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The decisive extent of contributions made by Qur’anic readers to the development
of the early Arabic linguistic tradition was never fittingly acknowledged in the
biographical accounts which chronicled the inception and evolution of the linguistic
sciences. The authors of these writings, and those who contributed to them, were prin-
cipally grammarians and philologists of the two primary schools of linguistics: the
Basrans and the Kuofans. They were mindfully keen to accentuate the independence of
their discipline and its unique status. The Basran linguists assertively cast themselves
as absolute innovators of Arabic linguistic thought, diminishing the supposedly nomi-
nal endeavours of their Kafan peers.! Furthermore, even less attention was granted to
those Qur’anic readers who were instrumental in pioneering the incipient models of
language analysis; instead, many among them were ignored or viewed as adopting
antiquated methods in the study of scripture and language. Nevertheless, a circumspect
review of the formative years of this tradition reveals that the linguistic sciences were
pre-eminently developed for the service of scripture. This was inevitably achieved by
readers who adopted a functional approach to the language sciences: they composed
literature on aspects of orthography and diacritics; tracts which enumerated the num-
ber of verses in codices and divided the Qur’an into meticulously calibrated parts and
sections; writings which catalogued differences between indigenous codices and col-
lated variant readings; treatises which explored phonological characteristics of the
Arabic language and their relevance to the articulation of scripture, together with com-
pilations outlining conventions for pauses and points of inception in the recitation of
scripture. Yet these readers were awarded an indeterminate role in initiating confined
aspects of linguistic thought. And in many instances they were expediently incor-
porated into the standard histories of the linguistic tradition.

The activities of these readers presupposed not only the immutable status of scripture
but equally enshrined its genuine devotional value. These readers saw themselves as
guardians of the Qur’anic diction and their approach to scripture was regulated by a
resolute principle: the ascendancy of the declaration that ‘al-qira’a sunna’: namely
that Qur’anic readings which were enshrined in subtle linguistic configurations of the
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holy text were based on established precedents. a precept which was to be assiduous-
ly applied when authenticating the integrity of the lectiones of scripture. However,
there does emerge from the ranks of these readers a number of figures who pursued
a seemingly more theoretical exposition of linguistic features of the readings of scrip-
ture; thus, where previously many readers devoted themselves to the operational
aspects of preserving the diction of scripture as embodied in the corpus of gira’at,
there were others who sought to contemplate their linguistic justification and indulge
in speculative grammatical projection. Within this framework, the sacrosanct status of
scripture was never questioned; indeed, the literary conventions of the Qur’an were
imperiously deemed the ultimate criterion of linguistic eloquence.”

However, the instruments of linguistic thought developed to scrutinise and justify
the linguistic characteristics and idiosyncrasies inherent in the corpus of Qur’anic
readings were simultaneously referenced to sources of a more profane nature: this
included poetry and material derived from Bedouin informants. Aspiring reader-
grammarians developed models of language analysis based on this material. These
models become a principal standard for grammar. More controversially, one of the
implications of this ‘transition” was that Qur'anic readings which contravened pre-
scriptive linguistic conventions were the subject of criticism and in telling cases emen-
dation was proposed. Significantly, there was no sinister motive behind such linguistic
deliberation, merely a resolved fascination with the phenomenon of language; it para-
doxically served to propel Arabic linguistic thought. Indeed, the corollary of this per-
ceptibly more abstract approach to the language of scripture heralded the gradual
emergence of the linguistic traditions of Kiifa and Basra. These developed schools
were to place Arabic linguistic abstraction on an entirely different plane, symbolising
the separation between the old functional tradition of the readers and a more dynamic
approach championed by linguists, an approach which sought to cultivate a more
general theory of language, but one which claimed to be pertinent to the service of
scripture. The forms of writing typically associated with luminaries of the reading tra-
dition were not summarily discarded. On the contrary, they were retained and devel-
oped by scholars of the linguistic traditions of Kiafa and Basra. Indeed, in addition to
producing literature which symbolised the efforts to develop a systematic and coher-
ent theory of language, these scholars composed works on nagi, i*jam, hija’, al-wagf
wa'l-ibtida’, idgham, hamz, ikhtilaf al-masahif, wujith al-gira’at, ghartb al-Qur’an,
Iughat al-Qur’an; they were effectively supplanting the readers as the ultimate author-
ities in these areas of scholarship. And this was to continue over the ensuing centuries.

Contemporary Perspectives on the Issue of the Origins of Arabic Linguistic
Thought

Recent research into the issue of the development of the Arabic linguistic tradition has
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presented a variegated selection of explanations regarding its genesis. One figure who
has significantly advanced discussions in this area is Kees Versteegh. He focused his
attention on the examination of primary source material from the discipline of exege-
sis, finding that distinct grammatical terminology occurring in these texts had a
provenance which predated its circulation in the grammatical treatises of the Basran
and Kiifan scholars: hence there must have existed a primitive tradition of linguistic
thought which served as a reservoir for subsequent models of linguistic analysis, a
tradition which was referred to as the ‘ancient Iraqi school’.? Versteegh argued that
patterns for grammatical analysis together with a technical vocabulary would have
been acquired by linguists from the exegetical tradition: the prominence of this tradi-
tion’s influence was unquestionable. This seemingly portentous finding certainly led
Versteegh to reassess his previous hypothesis regarding the ostensible influence of
Greek linguistic concepts on Arabic linguistic thought, particularly in respect of the
origin of the technical vocabulary of the Arabic grammarians.*

Basing his conclusions on a comparative survey of the grammatical terminology
employed in the Kirab of Sibawayhi (d. 177/793), a work which symbolises the earliest
concrete attempt to formulate a comprehensive theory of the Arabic language, Versteegh
maintained that refined developments in terms of the use of grammatical terminology
together with the general framework of linguistic analysis indicated that Basran lin-
guists formulated a revolutionary approach to language study.® He advocated the view
that the Basrans, beginning with Sibawayhi, had broken with existing conventions relat-
ing to the study of language, abandoning the methods and scope of the primitive tradi-
tion. Indeed, the sharp contrasts in the grammatical terminology used by Sibawayhi
from that employed by the Kiifans highlighted advances made by this figure as he
forged an abstract and structural approach to the study of language. According to
Versteegh, the Kiifans were not as radical in their approach to the study of language:
they remained exponents of the so-called primitive tradition, a tradition in which the
qurra’ or Qur’anic readers were accepted as linguistic authorities.® The assumption here
is that the Kifans focused their efforts on the grammatical exposition of the Qur’an,
accentuating the semantic significance of the text; while the Basrans ultimately
embraced a whole new corpus of material for linguistic analysis; moreover, the litera-
ture of scripture was no longer their specific concern.” Nevertheless, for Versteegh, the
Kiifan school was the bulwark of orthodoxy, the conservative tradition which had been
equated with the outdated methods of the qurra’, but equally its forms of language

analysis had an earlier provenance than the models developed by the Basrans.®

The Kufans, according to Versteegh, frequently cited the linguistic features of
Qur’anic readings together with readers as authorities in their grammatical analyses,
which were presented in the form of ma‘ani texts; correspondingly, the Basrans were
less-inclined to adopt such an approach. However the tendency to refer to frequency
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of citation offers no genuine indication of respective attitudes to analysing grammat-
ically the langnage of scripture. Furthermore, Kiifan grammarians did criticise read-
ers and readings which contravened their own derived principles of grammar. The
Basrans were also the authors of ma“ani texts and assisted in the development of this
genre of writing. Therefore it is essential to appreciate the purpose of ma‘ani texts:
namely, the grammatical justification of Qur’anic scripture; these texts were explicit
expressions of an adherence to a rationally sophisticated approach to the authentica-
tion of Qur’anic readings. The Kifans, particularly Kisa®1 (120-89/738-804) and
Farrd® (144-207/761-822), were active participants in these activities and they were
prepared to countenance the grammatical justification and rejection of Qur’anic read-
ings they deemed to be grammatically anomalous. Additionally, the Kiifans did com-
pose specific grammatical and philological treatises which intimated a greater com-
pass in their approach to language. The profusion of specific linguistic texts recalled
in bibliographical anecdotes along with grammatical opinions cited in secondary
source material such as khilaf texts, which catalogued grammatical differences among
linguists, dispels the myth that the Kiifan tradition based its study of language solely
around ma‘ani texts of the Quran. It is the subsequent hegemony of the Basrans
within the sphere of Arabic linguistic thought that has tended to obscure the material
nature of the Kiifans’ contribution to this tradition.

Further research on the development of the Arabic linguistic tradition was ventured by
Rafael Talmon. He applied many of Versteegh’s findings to support his own supposition
that the Kuifan tradition was the earlier of the two conventional schools, presenting the
view that it had derived the framework for its teachings from an ancient tradition of lan-
guage studies prevalent in Iraq.” However, this seemingly provincial tradition had been
influenced and inspired by centuries of classical grammatical scholarship. Talmon
argued that the existence of putative Greek treatises on logic were referred to by pio-
neering Arabic grammarians when formulating their own models of grammar. These
were available through the medium of Syriac and Pahlavi translations.’? It was this
material which allegedly served as a source for early Arabic linguistic thought.
Talmon’s examination of one of the earliest sources of Kiifan grammar, Farra®'s Ma“ani
al-Qur’dn, was used to illustrate his hypothesis regarding the all-pervading influence of
the traditions of antiquity within the sphere of a developing Arabic grammiar. He argued
that it was possible to discern Aristotelian logical traits which were evidently employed
by Farra® in his grammatical analysis of scripture. However, in the examples referred to
by Talmon the alleged links are tenuous, if not amenable to a wide range of interpreta-
tion; moreover, they are far from conducive to the ‘massive influence of logical studies
on a prominent scholar from the early period of Arabic grammar’,!!

Talmon’s argument was not restricted to the classical background of the ‘Iraqgi
school’: he was convinced that similar extrinsic influences could be traced to
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indigenous grammatical traditions in places such as Mecca and Medina. The Ma‘ant
al-Qur’an of Farra® does refer to a collectivity of nahwiyyan in Hijaz, alluding to
their opinions on grammatical topics.'? Indeed, references to the activities of
‘nahwiyyin’ in this region had earlier caught the attention of scholars such as
Edmund Beck and Sa‘id al-Afghani.'* Talmon used these references along with anec-
dotes found in biographical sources to speculate that there was evidence to support
the existence of centres of grammatical studies in Hijaz. And, furthermore, such cen-
tres of learning had shared a common heritage and engaged in the exchange of lin-
guistic information, even with their Iraqi counterparts. Talmon added that linguistic
traditions external to Iraq were suppressed as a result of the Basrans’ claiming they
had been the actual innovators of Arabic linguistic thought and thus the achievements
of linguists outside of Basra were mindfully rationalised by Basran historians eager
to project the historical prominence of their tradition.'* Talmon supposed that the
advanced background of Arabic linguistic studies might explain the seemingly con-
spicuous emergence of Sibawayhi's Kitab and its highly-evolved theoretical
framework: the concepts in this text were not the Promethean endeavours of one
single figure, but rather the culmination of years of linguistic activity which must
have been cultivated by external intellectual forces. Talmon showed that there were
occasions in Sibawayhi’s Kitab when a group of anonymous nahwiyyin is openly
criticised, deducing that this was an allusion to ‘an old Iraqi school of grammar’.'?
And this last point brings us back to the central theme markedly binding Talmon’s
arguments: namely, attributing the development of the Arabic linguistic tradition to an
extrinsic origin. Interestingly, his more recent research suggests that the lexicograph-
ical text Kitab al-‘ayn ascribed to Khalil ibn Ahmad al-Fardhidi (d. 175/791), dis-
played features of grammatical teachings which bore similarities to early linguistic
sources other than Sibawayhi’s Kitab: this was further proof for the existence of an
early linguistic tradition.'® These findings certainly reinforced the notion of theoreti-
cal differences distinguishing the early traditions, whether these were as vigorously
pronounced as suggested in later sources is questionable; however, Talmon added that
analytical disagreements are attested between the two conventional schools at very
early junctures in their development.

It is the case that Talmon’s engaging synthesis of the methods used by Basran histo-
rians to enhance the ancestral status and historical depth of their tradition by incor-
porating the linguistic contributions of figures outside of Basra does explain certain
contradictions in these accounts, particularly when mention is made of the first figure
to invent ‘grammar’ and in other instances when non-Basran figures from the gurra’
are spoken of as Bagrans: he believed that the Basran biographical reports had to
diminish the importance of learning centres outside of Iraq. However, the purpose of
accentuating the Basran tradition was, according to Talmon, to emphasise the Arabs’
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saliency in the ‘sophisticated branch of studies in their own language‘.” Talmon pre-
supposes that it would be sheer opprobrium to admit to foreign influences in this dis-
cipline. It is not clear whether Talmon was referring to the suppression of the role of
non-Arabs such as the mawall in developing the linguistic tradition or the ‘extrinsic’
traditions of antiquity. This is because Talmon refers to the fact that five of the earli-
est Arabic grammarians, who are of mawali origin and all implicated in the earliest
biographical reports as prominent in the development of the linguistic tradition, were
subsequently credited with a significantly reduced contribution to the discipline.
However, the role of the mawali was certainly not denied by any of the biographical
accounts; thus this point is minor. The other notion floated by Talmon suggested that
the linguistic sciences were secular disciplines and therefore accuracy in relating the
history of this discipline was never critical; however, such a statement is rather pre-
sumptuous given the design, function and development of Arabic linguistic thought.'®

According to Michael Carter, the tradition of Arabic grammar had developed inde-
pendently of foreign influences.'” He presented the theory that Sibawayhi had extend-
ed his skills as a lawyer, transposing the methodology and concepts of Islamic law
into the field of grammar. He felt that the terminology of the Kitab and its structure
were entwined in the tradition of figh. Moreover, where figh formulated rules for
human behaviour; nahw formulated rules for linguistic behaviour, albeit in a descrip-
tive context. Carter employed a sophisticated argument which cited ethical para-
digms. He argued that while ethics commended acts of human behaviour on the basis
of what was proper and fitting, naiiw commended that which was appropriate within
a linguistic context, namely, how one should speak.’® Ex hypothesi, the grammarians
had taken the ethical notions of hasan, gabih, mustaqim and muhal and defined them
within the contexts of grammar. The assumption here is that there is a salient ethical
dimension inherent in Islamic jurisprudence. Carter dismissed the value of the bio-
graphical accounts in determining the development of this tradition, arguing that they
did not forward sufficient information to enable one to reconstruct the theoretical
endeavours of the first linguists. The figures mentioned in the biographical reports as
having been instructors to Sibawayhi and his peers were regarded by Carter as un-
important in terms of the linguistic theories elaborated in the Kitab.”' However, these
biographical reports comprise much which elucidates intricate aspects of early Arabic
linguistic thought. The same stock of biographical reports allude to the positive influ-
ence of the discipline of figh on grammar. Carter did accept that the earliest
nahwiyyin were familiar with ‘the basic descriptive terminology of grammar, pos-
sibly through Greek or Syriac influences’.?> However, he claimed that such an influ-
ence was not discernible in Sibawayhi’s Kitah.?? Carter does state that the Techné of
Dionysus Thrax had been translated into Syriac, and further logical material was
readily available. He therefore accepted a locus for the transmission of Hellenistic
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erudition.?* Nevertheless, the essence of Carter’s premise centres upon the Kitdb rep-
resenting a break with the conventions adhered to by Sibawayhi's peers, who may
have acquainted themselves informally with Greek techniques.

Andrew Rippin meanwhile has questioned Versteegh's synthesis of the origins of
Arabic linguistic thought and the presumed influence of the exegetical tradition.”
Citing John Wansbrough’s chronological—stylistic framework for the classification of
early Arabic literature, Rippin argued that the history of Arabic grammar could not be
accurately reconstructed using the exegetical treatises examined by Versteegh, adding
that the nature of the exegesis practised in these texts was decidedly posterior to the
periods from which they were alleged to have emanated.”® Furthermore, Rippin con-
tended that such activity presupposes the existence of a canonical religious text; how-
ever, the whole purpose of the earliest forms of Arabic literature was to establish the
canonical status of the Qur’an.?” Accordingly, Rippin’s argument is as follows: it was
not possible to determine grammar’s historical provenance through a labyrinth of
material which had been subjected to editorial reformulation and interpolation, par-
ticularly when its historical development hinged on the technical value of a single
phrase or term.?® It naturally follows that Rippin dismisses Versteegh's view that dif-
ferences in the respective terminology of the Kiifan and Basran schools corroborate
the notion of two separate schools of linguistics. It appears that the relative sophisti-
cation of this tradition from an early period, as shown by Versteegh, has obvious ram-
ifications for the theories of Wansbrough: it sanctions greater historical depth to the
canonical status of the Qur’an. However, if Sihawayhi’s Kirab were to be seen as the
proper starting point for the scientific investigation of language, then the findings of
Versteegh are less significant. Rippin does point to the relevance of the views of
Carter regarding the fictive nature of these two schools and the fact that one is pos-
sibly dealing with a difference between two thinkers as opposed to discrete schools
of thought on grammar; Rippin adds that Carter was ‘following a strong tradition in
the study of grammar’ and that this begins with Gotthold Weil > Nevertheless, in
endorsing this latter approach, Rippin has missed a critical point: Carter’s thesis
endeavours to prove that Sibawayhi was the real architect of Arabic linguistic abstrac-
tion, and to achieve this he had to explain away the significance of the term nahw, dis-
missing that it might connote grammar prior to its appropriation by Sibawayhi.
However, Talmon has demonstrated that Sibawayhi himself refers to the activities of
nahwiyyitn in his Kitab, which creates something of a quandary for the gist of Carter’s
thesis, a fact to which he readily concedes.’® Moreover, Carter’s thesis apropos the
originality of Arabic linguistic thought is hardly conducive to a Wansbroughian theo-
ry of early Arabic literature. Indeed, the classical material used by Weil and upon
which his synthesis was based was far more subjective than the erstwhile texts which
formed the core of Versteegh’s research.?!
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Weil structured his study of the Basran and Kiifan traditions on an analysis of the mate-
rial adduced in the work of the Basran grammarian Ibn al-Anbari (513-77/1118-81),
al-Insaf fi masa’il al-khilaf bayna’l-nahwiyyin al-Basriyyin wa’l-Kifiyyin.?* This was
a work purporting to present a dispassionate survey of the classical grammatical opin-
ions of Basran and Kuofan grammarians. The /nsaf would introduce a topic on which
there are conflicting grammatical interpretations, offering a general appraisal of the
Basran and Kiuifan perspectives. Ibn al-Anbari would then summarily draw conclusions
as to the accuracy of the expressed opinions. The work comprises 121 topics chosen to
represent a cross-section of analysis derived from the corpuses of the Basran and
Kiifan traditions. The Basrans’ perspective was emphatically endorsed in no less than
114 topics; however, the Kuifans' views were deemed correct on only seven occasions.
The work confirmed the hegemony achieved by Basrans in Arabic linguistic thought.
Weil argued in his lengthy introduction to the Insaf that representatives of supposedly
distinct and opposing linguistic traditions such as Sibawayhi and Farrd®; or indeed,
Tha®lab (d. 291/904) and Mubarrad (d. 285/898), never had the occasion to meet. He
claimed that the masa’il or Streitfragen were formulated by linguists of a decidedly
later period. Weil suggested that in reality there was only one tradition of language
studies: the Kiifans were invented as worthy opponents.*® Indeed, it has been suggest-
ed that the systematisation of Arabic grammar created a superfluity in anomalous and
irregular material and this was consciously ascribed to a fictional and hypothetical
body labelled the Kiifans.** Weil dismissed the reliability of the biographical accounts
of the linguists, claiming that they were exposed to fabrication and invention.’

Monique Bernards has recently assessed the whole concept of madhahib within the
early Arabic linguistic tradition, and she concludes that the Basran grammarian
Mubarrad was the figure who projected the concept of a distinct school of Basran
grammar, designating Sibawayhi’s Kitab the kernel of grammatical studies.’®
Bernards claimed that grammatical disagreements between figures of allegedly
opposing traditions were often less divergent than those between members of the
same school.” Bernards does differentiate between two definitions of what consti-
tutes a school: the first definition points to the adaptation of similar methodologies
and principles; while the second is based on social criteria such as living in the same
region, having the same academic lineage and sharing an extensive network of con-
tacts.”® She concluded that the second definition should be applied to the Arabic lin-
guistic tradition and its so-called schools, adding that the biographical accounts had
not deliberately accentuated the notion of two separate traditions, but uniformly expe-
dited the principle of categorisation: scholars were classified according to geograph-
ical and genealogical factors. Bernards added that the dichotomous nature of the tra-
ditions of Kiifa and Basra was engendered by these innocuous processes. However, in
suggesting that there was no methodological distinction between the Kiifan and



Exploring the Genesis of Early Arabic Linguistic Thought 55

Bagran traditions before the late third/ninth century, Bernards has not taken into
account Versteegh’s analysis of several early Qur’anic commentaries. Moreover, to
maintain that the division of schools was based on geographical considerations defies
the scholarly differences articulated on the subjects of grammar and philology, the
discrete approaches to analysis of language, and trends in relation to literary output,
which all combine to distinguish the two conventional schools of the Arabic linguis-
tic tradition; furthermore, the linguists also composed khildf-type texts in which they
catalogued grammatical differences among grammarians.® The amenability of the
sources to such a multiplicity of interpretations predicates that it is perhaps prudent
to follow the divisions adhered to by the classical biographers.

The Kiafan Grammarians

The two prominent personalities of early Kiifan grammar are Ali ibn Hamza al-
Kisa’i and Yahya ibn Ziyad al-Farra®.** The derived grammatical thought of these two
figures forms an integral core of the grammatical teachings of what was recognised
as the “Kiifan’ linguistic tradition. Later generations of Kiifans specifically linked
with Kisa® and Farra® went on to compose grammatical treatises and tracts which
complemented and consolidated many aspects of these figures’ scholarship. Farra™s
composition, Ma‘ani al-Qur’dn, is one of the earliest remnants of this Kiifan lin-
guistic legacy. And one is able to discern through the Ma‘ani the highly technical
nature of his grammatical discourse. Dévényi’s painstaking survey of references to
grammarians and Qur’anic readers in this text demonstrates that Kisa’i is the ‘pre-
eminent grammarian’ for Farra®: his linguistic opinions are subject to review, resolu-
tion, and, on occasions, critical analysis, *! Farra®'s Ma‘ant leaves its reader with the
distinct impression that there existed in Kifa, Basra and Hijaz a rich and diverse tra-
dition of language erudition. Dévényi did argue that because the Qur’an was the focal
point of Farra™’s work, references to readers abounded, and with the exception of
Kisai, there is a ‘meagre presence of grammarians’ in this book;* as noted previ-
ously, Versteegh took the view that Kiifans focused on ma‘ani type expositions of the
Qur’an;* but neither of these views takes into account the deliberate design and pur-
pose of the ma‘ani works and the import attached to linguistic thought in the
approach to authenticating scripture; likewise, from an examination of the network of
mentor—student relationships, it is evident that the origin of this type of radical
thought betrays a Basran nexus: the tendency to employ a radical model of ‘arabiyya
in the authentication of scripture buttressed with references to poetic shawdhid has its
provenance in the study-circles of luminaries of the early Basran linguistic tradition,
as we shall see. Moreover, grammarians were distinguished by virtue of their will-
ingness to apply this radical model when analysing the linguistic configurations of
scripture; readers favoured a reliance upon authenticated narration. The fine distinc-
tion in approaches resulted in intractable tension between readers and grammarians.
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The biographical literature of linguists identifies two figures as linguistic mentors of
Kisd’1 and Farrd®, and they are referred to in his Ma‘ani: Abt Ja*far al-Ru’asi and
Mu‘adh al-Harra® (d. 188/804).** This literature reports that Ru’asi is the author of a
text entitled Ma“ani ai-Qur’an, a text on diminution; two texts on pauses and points
of inception in Qur’anic recitation: al-Wagf al-kabir and al-Wagf al-saghir; and a
treatise on plurals and singulars.* It is claimed that he composed a tract on grammar
which the renowned al-Khalil ibn Ahmad was supposed to have examined, a fact
emphatically dismissed by the eminent Basran Ibn Darastawayhi (258-346/
871-958).%¢ However, biographical reports of Bagran provenance do mention
Ru’asi’s association with leading Basrans, although in a negative light. Abti Hatim al-
Sijistani (d. 255/869), a prominent Basran philologist, describes him as *denuded of
all knowledge, a nobody’.*” Reference is also made to the so-called masa’il of Ru’asi:
it was supposed to be a work comprising grammatical definitions. The reader litera-
ture confirms that Ru”asi is linked to the leading Basran reader and philologist Aba
“Amr ibn al-°Ala® (d. 154/771) and that he transmitted his particular reading (hurif).
He is described as having his own ikhtiyar in readings and wugayf. *® The term ikhtivar
indicates a selection of Qur’anic readings drawn from what was a common stock of
variants, and we shall return to gauge the technical significance of this term below.
Dévényi reported that Ru”asi is mentioned in the Ma‘ani on seven occasions. On
one such occasion, Ruasi asks Abll “Amr to comment on the declension of the
term saba’ in Q. 27:22, but Abli *Amr replies that ‘he has no knowledge therein’.*?
Ru”asi is characterised by Farra® as a pious man among the nahwiyyian.>® In a
further instance Farra® recounts the opinions of a figure named al-°Ala® ibn Sayaba
whom he describes as ‘The person who taught Mu‘adh and his companions’ .’
Although Mu“adh al-Harra’ is identified by biographical accounts as an early Kiifan
grammarian, he is rarely recalled in the source material to enable a satisfactory
assessment of his importance, although it is noteworthy that he is identified by Farra®.
He is also viewed as the originator of ‘morphology’ (tasrif).’* The Insaf of Tbn
al-Anbari does associate him with a peculiar reading of Q. 19:45, which 1s the sub-
ject of much deliberation.”® Most intriguing of all is the fact that all the early source
materials such as the biographical accounts of linguists, the reader literature, and pri-
mary source material such as Farra’'s Ma“ani, always reveal a Basran link which
proves to be decisive in the way that features of the Basran tradition’s approach to the
linguistic justification and analysis of Qur’anic readings are replicated by Kifan
luminaries.

Kisa®i's mentors are both Kifan and Basran. He influentially promulgates grammar
and Qur’anic readings in Baghdad, providing the Kifans with an important platform
for establishing a tradition of linguistic thought in the capital. Marzubani
(296-384/908-95) reports that he was invited there by the caliph Harfin al-Rashid
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(ruled 170-93/786-809) in the year 182/798.3* His impressive reputation as
a Qur’anic reader seems to have preceded him. Al-Khatib al-Baghdadi
(392-463/1002-71) recalls that he was summoned to the capital by Mahdi (ruled
775-85) to act as an instructor to his children; quoting Farra®, he states that Kisa’i
began the study of grammar at a very advanced age. And having drawn from the
seemingly confined knowledge of his Kifan mentor Mu®adh al-Harrd®, he was
advised to seek the studentship of Khalil at Basra. He remained with Khalil before
departing to spend several years dwelling among the Arab Bedouins of Najd and
Tihama, scrupulously recording philological information regarding their usage of lan-
guage. Upon returning to Basra, he found that Khalil had died; he engaged Khalil’s
successor Yiinus ibn Habib (d. 182/798) in grammatical discussion and due to his
excelling therein he was prompted to lead the study-circle.®® He then returned to
Kiifa, before he was eventually invited to the capital.

Kisa’i has the following works attributed to him: Ma‘ani al-Qur’an, al-Mukhtasar
[fi'l-nahw, Kitab al-Qira*at, Kitab al-°Adad, Kitab Ikhtilaf al-‘adad, Kitab Magti© al-
Qur’an wa mawsilihi, Kitab al-Nawdadir al-saghir wa'l-kabir, Kitab al-Hija’, Kitab
al-Masadir, Kitab Ma talhan fihi al-‘amma and Mutashabih al-Qur’an.”” The stock
of themes expounded upon in these works intimates a close bond with the functional
discipline of readers in which Kisa®1 was originally trained. Moreover, an examina-
tion of his own grammatical analysis in texts such as Farrd®'s Ma‘ani betrays
a focused regard for the phenomenon of language, incisively distinguishing his
own approach from that of his reader peers. It is the inclination of a linguist and
not a reader which resonates in his analysis of the Qur’anic text. Farra® obviously
had recourse to Kisa’i's works and, as noted by Dévényi, he even refers to one par-
ticular work in his Ma‘ani.® An examination of the instances in which Kisa’i
brings to bear linguistic considerations when evaluating readings underlines the
extent to which the Kiofan grammatical tradition had shifted from its reader foun-
dations. Kisa’i not only intrepidly referred to analogies with the speech patterns
of the Arabs when examining a reading, but he applied the evaluation skills of a lin-
guist to reject a reading.” The inflection of verses Q. 16:40 and Q. 36:82: ‘kun
fa-yakin(u) is an example of this. Farra® deliberates upon the syntactic complexities
of nasb and raf* readings, before commending a nasb ending, fa-yakiin(a), in both
verses of the Qur’an. He tempers his acceptance of this reading by stating that
the majority of the qurra’ favour raf*5° Moreover, he recalls that Kisa’i rejected
raf’ in both of these cases, despite its grammatical feasibility. Kisd°T countenances
a willingness to discard the former reading on what one can only presume were con-
siderations of “arabiyya.

The issue here is not Kisa®i's endorsement of the nasb reading, but his rejection of
the alternative; this is the precise dividing line separating grammarians from readers.
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It is said that Kisa'i deliberately selected huraf from Hamza's reading, choosing to
exclude others: and yet his ikhtivar was, according to Ibn Mujahid
(245-324/859-935), well within the strictures of authenticated transmitted read-
ings.%! Indeed, Khalaf ibn Hisham (150-229/767-844) stated that he used to be pres-
ent when Kisa’1 would recite the Qur'an and students would gather around adding
diacritics to their codices.? Dhahabi (d. 748/1347) recounted that on one such occa-
sion Kisa® read Q. 18:34, inflecting the comparative form for nash; however, the
authenticated reading was raf*. He was asked to explain the reasoning behind the
nasb reading and accepted that it was an inadvertent error, whereupon his students
erased the pointing from their codices.®® The Kaifan qurra’ were effectively selecting
from a corpus of predetermined readings: these were readings which could be traced
to the early Kiifan tradition but were further augmented with readings from cities such
as Basra, Medina and Mecca acquired through a network of itinerant mentors and stu-

dents.

There are contemporaries of Kisd’i who played a decisive role in disseminating
Kiifan linguistic thought. <Ali ibn al-Mubdrak al-Ahmar (d. 194/810) was, according
to Ibn al-Anbari (260-328/874-939), the first to codify the works of Kisa’1.%* Tha‘lab
remarks that Ahmar memorised 40,000 pieces of poetic citation relating to grammat-
ical argumentation, adding that he was considered more senior than Farra®.% Indeed,
it was suggested that Ahmar replace Kisa’i as head of the Kiifans’ study-circle upon
the latter’s demise. However, Ahmar’s premature death allowed Farrd® to succeed
Kisa®i. Another of Kisd’i's associates, Hisham ibn Mu“awiya (d. 209/824), was the
author of several treatises on grammar, including: al-Hudad fi'l-‘arabiyya,
Mukhtasar fi'l-nahw and Kitab al-Qiyds.5

The biographical literature places Farrd® as the second senior figure among the
Kiifans and it is by virtue of his extant text Ma‘ant al-Qur’an that we are able to
gauge the strength of Kiifan linguistic thought. He associated with leading Basrans,
including Yiinus ibn Habib (d. 182/798), although once again later Basran linguists
dismissed such links.5” The works attributed to Farra® include Kitab al-Hudiid, a
selection of grammatical definitions which was held in great esteem by Kiifans.® The
work was composed at the behest of Ma’miin and its outline is preserved in Ibn al-
Nadim’s Fihrist.%° The following works are ascribed to him: Ikhtilaf ahl al-Kiifa wa'l-
Basra wa’l-Sham fi'l-masahif, Kitab al-Jam*® wa'l-tathniyya fi'l-Qur’an, Ma talhan
fihi al-“amma, Gharib al-hadith, Kitdb Lughat al-Qur’an, al-Wagf wa’l-ibtida’,
Ikhtilaf al-masahif, al-Masadir fi'l-Qur’an, al-Mudhakkar wa’l-mu’annath and al-
Magsiir wa'l-mamdid.™ Farra®, like his mentor Kisa’i, takes an active interest in the
forms of authorship associated with the old reader tradition. However, when one con-
templates the nature of linguistic thought found in the Ma‘ani al-Qur’an, a distinct-
ly different approach to the justification of scripture is discerned. This type of abstrac-
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tion was never subscribed to by early Kioifan readers. It is evident that there was a rich
legacy of Kiifan grammatical thought, developed initially by scholars associated with
the reading tradition and then placed on an altogether insular plane by luminaries
such as Ru?asi, Kisa®1 and Farrda®: these figures identify a role for linguistic consid-
erations in the procedures governing the linguistic justification of readings and in
other areas of reader scholarship such as al-waqf wa’l-ibtida’. Kisa"1 and Farra® were
both the authors of treatises which focused on general principles of grammar; and
Ru’asi was the putative author of the so-called Masa’il. The scholarly interests of
these grammarians extended well beyond the confines of scripture as shown by the
comprehensive range of treatises attributed to them.

Abu’l-*Abbas Tha“lab fills the vacuum in the Kiifan school left by the death of Farra®.
Interestingly, Tha“lab had met neither Farrd® nor Kisa’i; however, he excelled in
memorising the literary legacy of his Kafan predecessors, deriving material from fig-
ures such as Muhammad ibn Qadim, who was an authority on the grammatical opin-
ions of Ru®asi, Kisa’i, Farrd® and Hisham.”' The Egyptian biographer Qifti asserts
that Tha“lab examined Farra>'s Hudiid at the age of eighteen: by the age of 25 he had
not only memorised the sum of Farra®’s literary legacy, but he was able to relate the
individual dicta to their places in the original texts.””> Zubaydi claimed that he could
recount the opinions of his predecessors, although he was never able to expound upon
their rationale, or fujja.”® Tha®lab often met with his Basran counterpart Mubarrad to
debate grammatical topics. It is suggested that in his encounters with Mubarrad, the
latter figure always emerged victorious.”

Rivalry between these two figures led Weil to conclude that the concept of two dis-
tinct linguistic traditions was forged in this atmosphere of competition and projected
backwards, and yet one finds that biographical literature of Basran provenance
records his association with leading Basran linguists in a positive light: he had con-
tact with Ibn Sallam al-Jumahi (d. 232/847), Riyashi (d. 257/870) and Athram
(d. 232/847), transmitting many of their philological treatises.” Tha‘lab wrote pro-
fusely composing over forty titles from exegetical treatises to monographs on poetry
and philology, including his Kitab al-Majalis, Kitab al-Fasith and his treatise on
grammar entitled al-Masin fi'l-nahw.’® It is not insignificant that Tha‘lab’s contem-
porary, Mubarrad, was one of the first figures to produce a history of Basran gram-
marians, outlining the scholarly pedigree of his Basran predecessors; the text is not
extant, although a Basran grammarian by the name of Sirafi (d. 368/979) composed
a history of the school in which he quoted extensively from Mubarrad’s work.”’
Indeed, subsequent histories penned by Basran linguists tended to dismiss the endeav-
ours of Kifan linguists, attenuating earlier scholarly links between Kiaifans and
Basrans. The Kiifans were placed among the ranks of readers and equated with a
dated approach to linguistic thought. The reality is not that rivalry between Tha‘lab
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and Mubarrad leads to the projection of a mythical past for each of these traditions,
as opponents vied to enhance the historical pedigree of their respective traditions, but
rather that the imposing ascendancy of the Basran tradition overshadows the true
extent of Kifan participation in linguistic thought. Nevertheless, this was symbolic
because it resembled the way in which early readers, particularly the Kufans, were
deliberately overlooked in the historical framework of the Arabic linguistic sciences.
Even the Kafan grammarians began to disassociate themselves from these readers,
mirroring the Basran rejection of scholarly links with their Ktifan counterparts.

Kiufan Readers in the Biographical Literature

The biographical accounts of the Kaifan reader tradition positively demonstrate that it
traced its reading pedigree to principal luminaries among the companions of the
Prophet. It was through an elaborate network of readers and their students that the
stock of Qur’anic readings was preserved and promulgated. The presupposition that
all such readings were based on authenticated precedents was axiomatic. The proce-
dural mechanisms of harf, hurif, athar, ikhtivar were inexorably anchored to the
mushaf, ensuring that the integrity of scripture was never compromised; and the cor-
pus of Qur’anic readings was projected through these intricate devices. Moreover, the
sum and substance of reader linguistic activity was governed by the desire to preserve
and enshrine the holy text. Rippin has argued that biographical notices are an attempt
to convey the religious piety of the subjects in these accounts and therefore they have
a presumed canonising function as opposed to being a genre of literature reflecting
social realities: the accounts would have been shaped by the conscious expectations
of a religious community. However, there is a systematic correlation between materi-
al contained in these accounts and the varied trends of scholarship associated with a
developing tradition of grammar; and this is far too complex to be the insidious prod-
uct of deliberate projection.”

The figure of “Abd Allah ibn Mas®ad (d. 32/677) is the revered eponym of
the Kiufan reading tradition. Early Kiifan authorities such as Zirr ibn Hubaysh
(d. 82/706), Aswad ibn Yazid al-Nakha‘i (d. 75/713). “Alqama ibn Qays
(d. 62/681) and Abt “Abd al-Rahmén al-Sulami (d. ca 73-4/692-3) were recalled as
having acquired their readings from this figure.”” He serves not only as a prominent
source of Qur’anic readings but also as an authority of Kifan jurisprudence; never-
theless, other companion influences are also referred to in early source material. Thus
one finds that Zirr ibn Hubaysh acquired his Qur’anic readings by way of review
(‘arada) not only with Tbn Mas*id, but also with “Uthman ibn “Affan and “Alf ibn
Abi Talib.? The term “arada implies a scrutinised review by a mentor of a student’s
readings. This is derived from the occasion of the Prophet’s final review with
the archangel Gabriel. Other methods of instruction included gira’a, sama“ and
riwava.®! Biographical literature recalls that Aswad was instrumental in conveying
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Ibn Mas‘tid’s rendition of the mushaf to succeeding generations of Kafans, for the
latter figure had ‘reviewed’ Aswad’s readings.®? © Algama ibn Qays, who was an uncle
of Aswad ibn al-Yazid, also reviewed his readings with Ibn Mas‘lid and heard
‘sami‘a’ the readings of “Ali, “Umar ibn al-Khattdb, Abii Darda® and °AZisha.®?
Having established the sources of the Kiifan reading tradition, the biographical liter-
ature then relates how subsequent generations of readers preserved this vast corpus of
Qur’anic readings for posterity, placing specific emphasis upon its unique liturgical
value.?

The individual Abli “Abd al-Rahman al-Sulami is a pivotal connective between lead-
ing companions and the emerging generations of Kiifan readers around whom a func-
tional linguistic approach to readings crystallises. He acquired readings ‘by way of a
review’ with “Uthman, Ali, Ibn Mas“tid, Zayd ibn Thabit and Ubayy ibn Ka®b, while
included among his many students were °Asim ibn Abi al-Najud (d. 127/744), Yahya
ibn Waththab (d. 103/721), Ata® ibn al-Sa’ib (d. 136/753), Ibn Abi Layla
(d. 148/765) and “Amir al-Sha*bi (d. 110/728).%% According to Ibn Mujihid, Sulami
was the first figure to promulgate in Koifa readings authorised by “Uthman, teaching
in Kiifa’s main mosque for over forty years.®® Dévényi records that Sulami is referred
to on 53 occasions in Farrd®'s Ma‘ani.¥’ His successor was “Asim ibn Abi al-Najid,
a mawld also trained by Zirr ibn Hubaysh. “Asim’s pupils among the Kiifans were
many: Sulaymin ibn Mahran al-A*mash (60-148/680-765), Mufaddal al-Dabbi
(d. 168/784), “Isd ibn “Umar al-Hamdani (d. 156/773), Aba Bakr ibn ©Ayyish
(95-193/713-809) and Hafs ibn Sulayman (d. 180/796).%% The last two personalities
play a key role in circulating his readings. Indeed, Ibn ‘Ayyash reports that when
Sulami died, “Asim replaced him as the chief reader in Kiifa. He claims that ¢Asim
and A°mash (60-148/680-765) were the finest representatives of the readings of Ibn
Mas“tid and Zayd ibn Thabit.%? It is recalled that “Asim visited Basra; and interest-
ingly, both Abii “Amr ibn al-“Ala’ and al-Khalil ibn Ahmad transmitted aspects of his
readings. Dhahabi refers to several reports recounting his interest in “arabiyya and
nahw; and Ibn “Ayyash claims he was an eloquent grammarian, adding that °Asim
once remarked, ‘He who is able to perfect one wajh of ‘arabiyya has perfected noth-
ing’.% ©Asim and his peers within the Kiifan tradition of readings devoted themselves
to the circulation and preservation of Qur’anic scripture, judiciously refining the
means to carry out that function.

The fact that “Asim was associated with the term nahwi seems to have perturbed the
Basran Abl Tayyib (d. 351/962): he asserts that this figure may have been acquaint-
ed with some slight aspect of this science, but notes that his opinions are neither men-
tioned nor memorised. *' Here we have an excellent example in which the biograph-
ical literature of the linguists contradicts reader biographical accounts. Dévényi

reports that he is mentioned in Farra®’s Ma“ani on no less than 141 occasions.”® Ibn
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Mujihid included ®Asim’s reading in his collection of seven authenticated readings,
along with the readings of Hamza and Kisa’i, reporting that it gained partial promi-
nence because one of its transmitters, Ibn “Ayyash, did not make himself available to
those wishing to acquire it.”® Furthermore, it is confirmed that there were some 520
individual ‘huriif’ of ‘Asim’s reading concerning which Ibn Ayyésh and Hafs ibn
Sulayman differed.* Hafs settled in Baghdad, narrating “Asim’s reading there, but he
also travelled to Mecca and Medina. The biographical material states that the reading
he derived from “Asim had ©Ali ibn Abi Talib as its ultimate authority.”® However,
once again the predominant theme which emerges from these standard accounts is the
dominion of authenticated precedents: whenever it is reported that a reader selected
only certain huriif from a given mentor, it is implied that these were augmented with
hurif acquired from alternative authorities in readings: this conception is referred to
as an ikhtiyar. That early readers might have codified the specific hurif of their men-
tors is probable. Yahya ibn Adam does refer to his having recourse to a ‘kurrdsa’ or
texthook which for 40 years had comprised the huriif of “Asim. Yahya adds that Ibn
¢Ayyash read them all to him ‘harf by harf", and “so I vocalised them and confined
them, recording their ma“ani alongside them, adhering to that which he related to
me’. Ibn ¢Ayyash asserted that ‘T have related these to you as they were taught to me
by “Asim harf by harf".%

Aspects of Early Reader Scholarship: Enumerating Codices

The enumeration of the number of verses in indigenous codices reflected one aspect
of the functional approach to scripture developed by readers. Indeed, “Asim is credit-
ed with a text on this subject.”’ This form of authorship seems to have been initiated
by Medinan readers: a work entitled Kitab “Adad al-Madini al-awwal, and a further
work entitled al-‘Adad al-thani, are linked with Nafi® ibn Abi Nu“aym (d. 169/785).
Prior to this, “Abd Allah ibn “Ayyash (d. 69/689), who was a respected authority on
readings in Medina, is credited with the authorship of “Adad al-Madini al-awwal *
This work is followed by al-“Adad al-akhir of Isma‘il ibn Abi Kathir (d. 180/796).
Similarly titled works are credited to Meccan, Kiifan, Basran and Syrian scholars.
There were also works dividing the Qur'an into ajza’.*® Indeed, the division of the
reader Humayd ibn Qays (d. 130/747) is referred to in Tha®lab’s Kitab al-majdlis: it
demonstrates his meticulous division of the verses of the Qur’an into measured parts,
a process which facilitates memorisation.'™ Suyiti’s /tgan has a section devoted to
the enumeration of verses in codices. It provides further information on the nature of
the ‘adad works. One such quotation refers to the differences concerning the number
of verses in the indigenous codices of Medina, Mecca, Syria, Basra and Kufa.!"! The
work corroborates the two counts, referred to above, of the Medinan codices. The first
being carried out by the reader Aba Jafar Yazid al-Qa“qa“ (d. ca 127-8/744-5) and
Shayba ibn Abi Nisah (d. 130/747); the second was carried out by Isma‘il ibn Ja“far.
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There are further citations which refer to counts made by prominent readers and
linked to companions. Thus the Damascene reader Ibn °Amir (d. 118/736) reports that
the Syrian count was transmitted on the authority of Abti Darda® (d. 32 or 34/652 or
654). Suyuti asserts that the verses in the Basrans’ codex were enumerated by “Asim
al-Jahdari and that the Ktifans’ codex was enumerated by three figures: Hamza ibn
Habib, Kisa’1 and Khalaf ibn Hisham. A second report by Hamza states that he was
informed of the count of the Kiifan codex by Ibn Abi Layla on the authority of “Abd
al-Rahmin al-Sulami who referred to the authority of °Ali ibn Abi Talib. Intriguingly,
Ibn al-Jazari (751-833/1348-1429) reports, on the authority of Yahyi ibn Adam
(d. 203/820), “Asim’s exclusion of the enigmatic huriif al-mugarta‘a in his enumera-
tion of Qur’anic verses, arguing that, for the purposes of a count, they did not consti-
tute separate Qur’anic verses but rather they were composite parts of other verses.
This contravened the position taken by other Kiifan readers who included these let-
ters as separate verses in their counts.'”? The whole purpose of such endeavours was
to ensure the meticulous regulation of the physical confines of Qur’anic scripture
derived from an essentially oral tradition. Furthermore, it was categorically interfaced
with “Uthman’s dispatching of codices to the principal garrison towns.

The ikhtilaf al-masahif genre meticulously catalogued diminutive variances among
“Uthmanic codices. Abii *Amr al-Dani (371-444/981-1053), whose work al-Mugni®
Ji ma‘rifat marsim masahif ahl al-amsar is essentially redolent of this form of writ-
ing, reports that “Uthman produced four principal codices: a codex which was sent to
Kiifa, a codex to Basra, a codex to Syria, and a codex which was retained at
Medina.'® A second report cited by Dani claims that seven codices were forwarded
by the caliph, but Dani asserts that the former report is sounder. The sections in his
work review orthographical variances relating to ithbat, hadhf, zivada and nags: con-
firmation, elision, superfluity and preclusion. Dani attributes these differences to
“Uthman’s preference for Qurayshite conventions of orthography. This meant that it
was not possible to accommodate distinctive hurif (authenticated readings which
were orthographically dissimilar) within a single textus receptus ne varietur without
resorting to repetition which would result in ambiguity and confusion.!™ However,
these masahif and any subsequent codices transcribed on the basis of these prototypes
enshrined the totality of scripture. Although it is reported that these principal codices
were devoid of all diacritics to facilitate authenticated vocalic preferences, it is clear
that a number of codices subsequently transcribed from these prototypes were point-
ed. In recounting the variances between the Syrian and Iraqi codices, Dani refers to
Q. 10:22: the Syrian codices were pointed to read yanshurukum: while the Iraqgi
codices were pointed to read yusayyirukum.'"% Indeed, both readings are accommo-
dated within an unpointed text.'% The Syrian reading was linked to Ibn “Amir the
Damascene, while the latter reading was preferred by most other readers. Moreover,
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it was also the case that a reader might elect to adhere to a reading on the basis of its
being substantiated by any one of the metropolitan or amsdar codices. Dani states that
Abi “Amr ibn al-*Ala® was asked concerning a feature of his reading of Q. 43:68
which was not substantiated by the Basran codices; Abti “Amr’s reply was that he was
able to reference it to the transcribed codices of the Medinans.'?

Dini's work abounds with reports which emanate from grammarians and readers,
including figures such as Kisa®i, Farra®, Tha®lab, Hamza, Khalaf ibn Hisham, Yahya
ibn Adam, and other authorities who took an active interest in relating these differ-
ences. Ibn al-Nadim furnishes a list of figures with works on differences among
codices. The Damascene Ibn Amir is credited with a work on the differences among
the codices of Syria, Hijaz and Iraq: we noted above that both Kisa®i and Farrd® were
the authors of works on this subject. And Khalaf ibn Hishim has a work entitled
Ikhtilaf al-masdhif.'% Indeed, Farra®s scholarship in the field of codices is reflected
in his Ma‘“ani. In one instance, Q. 6:63, he asserts that the Kafans’ reading of the
verse was without the pronominal suffix 7@”, and was accordingly represented in their
codices: anjana.'™ Farra® adds that the consensus reading among the gurra’, referred
to as ‘gird’at al-nas’, was anjaytand. In a further instance, in Farra™s analysis of Q.
3:153, he alludes to the usage of the Arabs and hypothesises as to their idiomatic ren-
dition of one of the constructs in this verse: the form was incongruous with the afore-
mentioned verse. Moreover, having mentioned this form, Farrd® asserts that its inser-
tion into the text of the Qur’an was not permissible, due to its requiring a letter super-
fluous to the ‘kitab of the masahif>."'” A report refers to Kisa*i adjusting his reading
of Q. 3:21, having realised it contravened the consensus of the indigenous codices."!

Wansbrough made a number of observations concerning both variant readings and
codices. He argued that they were ‘not genuinely independent of the “Uthmanic
recension’, adding that ‘infinitesimal differences are not such as would seem to have
necessitated a suppression of the non-*Uthmanic versions, the more so since a mini-
mal standard deviation from the canon was accommodated by the interpretation of the
ahruf doctrine’."'? This view presupposes that the ahiruf doctrine was purely arbitrary;
and yet it was likewise governed by the strictures of precedent and this much is evi-
dent from the activity of early readers particularly in the formulation of huraf and
ikhtiyar. Consequently, these so-called ‘infinitesimal differences’ certainly had pro-
found implications for the status of scripture and its relation to acts of worship. In
addition Wansbrough refers to the amsar codices as not displaying the ‘differences
either among themselves or from the “Uthmanic recension which are alleged to have
provoked the editorial measures attributed to the third caliph’. Moreover, he declares
that the tradition of separate amsar-variants ‘appears not to be more ancient than
Farra® or possibly than his teacher Kisa’1'.!!? Given the exactitude demanded in con-
firming the confines of scripture, the attention to infinitesimal detail was critical. The
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grammarians’ interest in such literature would a fortiori have been preceded by read-
er treatment of the topic, corroborating the historical depth of such authorship: early
readers had to be aware of the diminutive nature of differences among codices as they
sought to regulate the devices of harf and ihktiyar. The scrupulous endeavours of
early readers in respect of the enumeration of verses in codices and collating vari-
ances therein formed a core around which the Arabic linguistic tradition developed.
Moreover, by the era of Kisa®1, Farrd® and Sibawayhi this tradition had systematical-
ly attained an exceptional level of sophistication. It also follows that the tension
between readers and grammarians, despite the distinctly non-dogmatic nature of its
origin, is proof of the early existence of a canonical codex. It is around this fixed text
that the linguists attempted to advance their grammatical suppositions.

Readers and grammarians contributed to the authorship of texts on the subject of al-
wagqf wa'l-ibtida’. Hamza ibn Habib (80-156/646-722) was the author of a text on
the subject of wagf which defined pauses in respect of Qur’anic recitation.!'* And Ibn
al-Nadim attributes a text on wagf to a Kiifan reader and contemporary of Hamza
whose reading was narrated by Kisa’1 and Yahya ibn Adam: Dirar ibn Surad
(d. 129/746).''5 According to Ibn al-Jazari, the Basran Shayba ibn Abi Nisdh
(d. 130/747) wrote a text on wagf.''® We noted above that Ru*asi composed two trea-
tises on this topic: there are also works attributed to Kisa’i, Farra®, Khalaf ibn
Hisham, Abii “Umar al-Duri and Tha‘lab.!'” And leading Basrans also composed
texts on this topic. The extant text of the Kiifan philologist Abii Bakr Ibn al-Anbari
(260-328/874-939), Idah al-waqf wa'l-ibtida” was acknowledged as the definitive
compilation on this subject.''® Even within the confines of an area of scholarship such
as wagqf, grammarians were able to promote themselves as absolute authorities.
Moreover, just as they had developed models of grammar to evaluate and justify the
linguistic configuration of scripture, expressing their views as to which readings were
linguistically fitting and eloquent, they developed a terminology which they intro-
duced to classify, from a linguistic perspective, instances of al-waqf wa'l-ibtida’.

However, the voices of orthodoxy appeared to be rather apprehensive about the intro-
duction of terminology to classify a practice which was essentially spontaneous and
determined by transmitted convention. Indeed, Suyiiti’s preface to his discussion of
wagf suggests, through the excerpts of the work of the Basran trained linguist Nahhis
(d. 338/949), that the practice of wagf was essentially contingent to the acquisition of
scripture: readers had to be aware of the points of pauses and inception in their recita-
tion of Qur’anic verses.'!” Nahhas, as quoted by Suyiiti, refers to the fact that one of
the companions of the Prophet, Ibn “Umar, implied that familiarity with the subtleties
of wagf was something scrupulously imparted to prospective students of the Qur’an;
although Ibn “Umar rues the fact that many of his contemporaries were not familiar
with these subtleties.!?" Ibn al-Anbari’s Idah deliberates upon a tripartite division
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applicable to wagf, and this is adhered to throughout his work.!?! This, in Anbari’s
words, was commonly agreed upon by scholars. The division proposes that manifes-
tations of wagf wa'l-ibtida® be classified as tamm, hasan and gabih.'** A revealing
statement in Suyiiti’s frgan on the authority of Ibn Barhan cites the Hanafite judge
AbT Yisuf (d. 182/798) as having deliberated upon several similar terms applied to
instances of wagf: tamm, ndagis, hasan and gabth; he retorted that this classification
was innovative, ‘bid“a’, in a pejorative sense. Abi Yusuf argued that the Qur’an was
an incomparable composite literary miracle which, a priori, is 7@mm (consummate) in
part and whole: what is true of the whole is also true of the part and hence the termi-

nology used for classification purposes was unbecoming.'*

Having alluded to Abii Yiisuf’s position, Suyaiti produces a number of citations which
display the earlier readers’ approach to factors which determine al-wagf wa’l-ibtida.
He asserts that Nafi® ibn Abi Nu®aym, the Medinan reader, held that wagf and ibtida”
were governed by the parameters of meaning.'** The Meccan Ibn Kathir and the
Kiifan Hamza maintained that wagf and ibtida® were ultimately determined by
breathlessness, although Ibn Kathir used deliberate wagf in the case of three Qur’anic
verses: Q. 7:3; Q. 6:109; and Q. 16:103.'* “Asim and Kisa®1 had, according to
Suyiti, employed the notion of the completeness of speech (kaldm) as the principal
criterion in relation to wagf wa'l-ibtida’. The Basran Abli “Amr adhered to the prac-
tice of stopping at the end of each verse, as opposed to in the middle of a verse.'?®
The earliest readers based their pauses and points of inception on transmitted con-
ventions; this practice was acquired naturally as an inherent part of the processes of
recitation. Ibn al-Jazari, who like many of his predecessors in the reading tradition
articulated with vigour the dominion of narration over linguistic criteria in the authen-
tication of readings, remarked, while discussing one of the sub-categories of wagf,
that it was unquestionably governed by sama‘ and nagl.'*’ Nevertheless, the gram-
marians’ prominence in the authorship of these treatises suggests that their respective
interpretations were produced as a result of invoking a linguistic model: “agl with an
admixture of nagl. More significantly, readers were concerned solely with pursuing
areas of scholarship which aid the preservation of scripture in all its aspects and wagf
is contingent to the recitation and comprehension of scripture.

The Generation of Reader-Grammarians: Maintaining the Pre-eminence of
Precedents

The co-ordinated accentuation of an adherence to precedents continues as a promi-
nent theme in the next generation of Kiifan readers. Yahya ibn Waththab was a men-
tor of A°mash, Talha ibn Musarrif (d. 112/730) and Humran ibn al-A°yan (d. ca
130/747).128 Yahya features as a source of readings in Farra®’s Ma‘ani, quoted on 75
occasions. In spite of this, it is not startling to note that Farrd® levelled criticisms at
Yahyi and his generation of readers.'* Indeed, it would seem that the motive for this
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relates to the fact that certain readings, circulated on the authority of prominent read-
ers, contravened derived rules of grammar. One way of undermining such readings
was to criticise their narrator. However, Yahya's status and integrity as a reader him-
self are never questioned within the reader tradition. Yahyad and A°mash were both of
mawali origin. It is reported that Yahya was humiliated by Hajjaj’s edict prohibiting
the mawali from leading the congregational prayers in Kufa; his fellow worshippers
insisted he forfeit his position, and he duly obliged. Hajjaj, hearing of Yahya's
predicament, assured him that the ruling was never intended to apply to figures of his
standing and insisted he return to the mosque to lead prayers. However, he symboli-
cally led the prayer for a further day before voluntarily relinquishing his position.'*
Yahya associated with Masriiq ibn al-Ajda® (d. 63/682), one of Ibn Mas®td’s pupils
with whom he also reviewed his readings.'?' He narrated Masriiq’s remark that Ibn

Mas*iid used to erase markers indicating a batch of ten verses, ta“shir, in codices.'*?

A°mash studied not only with leading Kiifans such as Zirr, Nakhai and “Asim, but
he reviewed his readings with an important Medinan exegete and reader Abu’l-
Aliyya al-Riyahi (d. 93/712).'** Riyahi was the putative author of a substantial
exegetical text, to which figures such as the eminent exegete Qatada (d. 1117/735) had
recourse.'** A°mash also has links with Mujahid, the Meccan reader and exegete. It
is significant that many of A°mash’s pupils were important figures within the embry-
onic stages of the Kifan tradition of linguistics: many were the authors of treatises on

both exegetical and grammatical subjects.'®

Versteegh's initial attempts to explain
similarities between the linguistic terminology used in the fafsir of Mugatil ibn
Sulayman (d. 150/767) and that employed by later Kiifan grammarians such as Kisa“1
led him to conclude that the Kiifans must have acquired this terminology through the
version of Ibn “Abbas’s tafsir transmitted by Mugqatil.'*® This was assumed because
there were no links between Mugatil and the Kiifan grammatical tradition, although
Versteegh does identify a link between Muqatil and A“mash. However, the assump-
tion is that A°mash is a reader and not a grammarian. The tendency to demarcate early
areas of scholarship such as gira’a, nahw and tafsir circumscribing the activities of
figures such as A°mash is misleading. It is conceivable that A°mash himself may have
been the very conduit through which Mugqatil was introduced to such terminology.

A°mash’s students include Hamza ibn Habib, Talha ibn Musarrif and Abéan ibn
Taghlib (d. 141/768)."*7 The example of Aban is striking: he was the author of a
Gharib al-Qur’an text and Yaqut speaks of him as a scholar of figh, gira’a and
lughat.'*® He also describes his work as replete with poetic loci probantes.'*® Yaqiit
mentions that Aban’s tract was collated with two other related works and circulated
as a single treatise: one of these works being attributed to the exegete Muhammad ibn
al-Sa’ib al-Kalbi (d. 146/763), and the second to Ibn Rawq (n.d.). Aban completed his
study of the mushaf under A°mash’s supervision. He also studied readings with



68 Journal of Qur’anic Studies

“Asim, Abii “ Amr al-Shaybini and Ibn Musarrif. The specialist in readings Abii *Amr
al-Dani refers to Aban as a nahwi.'*’ Moreover, Ibn al-Nadim reports that he com-
posed the following works: Ma‘ani al-Qur’an and Kitab al-Qira’ar.'"' Kisa’i refers
proudly to having associated with the likes of Aban, Ibn Abi Layld, “Isi ibn “Umar

al-Hamdani and Hamza.'#?

Another early figure also recalled in the Ma“ani who
seems to pursue a somewhat radical blending of the traditional and the abstract is a
figure by the name of Zuhayr al-Furqubi (d. 156/773). According to Dévényi, he is
mentioned twice by Farra® in respect of his readings.'** Dévényi adds that the qurra’
literature refers to him using the epithet al-nahwi. Indeed, this literature also confirms
that he was a contemporary of “Asim and that he had his own ikhtiyar in readings.'*
This is significant because, according to Qiftl (d. 646/1248), while in Mecca Zuhayr
was asked by the Kitfan reader Ibn “Ayyash from where did he acquire nahw; and he
replied, ‘from the companions of Abu’l-Aswad (d. 69/689)".'% It is curious to note
that Zuhayr would adduce poetic shawahid when asked about “arabiyya and gira’a.
Indeed, he apparently cited material derived from one of Abu'l-Aswad’s students,
Maymiin al-Aqran, renowned as a reader and poetry specialist.'*® The biographical
dictionary of Marzubani also confirms his status as a scholar among the Kufans and
that Abu’l-Aswad’s students were his mentors.'*’ The endeavours of figures such as
Aban and Zuhayr were never properly recognised in the mainstream biographical lit-
erature because such scholars were essentially associated with the old tradition in
which the role of such scholars was as transmitters, conveying the Qur’anic readings
of early authorities but occasionally noted for their own ikhtiyar.

During the 2nd/8th century, the reading of Hamza ibn Habib al-Zayyat was popular
among the Kiifans. Indeed, upon the demise of Asim, Hamza was distinguished as
the city's authority on readings.’*® He had reviewed his readings with Humran ibn
Afyan, Ibn Abi Layla and A®mash, although Ibn Mujahid uses the term sami‘a to
qualify the student relationship between these figures.'*? Ibn al-Jazari reports that
Afmash adhered to the harf of Ibn Mas®td; Ibn Abi Layla adhered to the harf of “Alf;
[shaq al-Sabi‘i blended the hurif, while Humran adhered to the reading of Ibn
Mas“iid.!3° The report refers to the fact that Humran would not contravene the codex
of “Uthman despite ‘showing mental awareness of (va ‘tabiru) the hurif al-ma“ani of
Ibn Mas®ad’.!>! This was a reference to Ibn Mas‘id’s exegetical interpolations
embodied within the text of his codex. Moreover, this was also the ikhtiyar of Hamza.

The interesting aspect of this report relates not only to both figures™ tenacious adher-
ence to the “Uthmanic codex, but to the use of the phrase ya ‘tabiru. The same word-
ing occurs in Ibn Mujahid’s Kitab al-Sab‘a, in which it is reported that ‘Hamza used
to ya“tabiru gira’at “Abd Alldh ibn Mas®tid when it was not in concordance with the
consonantal outline of the codex of “Uthman’.'®2 Ibn Faris (d. 395/1005) shows in his
Mujmal al-lugha that form 1I of this verb, as in ‘abbartu al-kitab, denotes, ‘to con-
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template words (al-kitab) within oneself without raising one’s voice with them’.'

Firuzabadi (d. 817/1414) also affirms the notion of reading (gird’a) without raising
one’s voice; adding that the term ‘abra refers to both ‘a single teardrop shed prior to
intense weeping’ and ‘the materialisation of a sense of crying or grief within one’s
self (the breast) without physically shedding tears’.'** Within the confines of such
meanings, it is evident that the device of i “tibar (implicit recognition) allowed read-
ers to negotiate the issue of consonantal variants; ¢“tibar is indispensable to an orally
based tradition: one can therefore conclude that the exegetical interpolations of Ibn
Mas“iid were never physically articulated as an intrinsic part of scripture relevant to
an act of liturgical worship. But it also shows the immense importance attached to the
“Uthmanic codices during these earlier periods. Moreover, this accounts for the
apparent contradiction of adhering to the disparate codices of “Uthman and Ibn
Mas“id, as both reports reiterate these figures’ resolute adherence to the codex of
“Uthman.

Referring to Beck's allusions to i“tibar, Versteegh does argue that the codices of Ibn
Mas“tid and Ibn “Abbas were popular in Kiifa and therefore grammarians such as
Kisa®1 and Farra® would use i“tibar to ‘explain and support alternative vocalic read-
ings of the canonical text’.! There are numerous statements in the Ma‘ani in which
Kisa’1 and Farrd® express their reverence for the authority of the ‘Uthmanic codex;
however, i‘tibar allows the circumvention of consonantal inconsistencies as mani-
fested in the codices of Ibn Mas“iid, Ibn “Abbas and Ubayy. The popularity of such
codices does not enter the equation: the profusion and diversity in the stock of alter-
native vocalic readings are furnished by the devices of ikhtiyar and harf which are in
turn determined by defined precedents and anchored to the mushaf. The resort to
i“tibar confirms that the boundaries of scripture were far from fluid.

Hamza claimed that he had not read a single harf without relating it to an authenti-
cated precedent: athar.'>® He was once asked if he had read with A*mash. Hamza
said, ‘No. But I enquired of him concerning the huriif, harf by harf*.'37 The biogra-
phical reports state that Hamza used to take his personal codex during the month of
Ramadan and listen to the reading of A°mash, thereby acquiring his hurif.'>® Hamza
was renowned for his idiosyncratic application of madd (elongated vowels), hamza
(the commission of the glottal stop) and idgham (assimilation) in his readings: these
phonological features were regarded with derision by certain Basrans and even cen-
sured by scholars such as Ahmad ibn Hanbal (164-241/780-855).!5 Even Farra’
describes Hamza as ill informed regarding the characteristics of the Arabs’ speech. 6
Ibn al-Jazari claims that an incompetent student, rather than Hamza, was responsible
for exaggerating these features and transmitting them on his authority.'®! One report
in Ibn Mujahid’s work suggests that the Basrans were responsible for stigmatising the
reading of Hamza.'®? He adds that Hamza adhered stringently to precedents in his
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readings. And yet Sufyan al-Thawri (d. 161/777), who was one of his students, stat-
ed that ‘whenever Hamza read a harf of the Qur’an it was based on a precedent
(athar)’.'%3 Reader biographical material is replete with praise for the scholarly stand-
ing of Hamza as a reader and his religiosity; reference is also made to his proficien-
cy in the science of “arabiyya and the traditions.

However, the biographical reports of the Basran historians offer an entirely contra-
dictory perspective, relentlessly criticising Hamza. Abii Tayyib, who had already rep-
rimanded € Asim, describes Hamza as a grossly exaggerated figure who, according to
Basran scholars, had no merits.!®* Abii Tayyib then cites a Bagran philologist and
reader who was very critical of certain Kiufan readers, Abi Hatim al-Sijistani
(d. 255/869), who asserts that he asked a number of eminent Basran scholars such as
Abl Zayd al-Ansari (d. 215/830), Asma‘i (d. 213/828) and Ya‘qub al-Hadrami
(117-205/735-820) concerning Hamza and, ‘they all agreed that he was nothing, and
knew not of the speech of the Arabs, nor nahw; moreover, his recitation of the Qur’an
was replete with solecisms’. Abii Hatim then refers to an example of one of his read-
ings which he ridiculed as having no parallel in the speech of the Arabs. Abti Hatim
goes on to deride those Kiifans who incessantly boast of his eminence. '
Hamza was unable to distinguish the subtleties of the art of recitation; only the
Basrans were able to achieve that distinction ‘for they are the scholars of ‘arabiyya
and the leading readers’. Similar criticisms were earlier expressed by the Basran Ibn
Qutayba (d. 276/889) who alludes to Hamza as a man ‘disguised by Allah in the eyes
of the common man as a fine person’.'®® He describes his readings as confused and

He claims

in disarray, and argues that he complicated the processes of recitation. Hamza was a
mentor of numerous Ktfans, particularly prominent among these were Sulaym ibn
“Isa (130-88/748-806), Kisa’i and Husayn al-Ju“fi (d. 203/813). While Kisa’i gained
eminence in the area of grammar, it was Sulaym who was acknowledged as the more

senior authority on Hamza’s readings.'®’

It seems unlikely that the criticism of
Hamza was prompted by the peculiar phonological features of his readings, but rather
it would seem to emanate from Hamza’s determined adherence to precedents in his

approach to the reading tradition.

It is possible to trace linguistic activity to figures who preceded the subsequent paragons
of the two conventional traditions. An examination of biographical literature shows that
many of these later linguists received their training from readers who displayed a thor-
ough proficiency in the field of nahw. The readers remained loyal to the principle that
the linguistic sciences should function as an instrument of the religious sciences. It is
our contention that these figures were overlooked in linguist biographical material as a
result of their reluctance to accentuate linguistic considerations in the approach to the
language of scripture. However, it is evident that the Kiifans themselves subscribed to
what was effectively an insular approach to linguistic thought, just like their Basran
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counterparts. And therefore Versteegh’s belief that the Kafans restricted their analysis
to the text of the Qur'an requires review. They were exploring models of language
developed from sources other than scripture; and this distinguished them from their
reader counterparts in Kiifa. Among the early generations of Kiifan readers, including
those who gained reputations as linguists, there was a noticeable tendency to articulate
frequently their reverence for the conventions of the reading tradition. One seldom
comes across any of the early readers from Kifa, or with Kiifan connections, who were
embroiled in controversy on the issue of selecting readings, or expressing overtly con-
troversial explanations regarding their linguistic justification; accordingly, the biogra-
phical material of the linguists had nothing dramatic to record of their linguistic endeav-
ours. There were later Ktifans who developed types of ikhtiyar, selecting fuuriif on the
basis of a grammatical synthesis, and it is in the field of collating and selecting Qur’anic
readings that one detects a semblance of controversy and conflict as it was possible for
figures to express preferences for given readings, citing levels of eloquence and rudi-
mentary linguistic considerations.'®® The overriding regulating principle implemented
by Kiifan readers was a strict adherence to precedents and the absolute hegemony of
codices. Conversely, those grammarians who composed texts which were in the ma‘“ani,
hujja and ihtijaj genre, emblematic of the grammatical justification of scripture, were
able to exploit the full potential of their grammatical theories within the confines of their
works just as they were able to apply these theories to instances of wagf and indeed to
all other aspects of reader scholarship in which linguistic considerations might be
applied. While the Kafans had a number of figures prepared to engage these abstract
models, it was with the Basrans that their application was ever more vigorously ven-
tured; yet there was also a reader connection as we shall see.
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