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Global

What Is the Koran?

Researchers with a variety of academic and theological interests are proposing
controversial theories about the Koran and Islamic history, and are striving to
reinterpret Islam for the modern world. This is, as one scholar puts it, a "sensitive
business”

Toby Lester

Querying the Koran

Orthodox Muslims believe that this ancient Islamic text is the unchanging Word of
God. One scholar is daring to question it

Abul Taher
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A German academic fears a violent backlash from orthodox Muslims because of his
"blasphemous” theory that the Koran has been changed and revised. Such a backlash
is not to be taken lightly; the Salman Rushdie affair is a solemn reminder of the power
of an angry Muslim community. After the author wrote his novel Satanic Verses,
which was considered by Muslims to be blasphemous, a fatwa , or religious decree,
was pronounced against him in 1989 that left him fearing for his life. Rushdie has
only recently reappeared in public after nearly 10 years in hiding.

According to Muslim belief, the Koran is the eternal, unaltered Word of God, which
has remained the same for 14 centuries.

But Dr Gerd R Puin, a renowned Islamicist at Saarland University, Germany, says it
is not one single work that has survived unchanged through the centuries. It may
include stories that were written before the prophet Mohammed began his ministry
and which have subsequently been rewritten.

Puin's conclusions have sparked angry reactions from orthodox Muslims. "They've
said I'm not really the scholar to make any remarks on these manuscripts,” he said.

The semitic philologist, who specialises in Arabic calligraphy and Koranic
palaeography, has been studying Sa'na manuscripts, ancient versions of the Koran
discovered in Sa'na, the capital of Yemen.

So controversial are his findings that the Yemeni authorities have denied him further
access to the manuscripts.

He says they shed new light on the early development of the Koran as a book with a
"textual history", which contradicts the fundamental Muslim belief that it is the
unchanging Word of God.

Any questioning of the authenticity of the Koranic text as the Word of God can expect
a hostile reaction. The fatwa , or death sentence, was issued against Rushdie for
hinting in Satanic Verses that the Koran may include verses from other sources -
chiefly Satan.

Academics offering radical interpretations of the Koran put their lives at risk. In 1990,
Dr Nasr Abu Zaid, formerly a lecturer in Koranic Studies at Cairo University,
provoked a national outcry in Egypt over his book The Concept of the Text. There



were death threats from Muslim extremists, general public harassment, and in 1995 he
was branded an apostate by Egypt's highest court. The court forced him to divorce his
wife because under Islamic law, marriage between an apostate and a Muslim is
forbidden.

Zaid's proposal was arguably less radical than Puin's. Zaid's book argued that “the
Koran is a literary text, and the only way to understand, explain, and analyse it is
through a literary approach”. A Muslim, Zaid remained in Egypt for a time to refute
the apostasy charges, but fled with his wife to Holland in the face of increasing death
threats.

Puin believes that he will not receive the same reaction, because unlike Zaid or
Rushdie he does not have a Muslim name.

His claim that the Koran has changed since its supposed standardisation, and that pre-
Islamic texts have crept in, would nonetheless be regarded as highly blasphemous by
Muslims. He has not yet written a book on his radical findings, but says it is "a goal to
achieve™ in the near future.

Dr Tarif Khalidi, lecturer in Islamic Studies at Cambridge University, warns that the
book may generate a controversy similar to Satanic Verses. "If Dr Puin's views are
taken up and trumpeted in the media, and if you don't have many Muslims being
rational about it, then all hell may break loose."

Khalidi fears Muslims will not accept Puin's work on the Sa'na manuscripts as having
been done with academic objectivity, but see it as a deliberate "attack on the integrity
of the Koranic text".

The manuscripts, thought to be the oldest surviving copies of the Koran, were
discovered in the ancient Great Mosque of Sa'na in 1972, when the building was
being restored after heavy rainfall, hidden in the loft in a bundle of old parchment and
paper documents. They were nearly thrown away by the builders, but were spotted by
Qadhi Isma'il al-Akwa, then president of the Yemeni Antiquities Authority, who saw
their importance and sought international assistance to preserve and examine them.



Al-Akwa managed to interest Puin, who was visiting Yemen for research purposes in
1979. Puin in turn persuaded the German government to organise and fund a
restoration project. The restoration revealed that some of the parchment pages dated
from the seventh and eighth centuries, the crucial first two centuries of Islam, from
which very few manuscripts have survived.

Until now, there were three ancient copies of the Koran. One copy in the Library of
Tashkent in Uzbekistan, and another in the Topkapi Museum in Istanbul, Turkey, date
from the eighth century. A copy preserved in the British Library in London, known as
the Ma'il manuscript, dates from the late seventh century. But the Sa'na manuscripts
are even older. Moreover, the Sa'na manuscripts are written in a script that originates
from the Hijaz - the region of Arabia where the prophet Mohammed lived, which
makes them not only the oldest to have survived, but one of the earliest copies of the
Koran ever.

Puin noticed minor textual variations, unconventional ordering of the chapters
(surahs), as well as rare styles of orthography. Then he noticed that the sheets were
palimpsests - manuscripts with versions written even earlier that had been washed off
or erased.

These findings led Dr Puin to assert that the Koran had undergone a textual evolution.
In other words, the copy of the Koran that we have is not the one believed to have
been revealed to the prophet.

This is something that Muslims would find offensive.The idea that the Koran is the
literal Word of God, unchanging and permanent, is crucial to Islam.The traditional
Muslim view holds that the Koran was revealed to Mohammed by God in fragments
between 610 and 632 AD. The revealed verses were "recorded on palm leaves and flat
stones and in the hearts of men [meaning memorised],” and remained in this state
during the prophet's lifetime.

About 29 years after Mohammed's death during the rule of the third Muslim caliph,
Uthman, a standard copy of the Koran in a book form, was made, because already
divergent readings and copies were circulating in the growing Islamic empire. This
Uthmanic recension, according to the Muslim view, was produced with meticulous
care, based on earlier copies of the Koran made according to the instructions of the
prophet.



Orthodox Muslims insist that no changes have occurred to the Koran since the
Uthmanic recension. But this view is challenged by the Sa'na manuscripts, which date
from shortly after the Uthmanic recension.

"There are dialectal and phonetical variations that don't make any sense in the text",
says Puin. "The Arabic script is very defective - even more so in the early stages of its
literature.”

Like other early Arabic literature, the Sa'na Koran was written without any diacritical
marks, vowel symbols or any guide to how it should be read, says Puin. "The text was
written so defectively that it can be read in a perfect way only if you have a strong
oral tradition.” The Sa'na text, just like other early Korans, was a guide to those who
knew it already by memory, he says. Those that were unfamiliar with the Koran
would read it differently because there were no diacritical and vowel symbols.

As years went by, the correct reading of the Koran became less clear, he says. People
made changes to make sense of the text. Puin gives as example Hajjaj bin Yusuf,
governor of Iraq from 694-714 AD, who "was proud of inserting more than 1,000
alifs [first letter of the Arabic alphabet] in the Koranic text".

Professor Allen Jones, lecturer in Koranic Studies at Oxford University, agrees.

"Hajjaj is also responsible for putting the diacritical marks in the Koran. His changes
are a defining moment in the history of the Koran".

After Hajjaj's changes in around the 700s, "the Koranic text became pretty stable”, he
says.

Puin accepts this up to a point, but says that certain words and pronunciations were
standardised in the ninth century. He says the Uthmanic text was the skeleton upon
which "many layers of interpretation were added" - causing the text to change.

This is blasphemy, according to orthodox Muslims, and is not entirely accepted by
other academics.

Advertisement
Jones admits there have been "trifling” changes made to the Uthmanic recension.

Khalidi says the traditional Muslim account of the Koran's development is still more
or less true. "l haven't yet seen anything to radically alter my view," he says.



He believes that the Sa'na Koran could just be a bad copy that was being used by
people to whom the Uthmanic text had not reached yet. "It's not inconceivable that
after the promulgation of the Uthmanic text, it took a long time to filter down."

Puin's other radical theory is that pre-Islamic sources have entered the Koran. He
argues that two tribes it mentions, As-Sahab-ar-Rass (Companions of the Well) and
the As- Sahab-al-Aiga (Companions of the Thorny Bushes) are not part of the Arab
tradition, and the people of Mohammed's time certainly did not know about them.

"These are very unspecific names, whereas other tribes are specifically mentioned,"
said Dr Puin.

His researches have shown that the ar-Rass lived in pre-Islamic Lebanon and the al-
Aiga in the Aswan region of Egypt around 150AD, according to the Atlas of Ptolemy.
He argues that pre-Islamic sources entered the Koran, presumably when the growing
Islamic empire came into contact with those regions and sources.

Khalidi says finding pre-Islamic registers in the Koran does not discredit the Muslim
belief in any way, because it does not threaten the integrity of the Koran. "The Koran
was revealed at a particular time in the vocabulary of the age", he says.

Puin also questions another sacred belief that Muslims hold about the Koran, that it
was written in the purest Arabic. He has found many words of foreign origin in the
text, including the word "Koran" itself. Muslim scholars explain the "Koran" to mean
recitation, but Puin argues that it is actually derived from an Aramaic word, gariyun,
meaning a lectionary of scripture portions appointed to be read at divine service. He
says the Koran contains most of the biblical stories but in a shorter form and is "a
summary of the Bible to be read in service".

Orthodox Muslims have always held that the Koran is a scripture in its own right, and
never a shortened version of the Bible, even if both texts contain the same prophetic
tradition.

Khalidi says he is weary of constant attempts by western Islamicists to analyse the
Koran in a parallel way to the Bible. Puin, however, sees the need for a "scientific
text" of the Koran, and this is what he intends to achieve. He says that Muslims
believe that "the Koran has been worked on a thousand years ago™ and "is not a topic
anymore".



Not all Muslim reaction to him has been hostile. Salim Abdullah, director of the
German Islamic Archives, affiliated to the powerful pan-Islamic Muslim World
League, has given him a positive response.

"He asked me if | could give him the permission to publish one of my articles on the
Sa'na manuscripts”, said Puin. Warned of the possible controversy it could raise, he
replied: "I am longing for this kind of discussion on this topic."

February 18, 2013

The Language of the Koran

By Robert M. Kerr

When we look at Late Antique Syro-Palestine and Arabia in the early seventh century,
the time when Islam is said to have become a religion, an interesting yet complex
mosaic of cultures and languages can be observed. Linguistically, various languages
were spoken and written. Here we confront a common long-persisting misconception,
namely that the Arabs were largely illiterate before Islam. Nothing could be farther
from the truth. Roughly speaking, Arabia in Antiquity was divided into three
geographical regions: Arabia Felix, Deserta and Petraea.
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In the South-western corner (approximately modern Yemen), Arabia Felix, or “Happy
Arabia,” various South Arabian Semitic languages were spoken, the most important
of which is Sabaean, written in a Semitic script which split off from the Syro-
Palestinian alphabetic tradition during the Bronze Age. Ancient Yemen was heavily
involved in the spice and incense (later also the silk) trade from which it garnered
considerable wealth.

To the North, in what is now more or less Saudi Arabia, was the Classical Arabia
Deserta, or “Abandoned Arabia,” home to Mecca and Medina, a region sparsely
inhabited by nomadic tribes and various oasis settlements, often caravanserais for the
long-distance trade. The contemporary local languages are nowadays designated as
Ancient North Arabian: they are interrelated Semitic (oasis) dialects that, however,
are not direct ancestors of Classical Arabic. Inscriptions in these languages or dialects
are attested roughly from the sixth century BC to the sixth century AD throughout the
region into the modern Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan. The writing culture of Arabia
Deserta was borrowed from the South—i.e., they used variants of the Ancient
(epigraphic) South Arabian script.

Further to the North, in the geographical area of Syro-Palestine (which includes the
Egyptian Sinal, Israel, Jordan, Lebanon, Syria and South-eastern Turkey and North-
western Irag) was Arabia Petraea, or the Provincia Arabia, the Roman border
province whose capital was Petra. This region had been exposed to Greco-Roman
culture for close to a millennium. The major written languages here were Greek and
various Aramaic dialects, the most important of which was Syriac. Furthermore, much
of the population of this region (unlike in Arabia Deserta) had converted to one form
or another of Christianity (which was anything but an homogenous, monolithic
entity). The important point that must be noted is that although in Arabia Petraea
Aramaic and Greek texts are often attributed to the Nabateans, Palmyrinians and
others who were actually neither Aramaean nor Greek, their names and occasional
stray words in inscriptions show that they were ethnically Arab. We are dealing with a
situation similar to that of medieval Western Europe in which Latin was the written
language, while the spoken languages (vernaculars) were the precursors of the
languages spoken today.

Briefly summarized, the Arabic language (especially with regard to the primary
diagnostic feature, the definite article al-) and script of Arabia Petraea are the
precursors of the classical Arabic script and language. Before Islam, texts in the
Aramaic script are hardly attested south of the modern state of Jordan and then only in
the extreme North-west corner of modern Saudi Arabia. In Arabia Felix and Deserta
other scripts and languages were current. It is in Arabia Petraea that we find
occasional Arabic texts in an Aramaic script and even Arabic written in Greek
characters. A sixth/seventh century fragment of Psalm 78 found in the Umayyad



“Mosque” at Damascus shows just how close this Arabic is to what would later morph
into Classical Arabic (e.g., imala). The precursor to Classical Arabic was thus spoken
in Syria, not in the Hijaz.

We now have two independent sources of prima facie contemporary evidence—aerial
linguistics and script distribution—to show that the language of the Koran must be
based on a Syro-Palestinian Arabo-Semitic dialect and that the script employed was
not that used in Mecca and Medina of the period, but the one used in Arabia Petraea.
If the Koran is actually a product of the Hijaz, then we would expect it to be in a
different (Ancient North Arabian) Semitic language and written in a different script.
That is not the case. The traditional account of the Koran’s origins is not supported by
the evidence.

Comparative Table of Semitic Scripts

Phonemic inventory and graphemes
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. @ Phonemes lost in Aramaic, Arabic supplements the nearest phonetic equivalent
with diacritic.

e Yellow Merged form due to cursive writing

J Phonemes no longer present.

The peculiar thing about the Arabic script we are familiar with today is its
polyvalence—i.e., it needs diacritical dots (i jam) to distinguish between otherwise
identical consonantal characters (rasm). For example, the Arabic glyph o can be read
asb (<x),t(v),th (&), n (&) and medially as y (). Thus the Arabic script
distinguishes eighteen glyphs that are made distinct by diacritics to render twenty-
eight phonemes. A part this polyvalence is not phonetically conditioned; it is due to
the cursive erosion of distinct forms (e.g., b, n, medial y). In other cases, it is due to
the fact that a twenty-two letter Aramaic alphabet was later supplemented to render
additional Arabic phonemes (i.e., sounds that Aramaic had lost, but which survived in
Arabic) by adding a diacritical dot to the nearest phonetic approximant. This, along
with borrowed Aramaic orthographic customs (such as the ta’ marbiifah to mark the
feminine ending, the alif otiosum, etc.) shows unmistakably that Arabic writing
evolved from a long tradition of writing Aramaic and can, therefore, only have
occurred in a region where the Arabs had had a long exposure to Aramaic writing
culture. The only place where this could have happened is Arabia Petraea. If the
Koran were actually a product of Mecca and Medina, then (besides it being written in
a different Semitic language) it would have had been composed in the South Arabian
script which unambiguously differentiates each of the twenty-eight phonemes of
Arabic and which, by this time, had a twelve hundred year tradition in the Hijaz. That
this ideally suited script was not used means that it was unknown to the writers of the
Koran.

The fact that both the script and language of the Koran point to the Classical Arabia
Petraea of Syro-Palestine, and not Arabia Deserta, is further supported by the fact
that the Koran’s vocabulary is largely borrowed from Aramaic, especially Syriac, the
liturgical language of the local churches. Needless to say, the semantics of the
technical religious vocabulary of the Koran, the spelling of the names of biblical
figures, and the often subtle biblical allusions presuppose an intimate knowledge of
biblical literature in its Syro-Aramiac tradition. Syro-Palestine was heavily
Christianized by the seventh century. Although there is some evidence of Christianity
and Judaism in “happy” and “deserted” Arabia during this period, it just does not
appear to have the critical mass necessary to launch a new religion. Furthermore, the
theological, doctrinal controversies that gave rise to the “heresies” that permeated
Late Antique society were largely absent outside of the Roman Empire. Thus, all of
the contemporary epigraphical, literary and linguistic evidence points to Islam being a
product of Arabs living in Syro-Palestine.

This claim stands in stark contrast to the traditional narrative of a blitzkrieg from the
Hijaz into Syro-Palestine. This event has vexed modern archaeologists. There is



simply no archaeological support for a quick, violent and destructive invasion of
Syro-Palestine as reported by traditional Islamic sources. Instead, excavations reveal a
continuity of occupation and culture: the period in question is, archaeologically
speaking, quite uneventful and conservative. The major cultural changes in ceramics
and the like (such as the introduction of glazed wares) only occur in the eighth
century. There is an uninterrupted settlement continuum through the Umayyad period
(in which the mosaic as an art-form reached its peak) into Abbasid times. Even then
the change is gradual rather than sudden. Where there was change, it consisted of a
tendency towards smaller settlements in the countryside, which became favored over
towns. Archaeologically speaking, then, an Arab or Muslim conquest of Syro-
Palestine is invisible. And the reason for this was that the Arabs were already living
in the region as evidenced by their language. In the end, archaeology, epigraphy and
linguistics mitigate against a Hijazi origin of the Koran. The latter can only be a
product of Hellenistic Syro-Palestine.

Topics: Islam, Language, Religion
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Islam, Arabs and the Hijra

By Robert M. Kerr

The traditional account of Muhammad’s life tells us that in June of 622, upon getting
wind of an assassination plot against him at Mecca, he escaped with some of his loyal
followers and eventually made his way to Yathrib/Medina. The traditionally accepted
reference for this event is in Surah 9: 100, which in the translation of Pickthall reads:

“And the first to lead the way, of the Muhajirtin and the Ansar, and those who
followed them in goodness—Allah is well pleased with them and they are well
pleased with Him, and He hath made ready for them Gardens underneath which rivers
flow, wherein they will abide forever. That is the supreme triumph.”

In Islam, this event is viewed as so significant a turning-point that the Islamic
calendar commences with the “year of the exile” (sanat or "am al-hijra, not referred
to in the Koran). We know the Muhajiran (from a root hajara “to emigrate, go into
exile”) as the “émigrés” who left with Muhammad. The Ansar (from a root nasara “to
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aid, to help”) are understood to be the “helpers” who welcomed the Prophet and his
fellow exiles at Medina. Until now we have taken all this as a given.

But several problems arise from this narrative. First, the Koranic quotation is vague at
best. Second, as the Koran is by all accounts the first book in Arabic, we lack internal
comparative evidence for the meanings of key words. Reference to related Semitic
languages might help a bit, but this is actually where more problems begin. Neither of
the roots’ definitions has support from other Semitic languages such as Akkadian,
Aramaic, Ethiopian, or Hebrew. The first root (hajara) is only attested in South
Semitic in the meaning of “city(-dweller)” and in Hebrew and Aramaic as the name of
Abraham’s concubine, Hagar. The second root (nasara) is well-attested in Semitic
languages, but not in the meaning “to help.” That these rather mundane bits of
vocabulary appear to be unique to Arabic and that the meaning of the terms “émigrés”
and “helpers” is not attested in other Semitic languages can only raise our suspicion
about the traditional narrative.

We know about the Islamic dating system, which begins with the “year of the exile,”
from contemporary evidence in Arabic, Syriac, Greek and even Chinese sources. The
Syriac and Greek sources usually refer to a “year of the Arabs.” We further know that
in Late Antique literatures, one of the many synonyms for Arabs is “Hagarite” (along
with Ishmaelite and Saracen, for example), and that in Syriac we find a derivation
mhaggraya (also borrowed into Greek as magaroi). An Greek inscription of the
Caliph Mu awiyah from Hammat Gader, dated in Classical fashion, includes the year
of the colony, the indiction years for taxation (indicating that there still was some
association with Constantinople, imagined or real) and the year of the local
Metropolitan. In addition, it is dated “year 42 kata ’Arabas” which, based on the other
dating systems, denotes the year 664. Arabic sources, such as an inscription of

Mu awiyah from Taif (modern Saudi Arabia), as well as Chinese sources, mention
only the year, without reference to the dating system. Indeed, Mu'awiyah’s
inscriptions have no Islamic content whatsoever, posing additional serious questions
about the traditional narrative. From the comparative evidence we have briefly
touched upon here, it seems clear that the Muhajiriin are Arabs and not émigrés.

Angar poses similar problems. As we noted above, its semantics are unique to

Arabic. Furthermore, the Semitic root nsr (“to watch, regard, guard”) becomes n in
Arabic. What is most interesting is that the root nsr in Arabic (and other Semitic
languages) is used as a basis for a specifically Christian vocabulary, such as nasraniya
(Christianity) and tansi» (Christianization, baptism).



The root is the same as that of Nazareth (Arabic an-nasira), i.e., Jesus of Nazareth.
Every student of the gospels knows that Jesus never had anything to do with
Nazareth—he was a Galilean. The notice that Pilate had affixed to the cross, “Jesus of
Nazareth the King of the Jews” (John 19:19), can only mean “Jesus the Nazarene” in
Greek. What a Nazarene means here has been a matter of contention, but the best
answer would seem to lie in Isaiah 11:1, an Old Testament verse frequently read at
Christmas: “And there shall come forth a rod out of the stem of Jesse, and a branch
(neser) shall grow out of his roots”—a verse that in Jewish circles has a long tradition
of Messianic interpretation. Neser here means “branch,” from which root the Davidic
Messiah shall come forth (hence the infamous Branch Davidians of recent memory).

Semitic Christians used derivations of this root as a term for their religion. We know
about them from the writings of Church Fathers, such as Eusebius, Jerome and
particularly Epiphanius, who in his collection of heresies and heretics, the Panarion,
notes that the Nazarenes and a sub-group, the Ebionites, were, in Greek Christian
eyes, essentially Jews who believed in Christ. The Ebionites also went so far as to
believe in the virgin birth, as does Islam. Both, as does Islam, held to a semblance of
the Jewish law, which is what made them heretics in the eyes of the Greeks. While
Pauline Christianity was the norm in Greek Christianity, Semitic Christians largely
rejected his teaching and considered him a heretic. In return, the adherence to Jewish
rites made the Nazarenes and Ebionites heretics for Greco-Pauline Christians (cf.
Galatians 5: 3-4: “For I testify again to every man that is circumcised, that he is a
debtor to do the whole law. Christ is become of no effect unto you, whosoever of you
are justified by the law; ye are fallen from grace”).

We have, then, a group of Judaeo-Semitic Christians, the Nazarenes (and their
Ebionite sub-sect, the exact distinction is hazy) who, to some extent, adhered to
Jewish Law and believed in the virgin birth. At the same time, they professed
psilanthropism, the claim that Jesus was a “mere man,” a teaching rejected by the
First Ecumenical Council of Nicaea in 325. The Council explicitly condemned the
notion that Jesus was not fully divine, and as a clear statement of the doctrine of his
divinity formulated the Nicene Creed. That in Islam an ancient pre-Nicene Semitic
Christology has been preserved is not a new observation. Indeed, today we easily
forget that “Christianity” began with multifarious views on whether Jesus was human,
divine or a combination of these. Doctrinal diversity abounded before and even after
the formulation of Chalcedonian Christianity (to which Catholics and Protestants
belong) in 451. Even today the Council of Chalcedon (which made official the dogma
of the Trinity) is still rejected by the Armenian, Syrian, Coptic, and Ethiopian
churches, collectively known as Oriental Orthodoxy. In light of this, it is no surprise
that in the homeland of Christianity most people have rejected Hellenistic
Christianity. They either cling to a non-Chalcedonian branch or have converted to
Islam.



An interesting point about the Nazarene/Ebionite “heresy” is that the Church Fathers
note that their New Testament consisted of only a Semitic (probably Aramaic) Gospel
similar to that of Matthew (probably a collection of Matthean logia). This would seem
to correspond with the Koranic practice (e.g. 9: 111) of referring to this previous
revelation only in terms of a single Gospel (injil; ultimately from the Greek
evangélion). That it refers to the Christian Old Testament/Hebrew Bible as the Torah
(tawrat) is not surprising. The five books attributed to Moses are often used pars pro
toto. “Gospel,” however, is never used to denote the New Testament in such a fashion
(and Arabic has a plural of this word, anajil).

So, to summarize: we know that the root nsr is well attested in Arabic for denoting
things Christian. And we know that there is no support for the meaning “to aid,” and
that the Ansar are a well-known group of early Semitic Christians, the Nazarenes (and
Ebionites). And, finally, we know that these groups had only one Gospel (injil). That
they, along with the Arabs (muhajirin) were supposedly “the first to lead the way,”
severely undermines the traditional Islamic narrative.

So if, as comparative evidence indicates, the Muhajiriin are Arabs and the Ansar are
Semitic Christians who kept some form of Jewish law and rejected the divinity of
Jesus while accepting his parthenogenesis, what are the origins of the Islamic year
(hijra)? For one answer, we know that Easter 622 was when the Romano-Byzantine
Emperor Heraclius initiated a “Holy War.” Led by an icon of Christ said to have come
into existence miraculously (acheiropoieta), that is, as if led by Christ himself,

Heraclius’ goal was to re-conquer lost Syro-Palestinian possessions and then
ultimately destroy the Sassanid Empire. These are the events that led to the formation
of the Umayyad Caliphate, a Byzantine shadow empire in which the Arabs and not
the Romans were to rule the region. They marked the birth of an Arab dynasty—not
an Islamic one—that would rule much of the former Roman and Sassanid Empires.

This is what was meant by “the year of the Arabs.” The hijra from Mecca to Medina
described in Islamic sources has no historical underpinnings.

Andalusia, or The Legend of Islamic
Spain

By NIRMAL DASS



Review of The Myth of the Andalusian Paradise: Muslims, Christians, and Jews
Under Islamic Rule in Medieval Spain, by Dario Fernandez-Morera

Wilmington: Intercollegiate Studies Institute, 2016

Why is history important? Some say it offers lessons which are to be heeded. Others
see history as inherently flawed, with shortcomings that are to be exposed and
decried. Others still take the approbative approach and ferret out particular instances
that are then held up as exemplary antecedents. Such strategies, though popular, only
create myths and are therefore deeply flawed, for they deny history its real purpose,
which is to establish the truth of things through the working of reason.

Instances of such myth-making are plentiful. One instance is the myth of Islamic
Spain, or utopian Andalusia: A successful and harmonious society, where urbane and
wise Muslim rulers transformed the rude and barbaric Visigothic chiefdoms into an
Elysian realm filled with tolerance for all faiths. This is termed the convivencia,
harmonious co-existence. Both instances are retro-projections of contemporary desire,
in that historical precedents are sought in order to justify current notions of the ideal
society -- in this case, multiculturalism. Worthy as such endeavors might be, they
deny the truth of history. In the case of Andalusia, Dario Fernandez-Morera, a
professor of Spanish Medieval literature and history at Northwestern, takes up the
task of separating fact from fiction. He does so eloquently and thoroughly by drawing
upon the latest European scholarship (most of which remains untranslated into
English), as well as documentary and archaeological evidence.

In fact, Muslim Spain was a dystopia. Fernandez-Morera places the Muslim conquest
of Spain within the context of jihad, as evidenced by Ibn Khaldun: “In the Muslim
community, holy war [jihad] is a religious duty because of the universalism of Islam
and the obligation to convert everybody to Islam either by persuasion or by force.
Therefore, the caliphate and royal authority [political and religious power] are united
in Islam.” Those that refused to be persuaded could live as dhimmis, insecure
subalterns, who were to pay the required protection tax (jaziya), which in itself was no
guarantee of tolerance. Anti-Christian pogroms were frequent, in which crucifixions,
impaling, and beheadings were frequent, and Christian children were taken and raised
as Muslims. At times, Jews allied themselves with Islamic authority, but this did not
alter their subaltern status. Thus, in 1066, the Jews of Granada were slaughtered by
Muslim mobs, while the Karaites were systematically annihilated throughout
Andalusia. In the words of Maimonides, the Jewish philosopher who witnessed
atrocities: “Never did a nation [the Muslims] molest, degrade, debase, and hate us as
much as they.”

Women were segregated, veiled and lived in subservience to a male relative or a
husband, while stoning of women for adultery was the rule of law (the sharia).
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Furthermore, female sexual slavery abounded, in a legally sanctioned form. Captured
Christian women were much prized throughout the Muslim world, and their traffic
was highly profitable.

The dystopian reality was in part the consequence of sharia, as interpreted for
application in society by four official schools of jurisprudence. In Andalusia, the
Maliki School prevailed, and was known for its severity towards non-Muslims. The
Andalusian jurist Ibn Abdun wrote in 1100: “[Jews and Christians] must be detested
and avoided. It is forbidden to accord them with the greeting, ‘Peace be upon you.
Satan possesses them, leading them to forget God’s warnings. They belong to Satan.
A distinctive sign must be worn by them so that they may be recognized and this sign
may become a source of shame for them.” Thus, Christians wore a blue patch, and the
Jews a yellow one. Documentary evidence also suggests a mass exodus of non-
Muslims from Andalusia to Christian territories to the north. By contrast, in the
Middle East and Egypt, where a different school of jurisprudence held sway, non-
Muslims were less severely persecuted.

Much is also made of Andalusia as a place of free-thinking, where philosophy
flourished through inter-religious dialogue. Maliki jurisprudence, in fact, effectively
negated such indulgence. In the Islamic world, philosophy was only a personal
pastime for a select few whose musings had no influence in directing human life, for
that was the prerogative of sharia, which alone prescribed what one was to do and
how one was to live. In Islam philosophy is simply not needed. This is made clear by
the two thinkers associated with Andalusia, namely, Averroes (Ibn Rushd) and
Maimonides. Averroes was a jurist, a dispenser of sharia, while Maimonides fled for
his life because he was Jewish. Indeed, the works of both only gained popularity when
Christian Europe discovered and translated them in the thirteenth century, for the
West has always needed philosophy to guide social and personal life.

Further, the term “Islamic Spain” assumes that Muslim rule was stable and enduring
from the eighth century on to the fifteenth, when King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella
drove the last Muslim ruler from Granada in the Reconquista of 1492. But history
tells a different story. The initial Muslim incursion in 711 AD did indeed reach up to
the Douro River, but the conquered land soon broke apart into minor Islamic
chiefdoms (taifas) that fought with each other for control of resources. From the time
of Pelagius of Asturias, and the Battle of Covadonga in 722 AD, Christian
reclamation (Reconquista) of territory was continuous and permanent. Thus, by the
eleventh century Islamic rule shrank to just north of Madrid. By the thirteenth century
it extended only as far as Seville. By the fourteenth century only the cities of Malaga
and Granada remained Muslim. And by 1492, there was only Granada, which was
allowed to exist because it produced good revenue for Ferdinand. But when its
Muslim ruler began negotiating with the Ottoman Turks, whose empire was on the
rise, Ferdinand took possession of Granada (the final act in the long Reconquista) to
deny the Ottomans a foothold in Spain.



As for the architectural legacy of Islamic Spain, the Visigothic contribution is often
ignored. Indeed, the Visigoths were hardly “barbaric,” for they created a vibrant,
sophisticated society, where art and architecture thrived. Archaeological evidence
points to extravagant buildings which were destroyed by the Muslim invaders. The
Visigoths were part of Romanitas, or “Roman-ness,” that deeply influential and
permanent context of Greco-Roman learning and culture which extended throughout
the Mediterranean, the Middle East, Central Asia, and out towards India. Islam too
arose and expanded within this Classical context (as the recent work of the Inarah
group of scholars clearly shows). The French philosopher Rémi Brague has observed
that Islam has always been a great digester of cultures. Thus, “Islamic” architecture is
Greco-Roman esthetics redeployed. The iconic Alhambra, built at a time when
Islamic rule had all but vanished from Spain, is also an exuberant gasp of a long-
buried Visigothic civilization. ldeas do not simply disappear. There is never
wholesale cultural amnesia.

Thorough and insightful as Fernandez-Morera’s analysis is, he might also have
addressed the major problem of Arabic documentary evidence for the Muslim
invasion of Spain in 711, since it is late. Thus, the Chronicle of the Moor Rasis is
found only in a fifteenth-century recension, while the famous work of Al-Maqqari
(Nafh al-tib) dates from the seventeenth century. As is usual with most ancient
sources, including Arabic sources, the past is recounted for laudatory purposes rather
than with a view to chronology and fact. Furthermore, Fernandez-Morera’s analysis
would have benefited from the work of Johannes Thomas, whose recent study of
Andalusia (yet to be translated) is ground-breaking.

All that said, the book indisputably succeeds at exploding the myth of Andalusian
multicultural harmony. The historian Serafin Fanjul, writing in Spanish, has famously
observed that the convivencia was in reality brutal apartheid. Fernandez-Morera’s
much-needed book has at last set the record straight for the English-speaking world.
Truth alone must be the concern of history.

Posted on 20 April 2016

NIRMAL DASS teaches at Wilfrid Laurier University. His latest book is The Deeds
of the Franks and Other Jerusalem-Bound Pilgrims, (Rowman & Littlefield
Publishers, 2011), a translation of the earliest narrative of the First Crusade.
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