 606/1209) states that pronouns could refer to
special information, or description of the Qur’an, or of the Prophet himself, as
contained in those Scriptures: see al- Tafstr al-kabir (Cairo, 1357/1938), 24:169.
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scrolls, the scrolls of Abraham and Moses.”* It is obvious
that those Scriptures were not in the same language [as that of
the Qur>an], but [they contained] the same meaning.*

Al-Kasant further deduces from the above line of reasoning
that according to Abéi Hanifa it is permitted to recite something
from the Torah, or the Gospels, or the Psalms in prayer, pro-
vided that the reciter was certain that the passage in question was
not corrupted.51 If Abii Hanifa’s views are presented correctly by
his followers al-SarakhsT and al-Kasani, it is clear that he was
more concerned with the substance and meaning rather than with
the external linguistic form of the Qur°an. In Abli Hanifa’s view
Qur’an was the name given to the meanings conveyed by its
Arabic words, and since those meanings do not differ with the
change of language, it was permissible to recite Persian trans-
lations during prayer.”> According to al-Sarakhsi, the license
granted by Abli Hanifa was limited and was to be used by the
new converts until they learned Arabic and learned how to recite
the Qur’an in its original language or until their tongues became
used to Arabic. According to al-Kidsani, however, the license was
not limited to those who did not know Arabic but was valid also
for all non-Arab Muslims irrespective of whether they knew
Arabic or not.

The Shafi°T jurist al-Nawawi (d. 676/ 1277-1278) reported that
in addition to the story of Salman al-FarisT, Abii Hanifa advanced
two more arguments in support of his position.*® First, the Qur>an
states, “This Qur’an has been revealed to me [i.e., Muhammad]
so that I may warn you by means of it, as well as anyone it may
reach.”® The Qur’anic message is universal, and Muhammad
was sent to warn all mankind, but as the Qur®an was revealed in

“ Qur>an 87:18-19.

* Al-Kasani, Bada’ic al-san@ic fT tartth al-shar@ic, ed. Ahmad Mukhtar
¢Uthman (Cairo, 1968), 1:329-330.

5! Ibid., 1:330. Because of the Qur’anic verses 2:75, 4:46, 5:13, 41, the reciter
has to be sure that the passage in question was not corrupted.

oMl Gk Y Glally cpall BUNI Lde Ji5 1 Gladd ORI |
.olillly WY 4 Lde c8las L For more details on Abi Hanifa's position see
al-Maraghi, Bahth, pp. 91-101,

** These arguments are presented neither by al-SarakhsI nor by al-Kasani.

* Qur®an 6:19.
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Arabic, non-Arabs cannot comprehend its warning unless it is
translated into their language Second, the tradition states, “The
Qur’an was revealed in seven modes of reading” (s ul,.dl d,.:l
u,»l &aws), This argument implies that Abii Hanifa considered
translation a different mode of reading, provided that the mean-
ing of the text was conveyed faithfully.*

In order to grasp the full import of Abii Hanifa’s views and the
arguments presented by the jurists and theologians who came after
him, it is necessary to present a brief outline of the theory of the
i5az of the Qur’an, which raises both theological and literary
problems about its translatability. As noted above, the basis of this
theory, which became an important dogma in Islam, lies in the
Quran itself. The theory as expounded by its most celebrated
exponent, al-Baqillani (d. 403/ 1013), states that although Muham-
mad performed several miracles at different times in different
situations, his greatest and most enduring miracle (muJiza), on
which his prophethood is established, is the Qur’an.”’ From the
beginning, as this theory was developed and formulated, scholars
have disagreed among themselves as to what there is in the Qur’an
that makes it muSiz (i.e., gives it its miraculous character). % Al-
Jahiz (d. 255/869) cmpha51zed that the miraculous nature of the
Qur’an rests in its nazm (i.e., the choice and arrangement of
words), and wrote a book about it entitled Nazm al-Qur’dn.

% The line of argument is that this Qur>a@nic verse cannot be cited as evidence
against non-Arabs, and that they cannot be considered warned unless the warning
is conveyed to them in their own language. Thus it becomes inevitable that the
Qur’anic message should be translated. See also Ibn Hajar, Fath al-bart>, 17:300;
he states that this argument was presented by those who permit recitation of
translations.

% In refuting these arguments, al-Nawawi (al-Majmi, 3:342) states that the
seven modes of reading suggested in the tradition are the seven [tribal] dialects of
Arabic and not other languages, as implied by the followers of AbGi Hanifa.
Additional arguments ascribed to Abt Hanifa by al-Nawawi might have been
developed by the HanafT jurists.

57 Al-Baqillani, I5az al-Qur’an, ed. Ahmad Sagqr, Sth ed. (Cairo, 1981), pp.
10-32. Al-Bagillani states that i5az is not claimed for any other Scripture, such as
the Torah or the Gospels. The Qur?an is unique in this respect.

%% See Encyclopaedia of Islam (new edition; Leiden, 1971), s.v. “I°djaz;,” Ency-
clopedia of Religion, (New York and London, 1987), ed. Mircea Eliade, s.v.
“ISjaz.”



ISMAIL K. POONAWALA 177

Subsequently, the rhetorically unsurpassable style of the Qur’an
became the foremost argument for the i5az. But al-Baqillani and
a number of other theologians felt that to erect the theory of the
ijaz on an aesthetic foundation would be to rest it on an empiri-
cal basis. There was also the problem of an element of human
opinion being injected into the standard of valuation of the
revealed text. They therefore maintained that the rhetorical figures
represent one of the elements of literary excellence and one of the
types of eloquence, and that the Qur®an cannot be dissociated
from them; but that the i5dz cannot be connected with those
special aspects of rhetorical excellence. It cannot be based on
them, nor can it be tied to them. It is correct to say that these
rhetorical forms have left their marks on the Quran as a whole
and have contributed their share to its beauty and elegance.
Hence they insisted on the inability of men to match the linguistic
and stylistic uniqueness of the Quran, but they did not propose
to base the theory of the i@z on aesthetic foundations alone.
They further maintained that in addition to its nazm (i.e., verbal
eloquence and purity of diction) the concept of iGaz includes
several other aspects, such as the Qur’an’s ma©a (meaning,
content), its prophecies of the future, and information about the
distant past. The Qur’an’s divine character is also confirmed by
the fact that Muhammad was ummi, (unlettered). To sum up
their arguments, these theologians insisted that the iSaz of the
Qur>an consists both of its language and its meaning, and these
twin aspects cannot be considered separately.*

It is obvious from this that the theory of i5az has been woven
intrinsically into the essential fabric of orthodox Muslim dogma.
All the objections to translation stem from it. Except for the
HanafT school, all Sunni schools of jurisprudence maintain that
the Qur’an ceases to be the word of God and loses its character
as the holy Quran once it is translated into another language. To
support this doctrine, justified in a way by the Quran itself, the
superiority of the Arabic language was brought into the argument.

In his Risala, while discussing the Arabic character of the
Qur?an, al-Shafi°1 (d. 204/820), the founder of the Shafi°t school

 See Ismail K. Poonawala, “An Ismaili Treatise on the Ijaz al-Quran,”
JAOS 108 (1988): 381, where older sources are indicated.
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of jurisprudence, upholds the supremacy of the Arabic language
on religious grounds and states:

Of all the tongues, that of the Arabs is the richest and the most
extensive in vocabulary. We do not know of any man except a
prophet who apprehends all of it.%

As the followers of other religions are invited by al-Shafil to
embrace Islam because the Qur>an is the final revelation and the
repository of ultimate truth, non-Arab Muslims are called upon
to accept Arabic. He states:

It is obligatory upon every Muslim to learn the Arab tongue to
the utmost of his capacity, so that he may be able to profess
through it that “there is no God but Allah, and Muhammad is
his sslrvant and messenger,” and to recite in it the book of
God.

Al-Shafi‘T stresses the Arabic character of the Qur’an and
refutes those who maintain that there are foreign words in it.2 To
support his contention that the Qur’an was revealed in a pure
Arab tongue he cites several verses from it. One of those verses
reads, “And We never sent a messenger save with the tongue of
his folk.”®® Apparently this verse could be interpreted to mean
that Muhammad’s mission was to the Arabs, yet another verse
states that he was sent to all mankind. Al-Shafi‘T resolves the
difficulty in the case of another divine message in Arabic ad-
dressed both to Arabs and to non-Arabs alike by proposing two
possibilities:

This may mean either that Muhammad was sent with the
tongue of his people, and that all others must learn his tongue,
or as much as they were capable of learning of it, or that

% Muhammad b. 1dris al-Shafii, al- Risala, ed. Ahmad Muhammad Shakir
(Cairo, 1358/1940), p. 42; English translation Majid Khadduri, Islamic Juris-
prudence: Shafir’s Risila (Baltimore, 1961), pp. 88-89.

' Al-ShafiT, al- Risala, p. 48; English translation Khadduri, Islamic Jurispru-
dence, p. 93.

2 | ike al-Shafil, al-Tabarl also maintains that the Qur’an was revealed
entirely in pure Arabic and rejects the suggestion that it contains some non-Arabic
words. Al-Tabari, Tafsir 1:13-21, 73.

© Qur’an 14:4.
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Muhammad was sent with the tongues of all [mankind, i.e., in
different languages].*

He then adds: “The proof that Muhammad was sent with the
tongue of his own people is obvious in more than one place in the
Qur®an.” The obvious conclusion one can draw from this argu-
ment is that all others must learn Arabic.*

It is both interesting and illuminating to compare al-Shafi‘i’s
view with that of al-Zamakhshart (d. 538/1144), a Mu‘tazili
theologian and philologist. In his exegesis of the Qur’an, rich in
rhetorical analysis of the Qur’anic style, al-Zamakhshari faced
the same difficulty as was faced by al-Shafi1 in explaining verse
14:4. He adopts the same arguments as those of al-Shafi‘T but
draws a diametrically opposite conclusion. Explaining the reason
why the Qur’an was revealed in the Arab tongue, al-Zamakhshart
states:

So that the Arabs would understand what the Prophet was
summoning them to, and so that they could neither plead
ignorance to God nor say that “we did not understand what
we were spoken about,” as God states: “If We had made it a
foreign Qur’an, they would have said, ‘If only its verses were
expounded distinctly.’ "%

The fact that the Qur’an was revealed in Arabic while Muham-
mad was sent to all mankind implies therefore that the others
(i.e., non-Arabs) could plead ignorance. If the Quran had been
revealed also in a foreign language, neither Arabs nor non-Arabs
could have pleaded ignorance. Like al-Shafii, al-Zamakhshari
proposes two possibilities in resolving the dilemma:

The Qur”an could have been revealed either in all the tongues
or in one of them. There was no need for its revelation in all
the tongues, because translation could substitute for it ({>l> Y
(5 e g Loyl OV Ld W et g )

4 Al-ShafiT, al- Risala, p. 45; English translation Khadduri, Islamic Jurispru-
dence, p. 90.

% This argument is reiterated in modern times by those who are opposed to
translation; see Muhammad al-Thacalibi, “Tarjamat,” pp. 195-196; Rashid Rida,
Tafsir, 9:310-313; he states that Arabic is the language of Islam.

% Qur’an 41:44; see al-Zamakhshari, al- Kashshaf (Cairo, 1367/1948), 2:171.
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He then concludes:

Without elaborating [this point] it remains that the Qur’an
was revealed in [only] one tongue. And the worthiest tongue
was the tongue of the Prophet’s own folk, because they were
closer to him. Once they comprehend [his message] and ex-
pound it, the Qur’an will be transmitted and spread, and
translations would be made elucidating [its meaning].”’

This illustrates the Mu‘tazili position that it is permitted to
translate the Qur’an.®

Al-Jahiz, who emphasized the stylistic superiority of the Qur-
>an, explains the difficulties involved in translating Arabic poetry
and the religious scriptures. Enumerating the problems involved
in translating the Qur>an, he states:

One of the conditions for translating scientific works is that
the translator should be equally proficient in both languages,
the source language and the target language. However, with
regard to holy books this qualification is not sufficient because
they deal with divine matters. It is very difficult for the trans-
lator to comprehend all the nuances of meaning implied in
various figures of speech. When he fails to understand such
fine shades of meaning, he commits an error, and an error of
interpretation with respect to religion is more harmful than an
error in mathematics, chemistry, or philosophy. Moreover,
since Scriptures are revealed by God, they are unlike other
books, and the translator cannot learn about the subject from
an expert teacher. In addition to the translator’s errors, trans-
lation is further exposed to the errors of scribes who copy it.
As copies multiply, errors multiply. The book of Galen, the

7 He further states that because the Qur’an was revealed in only one language,
all Muslims, both Arabs and non-Arabs, are in agreement about the text. This
has preserved the Qur°an from corruption and alteration. Al-ZamakhsharT, al-
Kashshaf, 2:171.

6 Al-Nazzam (d. ca. 230/846) maintained that men were capable of producing
something equal to the Qur>an in style, but they were prevented from doing so by
sarfa (i.e., God’s turning them away from challenging it). Aba Misa “Isa b.
Sabih, on the other hand, held that men can produce something equal to, or even
better than, the Qur’an. See Poonawala, “An Isma‘ilt Treatise,” where older
sources are listed.
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book of Euclid, and the Almagest [astronomical work of
Ptolemy] are good cases in point. The texts of those books not
only vary widely but are also corrupt.”’

He therefore concludes that translations of the Quran had better
not be attempted at all. Ibn Qutayba (d. 276/889), a philologist
of Persian descent, also asserts the uniqueness of the Arabic
language. Explaining the i5az of the Qur’an he states:

The Qur’an was revealed with all those [rhetorical devices],
hence no translator (1,2l o 3=T ) is able to translate it
into any other language, as the Gospels were translated from
Syriac into Ethiopic and Greek, and the Torah and Psalms,
and the rest of the books of God were translated into Arabic.
[The reason is] that non-Arabs are not very rich in metaphor
(majaz), as are the Arabs.”

Coming back to jurists, both Abti Yasuf (d. 182/798) and al-
Shaybani (d. 189/805), the two well-known disciples of Abu
Hanifa, restricted the license given by their teacher only to those
who were unable to recite the Qur>an well in Arabic (O 13} 332 ¥
9% Lgg Y O Bly dyyall es). Their argument, according to
al-Sarakhsi, runs as follows:

The Qur’an is a miracle (muiz), and its i5az consists both in
its composition (nazm) and in its meaning (ma‘na). If {the
faithful] is able to fulfill his obligation by complying with both
aspects [of the i9az], it is incumbent on him to fulfill his
obligation in that way [i.e., by reciting the original Arabic].
However, if he is unable to recite it in its original composition
(nazm), he should fulfill his obligation by reciting according to
his ability, like a person who is unable to perform the bowing
(rukui“) and prostration (sujiid) in prayers is allowed to offer
his prayers simply by making gestures (bil-ima>).”’

% This is a summary; for details see Al-Jahiz, Kitab al-hayawan, ed. ‘Abd
al-Salam Hariin, 2nd ed. (Cairo, 1385/1965), 1:75-79.

™ He deals with the subject in detail, citing numerous examples from the
Qur’a@n under various categories of metaphor. Ibn Qutayba, Ta’wil mushkil al-
Qur’an, ed. Ahmad Saqr (Cairo, 1373/1954), p. 16.

™ Al-Sarakhsi, Kitab al-mabsiy, 1:37.
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It is worth noting that within a generation after Abti Hanifa, the
argument of i5az had come to the forefront. Moreover, both Abl
Yiisuf and al-Shaybani held that the form (i.e., the Arabic lan-
guage) and the substance (i.e., the meaning), the twin aspects of
iSaz, cannot be separated from each other.

Al-SarakhsT, immediately after reporting the above-cited opin-
ion of Abli Hanifa and of his two disciples, injects his own views
and states, “Consequently [i.e., after a non-Arab Muslim had
learned enough Arabic], it is obligatory on him to recite the
muSiz [i.e., the Arabic Qur>an] in the prayer.” He then adds:

The ijaz of the Qur’an consists in its meaning, because the
argument of the Qur’an from this aspect prevails over all
mankind. The Persians were unable to produce the like [i.e.,
in its meaning] in their language. The Qur’an is the word
of God (kalam Allah), uncreated (ghayr makhliq wa-la
muhdath), while all languages are created (muhdatha). Thus
we know that it is not permissible to say that the Qur’an is in
a particular language. How could it be permissible to say this
when God himself states, “It [i.e., the meaning of the Qur’an]
is in the Scriptures of the ancients?”’> And those Scriptures are
in their language. If a person embraces Islam by pronouncing
the confession of faith (shahdda) in Persian, he is a Muslim.
Likewise it is permitted to invoke the name of Allah in Persian
while slaughtering an animal . . . and recite the Qur>an in Per-
sian during prayers.”

To support his argument that it is the objective and not the
means which matter, al-Sarakhsi then cites Abti Hanifa:

It is related from Abu Hanifa that when a call to prayer
(adhan) is given in Persian and the people know that it is the
call to prayer, it is valid, but if they do not know, it is not
valid. The reason for the [latter’s invalidity] is that the objec-
tive [of the call to prayer], which is to notify [the people], was
not achieved.”

" Qur’an 26:196. According to al-Zamakhshart and al-Baydawi, one of the
interpretations of this verse is that the meaning of the Qur’an is in those sacred
books.

" Al-Sarakhsi, Kitab al-mabsat, 1:37.

™ Ibid.
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Al-Sarakhsi disagreed with Abii Yusuf and al-Shaybani and
supported Abi Hanifa. He also elaborated the argument that the
ijaz of the Qur an consists in its meaning rather than in its style.
His statement that the argument of the i5az from the point of
view of meaning rather than of linguistic form prevails, is quite
interesting. It seems that he did not agree with those scholars
according to whom the argument of the Qur’an’s linguistic and
stylistic inimitability, by inference, applies to non-Arabs also.
Those scholars state that non-Arabs, by seeking information,
would learn that Muhammad was sent to the Arabs, who were
known for their verbal eloquence. They would further learn that
Muhammad did challenge them to produce the like of the Qur’an,
but they were unable to produce anything equaling so much as a
single sura. This implies that if language experts themselves failed
to meet the challenge, others (i.e., non-Arabs) stand no chance of
doing so. Hence the latter should admit their inability to imitate
the Qur’an.”

Al-SarakhsT is therefore more in agreement with those scholars
who state that the argument of stylistic beauty applies only to
those whose language is Arabic, and does not apply to non-
Arabs. Since it does not apply to them, it cannot prevail over
them, and they can plead ignorance before God. But, those
scholars add, this is not possible, since the Qur’an is Muham-
mad’s greatest miracle and proof of his prophethood, and it
prevails over all, Arabs as well as non-Arabs. Thus it is necessary
that the Qur>an should contain something besides its formal aesthe-
tic qualities which would apply to non-Arabs, that is, the mean-
ings embodied in its words.™

The later followers of Abti Hanifa extended his permission to
recite Persian translations to other languages, such as Turkish,
Hindi, Syriac, and Hebrew.”” Some of his followers even ap-
proved of readings form the Torah, the Gospel, or the Psalms in
prayer, provided that the reciter was sure that they were not
corrupted (muharraf).”® The HanafT view seems to have alarmed

* See Poonawala, “An Isma‘ilt Treatise,” where older sources are listed.

" Al-SarakhsT supports further his definition of the ijaz by deducing evidence
from the Quran.

" See al-Nasafi, Kanz al-daqa®iq (Delhi, 1309), 1:53.

™ See note 50 above. Later HanafT authorities are cited by Shaltiit, “Tarjamat
al-Qur’an,” pp. 128-129.
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other schools of law and hardened the orthodox point of view
not only about the use of translation in prayer but also about
translation of the Qur®an in general. It is, therefore, not surpris-
ing that it is often claimed by later authorities that Abii Hanifa
himself had later on revoked his earlier ruling and forbade the
use of translation because it deprived the Qur>an of its iGaz.”

Al-Shafi‘i’s position with regard to the Arabic language has
already been noted. Al-Sarakhsi’s statement that al-Shafi‘T does
not permit the use of translation in prayer under any circum-
stances seems to be correct and is corroborated by his works.®
According to al-SarakhsT, al-Shafi*1 held the position that if the
faithful are unable to recite the Qur’an in Arabic because they
are illiterate, they should pray without reciting it.*' Similarly, he
was opposed to the confession of faith (shahada) being recited in
Persian.

Al-Kasant reports that al-Shafil’s objection to the use of
translation stemmed from two considerations. First, the obliga-
tion to recite the Qur’an in prayer was derived from God’s
command, “Recite whatever seems feasible from the Qur’an,”*
and the Qur’an, as stated, was revealed expressly as an “Arabic
Qur’an.” Persian translation was therefore not the Qur’an. Sec-
ond, the Qur>an is the miracle of Muhammad, and this miracle
consists of its wording (and composition). In translation, there-
fore, it ceases to be a miracle.*

After stating al-Shafi°1’s position, al-KasanT refutes the latter’s
line of reasoning thus:

As for the argument that the Qur®an was revealed in Arabic,
[our] rebuttal is twofold. First, the [fact of] Arabic being

™ See al-Suyiiti, al-Itqan fT <ulam al-Qur’an (Beirut, 1973), 1:109; al-Zarkash,
al-Burhan, 1:465. Most HanafT jurists refute this argument and state that s%.al} 0]
sles] Ul> Y 5lrbia UL, See al-Maraghi, Bahth, p. 98.

8 Al-Sarakhsi, Kitab al-mabsiy, 1:37. See also al-Shafi‘1, al-Risala, pp. 48-
49; English translation Khadduri, Islamic Jurisprudence, p. 93; idem, Kitab al-
umm, ed. Muhammad Zuhri al-Najjar (Cairo, 1381/1961), 1: 102-103.

* Al-Shafici, Kitab al-umm, 1: 102-103: sass Jlas &1 ,Sh of Ty ot of o0
sely3 Sy akall &Sliad [0T,@0 6 of] s ot o oo 01 . .. 03y, His position
seems to be supported by tradition, see note 39 above.

82 Qur®an 73:20.

8 Al-Kasani, Bada’ic, 1:329. This is the main argument of the Shafi‘T jurists;
see also al-Nawawl, al- Majmi©, 3:342-343,
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[called the language of] the Quran does not negate that a
non-Arabic [language] can also be [called the language of] the
Quran. There is nothing in the Qur anic verse [“We have sent
it down as an Arabic Qur’an”] to negate [our assumption].
The Arabic [text] is called the Qur®an because it denotes that
it is the Qur’an [i.e., recitation], and the word “Arabic” is
[used in this verse as] an adjective (sifat) [qualifying the
Qur’an] because it is the essence of speech (haqigat al-kalam).
It is for this reason that we maintain that the Quran is not
created (ghayr makhliiq), in the sense that it is an eternal
attribute without regard to its Arabic language. Persian [trans-
lation therefore] does indicate [that it also is the speech of
God], hence it is permissible to call it the Qur®an. The Quranic
statement, “If We had made it a foreign Qur>an,”** establishes
that if [the meaning of the Qur®an] is expressed in a foreign
language, it too can be called the Quran.

Second, if nothing except the Arabic recitation can be called
the Qur’an, what qualifies the Arabic for that designation is
that it indicates that it is an eternal attribute of God [i.e., the
speech of God]. For this reason, if someone recites something
in Arabic which does not convey that it is the speech of God,
his prayer is invalid. The indication [in Persian translation that
it is the speech of God] does not change, hence the ruling
about it does not change.*

Granted that [al-ShafiT’s second] argument, that the miracle
of the Qur>an consists of its wording (/afz) and that it ceases
in Persian, is correct, it should be pointed out that according
to him recitation of what is of miraculous composition is not
the condition, because the obligation [of recitation in prayer]
is mentioned in a general sense and is not recitation of [only]
what is miraculous. For this reason it is permitted to recite a
short verse even if it does not possess a miraculous character.®

¥ Qur®an 41:44. The second half of this verse, “They would have said, ‘If its
verses were only spelled out distinctly!’ A foreign [Qur®3n] and an Arab [proph-
et]!” is cited by the Maliki commentator al-Qadi Abéi Bakr b. al-‘Arabi as
invalidating Abt Hanifa’s ruling. Cited by Tibawi, “Is the Qur>an Translatable?”,

p. 9.

* He disagrees with Abii Yasuf and al-Shaybani and states that Abi Hanifa’s
ruling is correct.
' Al-Kasani, Bada’ic, 1:329-330.
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Although the ShafiT jurists do not approve of reciting prayers
in translation, they are not opposed to translations as such for
the purpose of expounding the meaning of the text to non-Arabs.
Their objection is to recitation (gir@’a) of the translations for
both liturgical and nonliturgical purposes.®’” This is evident from
al-Nawawi, who after elaborating his main argument against the
use of translation in prayer, states:

According to the consensus of Muslims, translation of the
Qur>an cannot be [called] the Qur’an. Any attempt to argue
conversely is to act under constraint. No one disagrees that if
someone expresses the meaning of the Quran in a Hindu
language, it does not become the Quran, and whatever he
utters in that language cannot be called the Qur an. Whoever
disagrees with this position refuses to acknowledge [the ob-
vious fact]. [If] explication (zafsir) of Imru> al-Qays’s poetry is
not considered the same as his poetry, how can exegesis (tafstr)
of the Qur’an be deemed the same as the Qur’an? It is an
accepted fact that a person in a state of major ritual impurity
cannot be deprived of remembering the meaning of the Qur’an,
and that a person in a state of ritual impurity cannot be
prevented from carrying a book which contains the meaning of
the Qur®an and its translation (tarjama).®® 1t is thus evident
that [what is mentioned in both the above cases] is not the
Qur’an. There is no disagreement [among the Muslims] that
the Quran is the miracle (mu%iz) while its translation is not.
It was the Arabic Qur’an, as described by God, that the
Prophet challenged the Arabs [to produce the like of it]. When
it is established that a translation cannot be called the Quran,
it is evident that prayer is not valid except [when reciting] the
Arabic Qur’an.”’

87 Al-Zarkashi, al- Burhan, 1:466; he allows translation out of necessity, provided
that it is confined to the basic teachings of Islam and its devotional aspects. If a
person wants to know more, he should learn Arabic. For this reason Muhammad
did not include more than a verse or two in his letter to the Byzantine emperor.

® 1t should be noted that the Hanafis, unlike the Malikis, do not permit a
person in a state of ritual impurity to touch a translation of the Qur’an.

8 Al-Nawawi, al-Majmi*, 3:343. Al-Kasani, Bada’i, 1:329, also states that
according to al-ShafiT the miraculous character of the Qur®an, which resides in
its composition, ceases when it is translated. A Persian translation of it is,



ISMAIL K. POONAWALA 187

The Shi“Ts, as far as I am able to ascertain, also do not permit
the recitation of translations of the Qur°an in prayers.”® Rasa@il
Ikhwan al-Safa’ (“The Epistles of the Brethren of Purity”), whose
Isma“1l1 character seems undeniable, maintain the superiority of
the Arabic language over all other languages:

The perfect language is the language of the Arabs and the
eloquent speech is that of the_Arabs. [All other languages],
except it, are imperfect. Among the languages Arabic [occu-
pies a place] similar to that of a human form in the animal
{kingdom]. As the emergence of human form is the final animal
form, so too Arabic language is the perfection of human
speech and [Arabic] writing is the termination of the art of
writing.”!

The “Epistles” envisage that Islam will be victorious over all
other religions and its language over all other languages, because
the Quran is the noblest book revealed by God, and because no
one from the other nations, despite their differences in language,
is able to translate it. In conclusion the “Epistles” state:

Indeed, because of its [the Quran’s] brevity and succinctness,
it is not possible to translate it. And this [fact, i.e., its untrans-
latability] is not hidden [from anyone).”?

In one of his treatises al-Ghazali (d. 505/1111) presents theo-
logical proof that the Qur’anic verses dealing with the divine
attributes should not be translated. He insists that the faithful
must abstain from making any changes in the original wording
transmitted to them. One of the ways in which the original is
changed, according to al-Ghazali, is through tafsir. He then
explains that what he means by it is change of the wording into
another language, substituting for the Arabic or its meaning the

therefore, not the Qur>an, hence a person in a state of ritual impurity, as well as a
menstruating woman, cannot be restrained from reading the translation. For
differing opinions see al-Maraghi, Bahth, pp. 104-105.

% Al-Muhaqgiq al-Hilli, Shara’ic al-Islam, ed. ‘Abd al-Husayn Muhammad
“AlT (Najaf, 1389/1969), 1:81.

*' Rasa’il Ikhwan al-Safa’ (Beirut, 1377/1957), 3:144,

* Ibid., 3:164-165.
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Persian or Turkish. Explaining his insistence on reciting the
original Arabic, he explains that

[there are some] Arabic words which do not have equivalents
in Persian, while [there are other] Arabic words which do have
equivalents in Persian, but the Persians are not accustomed to
using them metaphorically as are the Arabs. [Then there are
some] words which are common [for two or more things] in
Arabic, but are not so in Persian.”

It is worth noting that the Hanbali theologian and jurist Ibn
Taymiya (d. 728/1328), permits translation of the Qur’an for
those who cannot understand the Arabic original.™*

Finally, let us consider the late Maliki jurist al-Shatibi (d. 790/
1388), who is frequently cited by Azhan scholars as an authority
permitting translation of the Qur? an.”® His much cited passage,
which occurs in the context of his discussion of the view that the
Qur®an was revealed in pure Arabic, is merely a reordering in a
logical form of what the earlier scholars had stated rather loosely.
He states that

the Arabic language is considered as [consisting of] words
denoting meanings which can be viewed from two aspects.
First, [it] consists of absolute words and phrases conveying
absolute meanings (ma‘an™ mutlagatr’™). Second, [it] consists
of restricted (mugayyada) words and phrases conveying auxil-

% Al-Ghazalt, lljam al-‘awamm ‘an ilm al-kalam (Cairo, 1351/1932), p. 13;
see also Rashid Rida, Tafstr, 9:327-328. Shaltat, “Tarjamat al-Quran,” p. 127,
quotes a passage from al-Ghazali—without indicating the source—to justify
translation. Unfortunately, the passage does seem to deal not with translation of
the Qur’an but with conveying the meaning of the shari“a and the sunna to
non-Arabs.

" He states: T,u Ay cier B oL w JI u U.J wm, ul,dl r’r“‘ q!:u,
w;,.,u _rlwdl.sdv:iagdlrd >”_J phaz o, lnTaymTya,
Dar’ ta arud al-‘aql wal-naql, ed. Muhammad Rashad Sahm (Cairo, 1971),
1:43-44,

% They were Shaykh Muhammad al-Khidr, Shaykh Muhammad al-Maraghi,
and Shaykh Mahmiid Shaltat; see notes 4 and 5, above.
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iary meanings (ma“an khadimat). [The auxnhary meaning]
is the secondary meaning (al-dalala al-tabi‘a).®

Elaborating his explanation further he states that the first aspect
is shared by all languages, hence it is possible to express in other
languages what is expressed in Arabic and vice versa. The second
aspect, derived from Arabic rhetoric and figures of speech, is on
the other hand, peculiar to Arabic. Expounding this point with a
number of illustrations, he adds:

If the second aspect is admitted, then it is not possible at all to
translate Arabic speech into foreign speech, let alone [to trans-
late] the Qur’an into a non-Arabic [language] unless it is
assumed that the two languages are equal with regard to this
second aspect. . . . If this [equality] is proved with regard to
Arabic and the language in which [the Qur’an] is to be trans-
lated, then it is possible to translate. To prove the equality
unequivocally, however, is very difficult . . . but it is possible
[to translate the Qur>an] from the first aspect.

Since he has argued that it is possible to translate the Qur>an in
its absolute meaning, what remains for al-Shatibf is to present his
final justification. He states:

Exegesis (tafsir) of the Qur>an and explanation of its meaning
to the commonalty .. .is permissible from the first aspect.
Since tafsir is lawful by common consent of the Muslims, [this
consent] becomes an evidence for the permissibility of its
translation.

Tafsir and translation are not alike as argued by al-Shatibi,
and his analogy was severely criticized by the Shafi°T scholars.
This criticism is poignantly expressed in the words of an early
ShafiT jurist al-Qaffal (d. 365/975-976). The latter maintained
that recitation of the Qur®an in Persian was unthinkable (vl
BYWR 0 I SWH i o:I)AI), hence it was said to him, “Then [1t
follows that] no one is able to explicate the Qur’an (;ui, ¥ Ial_e
ul,dl s of 4-0.” Rejecting this analogy, he replied:

® Al-ShatibT, al-Muwafaqat f7 usial al-ahkam, ed. Muhammad Muhyt al-Din
(Cairo, 1969), 2:46.
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It is not like that, because [in tafsir] one can capture some
meaning of God’s words and miss the rest. But if one intends
to recite it in Persian, it is not possible for him to convey all
the meaning of God’s words, because translation means substi-
tuting the original word with another word. This is not pos-
sible, hence it is different from tafsir.”’

No jurist permitted reciting a tafsir in prayers, but the HanafTis
allowed reciting translation (tarjama). This is precisely the main
reason for disapproval of translation, that it might be used in
prayer, might be taken as the inspired version, and might replace
the original Qur’an. Thus the license glvcn by Abi Hanifa re-
mained more or less a theoretical license.” The practice of recit-
ing the Qur>an in translation during prayer is rare. In order to
safeguard against the use of translation in prayers, the jurists of
Maliki, Shafi‘i, and Hanball schools permit translation of the
Qur>an for nonliturgical purposes with so many reservations that
it almost amounts to outright prohibition. Those who agree that
the use of translation to explicate the meaning of the text, like
tafsir, is allowed, agree further that translation cannot be the
authority for any legal judgment (ahkam) to be based on it or be
derived from it.”’

It is also evident from the above review that it was not possible
to have “authoritative” or “official” translations of the Qur’an.
Commenting on this fact Fazlur Rahman remarks:

Many theological and legal differences in Islam claim to be
rooted in the Qur>an. Any translation of the Qur’an is thus,
by necessity, made partial by the translator’s theological pre-

T idl My San ek sy (lgalin i Wil Ladl Jla) Lemydl ON. As
quoted by al-Suyatl, al-Itgan, 1:109, and al-Zarkashi, aI-Burhan, 1:465.

% The HanafTs allow recitation from memory of a short sura in prayer. Writing
about the Qur’an and its translation into another language, however, raises a
different question, viz., may the Qur>an be written in non-Arabic letters? All the
schools of law are unanimous in saying it may not because of practical ortho-
graphical difficulties and because this issue is connected with another theological
question, that is, whether the Qur>an is eternal or created. The HanafTs allow the
writing of the translation provided that it is accompanied by the Arabic original.
Probably this is the origin of the practice of the interlinear translations used by
the Muslims.

™ Very little has been added to the earlier arguments by either side during
modern debate.
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dilection and his exclusion of other possible translations. If
given “official” status, such translations will suppress the rich-
ness and variety in Islam. It is much better to leave the Qur’an
translations in the hands of private individuals and groups
who can go on improving upon earlier ones forever.'®

In conclusion it can be stated that Muslim orthodoxy’s objec-
tion to translation arises mainly from doctrinal consideration.
Doctrine holds that the Qur®an is the word of God revealed to
his Prophet Muhammad in Arabic. Doctrine also holds that the
Qur’an is the miracle of Muhammad and that it is unique and
inimitable. Those who permit translation argue that the Qur’anic
message is universal. The reason it was revealed in Arabic is that
the Arabs could understand it. Viewed from this perspective, the
very verse used to justify the belief that the Quran could be only
in Arabic implies a duty to translate its message for the non-
Arabs,

Literary problems still remain. Translation is not merely a
subject of debate for theologians but also an exacting task for
scholars, and it can never be fully satisfactory.'®’ The Qur’an is
essentially untranslatable in the same way that great poetry is
untranslatable. The Quran is a collection of revelations revealed
over a period of twenty-three years. Inspired language can never
be satisfactorily translated. The seer can never communicate his
vision in ordinary language. Besides the intimate union of mean-
ing with form, as argued in the theory of the i5az, the Qur>an has
its vocabulary subtleties, its perplexities of grammar, its cadences
and rhymes, its metaphors and poetry. All these qualities not
only tax the ingenuity of the translator but make it almost
impossible to avoid interpretation. No translation can do Jjustice
to the original.

Moreover, with regard to the Quran oral tradition has served
as the final arbitrator. It was delivered orally to Muhammad and
he spread the message by sending out reciters. The orality of the
revelation lies also in the name al-Qur’an given to it, which
conveys the sense of recitation. Qur’an in the text is used as a

' Fazlur Rahman, “Translating the Qur>an,” p. 26.

g AR Gibb, Arabic Literature, 2nd ed. (Oxford, 1963), p. 36; Kenneth
Cragg and R. Marston Speight, The House of Islam, 3rd ed. (Belmont, CA,
1988), pp. 30-32.
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synonym for gira’a (“recitation, reading”). The pervasive sound
of melodic recitation (tajwid, tartil) is basic to a Muslim’s sense
of his culture and religion even before he can articulate that
sense. It is this mysterious power and charm of its inimitable
music, the very sounds of which create a captivating effect in the
heart of its listener and move him to tears and ecstasy.'” No
doubt this unique quality is lost in translation.

102 goe Kenneth Cragg and M. Speight, Islam from Within: Anthology of a
Religion (Belmont, CA, 1980), pp. 11-17; Kristina Nelson, The Art of Reciting
the Qur’an (Austin, Texas, 1985).



