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SiCknCSS see ILLNESS AND HEALTH

Siffin, Battle of

Battle which took place during the first
civil war between the fourth caliph (q.v.),
‘AlT b. Abt Talib (q.v.), and Mu‘awiya b.
AbI Sufyan, governor of Syria, in Safar
37/July 657. Mu‘awiya, facing removal
from his post by ‘Al1, decided to revive the
cause of a recently defeated coalition of
Medinan religious elite who had de-
manded that ‘Alf punish the assassins of
his caliphal predecessor, Uthman b. ‘Affan
(see ‘UTHMAN). ‘Alf refused to do so, given
his ambivalence about ‘Uthman’s assas-
sination (Tabar1, Tarikh, 1, 4275-8;
Baladhurt, Ansab, ii, 194-7; Minqari, Wag a,
31-3, 58, 82; see POLITICS AND THE QUR’AN;
sHI‘A). The sources say that after a series of
letters exchanged between the two leaders,
the battle between ‘AlT’s predominantly
Iraqi army and Mu‘awiya’s largely Syrian
supporters was joined on Safar 8 /July 26 at
Siffin, located near al-Raqqa along the
Euphrates river in northern Iraq (q.v.). The
battle lasted, by various accounts, two or
three days, by the end of which ‘Alr had
gained the advantage. To avert probable
defeat, Mu‘awiya, following the advice of

‘Amr b. al-‘As, ordered his troops to bear
aloft copies of the Qur’an (or a copy of the
Qur’an) on the ends of their spears — imi-
tating a precedent set by ‘Alf at the earlier
Battle of the Camel (Baladhuri, Ansab, 11,
170-1; Ibn A‘tham, Futah, i1, 315) — and
calling for arbitration (q.v.) on the basis of
the scripture (Minqart, Wag a, 476-82;
Tabari, Tarikh, 1, 3329-30 [trans. 79-80];
Baladhuri, 4nsab, ii, 226-7).

‘AlL, initially reluctant to submit to ar-
bitration, eventually agreed under pressure
from some of his supporters, including the
Iraqi Qur’an readers (qurra’; Mingar,
Waq‘a, 489-92; Tabari, Ta’ikh, 1, 9330
[trans. 79]; see RECITERS OF THE QUR’AN).
The more reliable of the two versions of
the arbitration agreement found in the
early sources stipulated that an arbitrator
be nominated from each side and that the
two meet on neutral territory to resolve
the dispute on the basis of the Qur’an and,
should no clear directive be found in the
scripture, on the “just, unifying and not
divisive sunna” (q.v.; Minqari, Waq ‘e, 510;
Baladhurt, Ansab, 11, 226, 250; Tabarr,
Ta’rikh, 1, 3336 [trans. 85-6]). Mu‘awiya
named ‘Amr b. al-‘As as his representative.
‘Al sought to name one of his equally
trusted men but was pressured by influ-

ential members of his camp to name
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Abt Masa I-Ash‘ari, a well-respected but
neutral figure (Baladhurt, Ansab, i1, 250;
Tabar1, Tarikh, 1, 3333-4 [trans. 82-3]).
The arbitrators seem to have met on two
occasions — at Duimat al-Jandal in
Shawwal-Dhu 1-Qa‘da g7/April 658 and
later at Adhruh in Shahan 38 /January
659. While the sources sometimes conflate
these two meetings and their outcomes, it
seems that at the first meeting, the arbitra-
tors agreed that ‘Uthman had been killed
unjustly. ‘Amr connected this judgment to
Q 17:33: “Whosever is slain unjustly, we
have given authority (q.v.) to his heir,” and
argued for Mu‘awiya’s right to the caliph-
ate as the kinsman of ‘Uthman (see
MURDER; CORRUPTION; KINSHIP). Abll
Masa rejected ‘Amr’s interpretation and
the arbitration was considered a failure by
‘Al (Minqari, Waq‘a, 541; Mas‘adi,

Murigj/ Prairies d’or; § 1705-8, 1ii, 145-8 [IT.
trans. 668-71]; Ibn al-Athir, Kamil, iii, 331).
The second meeting at Adhruh, apparently
not endorsed by ‘Alf, ended with a ruse
whereby Abt Miasa was tricked into depos-
ing ‘Al1, leaving Mu‘awiya as caliph by de-
fault (Minqari, Wagq‘a, 544-6; Tabari,
Ta’rikh, 1, 3341-9 [trans. go-2]). Although
the results of this meeting were not widely
recognized outside of Syria, ‘Alf faced
growing opposition among his supporters
over the terms of the arbitration and its
outcome. Many dissenters — including
some qurra’ who initially favored arbitra-
tion but reversed their opinion upon learn-
ing of its terms — had seceded from ‘Alf’s
camp even prior to the meeting of the ar-
bitrators, claiming that “judgment belongs
to God alone” (la hukma illa lillahi), a slogan
that echoes the qur’anic statement
l-hukmu illa billahi (o 6:57; 12:40, 67). They
also demanded that ‘Alf repent of his sub-
mission to a process that placed men in
judgment over the Qur’an (see LAW AND
THE QUR’AN). Many of these secessionists,

later referred to as “Kharijis” (q.v.), per-
manently broke with ‘Alf after the failure of
the arbitration and suffered a devastating
military defeat at his hands some months

later.
Maria Massi Dakake
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Slght see VISION AND BLINDNESS; SEEING
AND HEARING

Signs

Indications or portents, foreshadowing or
confirming something. The concept of
sign, one of the most commonly exhibited
concepts in the Qur’an, is expressed
mainly by the word @ya (pl. ayat) in almost
four hundred instances and by the word
bayyina (pl. bayyinat) in approximately sixty
cases. Several other words also convey the
principal idea or some nuances of aya, for
example: lesson (%ra, @ 12:111), pattern
(uswa, Q 60:4), fact, story, discourse (hadith,
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Q 45:6), example (mathal, 9 43:57; see
PARABLE), proof (q.v.; burhan, Q 4:174),
proof (sultan, @ 0:35), signs (sha ‘a’u;

Q 22:36), signs (athar, Q 30:50; see GENERA-
TIONS; AIR AND WIND; GEOGRAPHY), sign
(dalil, Q 25:45).

The word aya (sign) has no root in Arabic
and is very probably a loan-word from
Syriac or Aramaic (atha; see FOREIGN
VOCABULARY) where it indicates not only
the ideas of sign and miracle (see
MIRACLES; MARVELS), as in biblical and
rabbinic Hebrew (at4), but also the notions
of argument and proof. (Arab philologists
who have tried to find a stem and a form of
this word have arrived at different solu-
tions; either the word is derived from a-w-y
or from a-y-y and its form is either fa‘ala or
Ja'la or fa‘ila; cf. Lisan al-Arab; see GRAM-
MAR AND THE QUR’AN.) The word occurs in
pre-Islamic poetry (see POETRY AND POETS)
in the meaning of a sign or token and in
this meaning it also appears in the Qur’an
(Q 26:128, “as a sign for passers by”). In the
Qur’an, aya also often denotes argument
and proof. These shades of meaning can
be explained in the light of the polemical
character of parts of the Qur’an which are
influenced by Muhammad’s struggles with
the unbelievers, the Jews and the Chris-
tians (see POLEMICG AND POLEMICAL LAN-
GUAGE; BELIEF AND UNBELIEF; JEWS AND
JUDAISM; CHRISTIANS AND CHRISTIANITY).

Expressions of signs
The scripture attests to the numerous and
diverse signs which exist in the earth (q.v.)
and in humankind: “In the earth are signs
for those having sure faith (q.v.), and in
yourselves; what, do you not see?”
(Q 51:20-1; see SEEING AND HEARING;
VISION AND BLINDNESS). These signs are so
obvious that one cannot ignore them.
Being produced by God (g 6:109; 7:203;
29:50) and only with his permission

SIGNS

(0 13:38; 40:78), such signs can be detected
in all spheres of life. Both animate and
inanimate objects provide signs (Fakhr
al-Din al-Raz1 [d. 606/1210] makes a
distinction between signs in man, dala’il
al-anfus, and signs in the world, dala’il al-
afaq; Razi, Tafsu; xxv, 111), as in “O my
people, this is the she-camel of God, to be
a sign for you” (Q 11:64; see CAMEL; SALIH)
and “And it is God who sends down out of
heaven water (q.v.), and therewith revives
the earth after it is dead. Surely in that is a
sign for a people who listen” (Q 16:65; cf.
30:24; see HEAVEN AND SKY; HEARING AND
DEAFNESS). God’s providential design is
demonstrated through his acts in nature
and in human beings (see NATURE As

SIGNS; GRACE; BLESSING). A typical sign-
passage is Q 13:2-3:

God is he who raised up the heavens with-
out pillars you can see, then he sat himself
upon the throne (see THRONE OF GoD); he
subjected the sun (q.v.) and the moon (q.v.),
each one running to a term stated. He
directs the affair; he distinguishes the signs;
haply you will have faith in the encounter
with your lord (q.v.). It is he who stretched
out the earth and set therein firm moun-
tains and rivers, and of every fruit he
placed there two kinds, covering the day
with the night (see DAY AND NIGHT). Surely
in that are signs for a people who reflect
(see REFLECTION AND DELIBERATION;
AGRICULTURE AND VEGETATION).

Sustenance (q.v.) and dress are given to
humankind by God as a sign of his
providence:

Children of Adam! We have sent down on
you a garment to cover your shameful
parts (see CLOTHING; MODESTY; NUDITY),
and adornment (7754); and the garment of

godfearing — that is better; that is one of
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God’s signs; haply they will remember
(Q 7:26; see REMEMBRANCE).

Have they not seen that God spreads out
the provision to whom he wills or is sparing
[with it]? Surely in that are signs for a peo-
ple who believe (g 30:37).

To these signs are added the variety of hu-
man languages (see LANGUAGE) and colors
(q.v.) and their differentiated activities by
night and day (Q 30:22-3). God also inter-
venes in historical events by punishing
wicked peoples; this intervention serves as
a sign for those who fear the punishment of
the last day (Q 11:102-3; see LAST JUDG-
MENT; HISTORY AND THE QUR’AN; CHAS-
TISEMENT AND PUNISHMENT; PUNISHMENT
STORIES; REWARD AND PUNISHMENT). In
like manner God prevents the enemies [of
Muslims] from injuring them (Q 48:20) and
he causes some people, especially prophets,
to overcome others to prevent their cor-
rupting of the earth (g 2:251-2; see PROPH-
ETS AND PROPHETHOOD; CORRUPTION).
According to the context of 9 3:58, what
has happened to the prophets are signs.
Mary (q.v.), Jesus’ (q.v.) mother, became a
sign because of her chastity (q.v.) which
caused God to breathe into her something
of his spirit (q.v.; Q 21:91).

Functions of signs
Having examined some of the objects
which serve as signs, this discussion can
turn to the functions of @yat. Most of the
signs in scripture have the purpose of call-
ing on humankind to thank God (e.g.
Q 16:14; 30:46; 36:73; see GRATITUDE AND
INGRATITUDE) and to worship (q.v.) him (cf.
0 10:3). Considering the frequent occur-
rence of words denoting signs in the
Qur’an (see, for example, the beginning of
Q 45 in which the word @yat occurs in al-
most every verse), it is possible to state that
Muhammad regarded signs as the best

4

means to call people to believe in God and
his messenger (q.v.), a means preferable to
frightening them with the horrors of the
day of judgment. Ayat are miracles done by
God for the sake of people. Signs in “ask
the Children of Israel (q.v.) how many a
clear sign we gave,” (Q 2:211) are inter-
preted to mean the splitting of the Red
Sea, and the bringing down of the manna
and the qualil (see ANIMAL LIFE). The aim
of these miracles was to compel the
Children of Israel to believe in God, but
they refused to believe. Those who deny
God’s miracles are doomed to suffer God’s
severe punishment (Q 3:11; 4:56). Miracles
also aim at causing people to believe in
prophets (9 58:5); Moses (q.v.) tried to per-
suade Pharaoh (q.v.) that he had been sent
by God (Q 7:103-6). Muhammad’s proph-
ecy 1s not proved directly by @yat; rather it
is proved through legitimating his message
by a@yat. When the message is demonstrated
to be genuine, the messenger is a true
prophet. Through the use of analogy the
Qur’an attempts to convince people to be-
lieve in certain tenets of Islam, such as the
resurrection (q.v.). According to Q 2:259, a
man passed near a ruined town and asked
how shall God give its dead people life. To
show this man his power, God put him to
death and revived him after one hundred
years. The aim of this personal miracle is
to show God’s ability to resurrect the dead
(Ibn Kathir, 7afs#; 1, 558). The miracle here
serves as proof based on analogy: just as
God put this man to death and then re-
stored him to life, so can he put all people
to death and then revive them on the day
of judgment (see DEATH AND THE DEAD).
Resurrection is also demonstrated through
God’s creation (q.v.) of the world. If God’s
ability to create extends to such an enor-
mous act, the more so his ability to revive
the dead: “Have they not seen that God
who created the heavens and earth, not

being wearied by creating them (see
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SABBATH), is able to give life to the dead?”
(0 46:33; cf. 75:38-40). Another proof is
learned from the rain sent by God. Just as
the rain revives the earth, causing plants to

sprout, so can God restore the dead to life
(cf. @ 35:9):

From the contents and context of @ 3:13 it
is obvious that an @ya is also a lesson (‘bra):
There has already been a sign for you in
the two companies that met [at the battle
of Badr (q.v.)], one company fighting for
the sake of God and another unbelieving;
[the unbelievers] saw [the Muslims] twice
the like of them, as the eye sees, but God
supports with his help whom he will.
Surely, in that is a lesson for the wise (see
WISDOM; IGNORANCE; TEACHING).

The lesson God conveys here is that he can
make a few people overcome many. Again
God’s power and his help for man are
proven (see VICTORY; POWER AND
IMPOTENCE; TRUST AND PATIENCE).
Whereas in g 2:259, mentioned above, the
analogy is to be learned by stages, here the
conclusion from the story is directly in-
ferred. That God punishes evil people is a
widespread idea throughout the Qur’an
(see GOOD AND EVIL). Sometimes the
Qur’an points out that whoever fears

the punishment of the last judgment
should take a lesson from God’s previous

punishments:

Such is the punishment [literally “seizing,”
akhdh) of your lord, when he punishes [the
evildoers of] the cities; surely his punish-
ment is painful, terrible. Surely in that is a
sign for him who fears the chastisement of
the world to come... (g 11:102-3; see also
Q 15:77; 25:37; 26:103, 121, 139, 158, 174,
190; 27:52; 29:35; 34:10).

The lesson to be learned is not only from

God’s punishment but also from his reward

SIGNS

to the righteous: God saved Noah (q.v.) as
he did the people and animals that were in
Noah’s ark (q.v.; e.g. Q 29:15; 54:15). The
history of a family such as Joseph (q.v.) and
his brothers serves, too, as a lesson (Q 12:7;
see also BROTHER AND BROTHERHOOD;
BENJAMIN). A lesson can also be learned
from a parable (@ 2:266). Sometimes a sign
serves as a trial (q.v.) for a people, whether
they will believe or not (9 44:33). Another
aim of the signs is to show that God acts
for the benefit of humans in many spheres
of life such as sustenance or transportation
(@ 16:5-18; see VEHICLES). Finally, a sign
may function as a metaphor (q.v.), its ex-
planation being given by exegetes (see
EXEGESIS OF THE QUR’AN: GLASSICAL AND
MEDIEVAL); good and bad land are similes
for the believer and the unbeliever respec-
tively ( Jalalayn, ad @ 7:58; cf. 10:24).

Reactions to signs
Reactions to signs, proofs and miracles
differ — some people believe in them
(@ 6:54, 99) while others do not, or they
display a negative attitude toward them.
Some people are obstinately reluctant to
draw conclusions from God’s acts aiming
at the preservation of the world: “We set
up the heaven as a roof well-protected; yet
still from our signs they are turning away”
(0 21:32; cf. 6:157; 15:81; 36:46). Refusing
to recognize God’s signs is regarded by the
Qur’an as the gravest wrongdoing: “And
who does greater evil than he who, being
reminded of the signs of his lord, turns
away from them...” (9 18:57; 32:22).
These rejecters consider signs to be witch-
craft: “Yet if they see a sign they turn away,
and they say: ‘A continuous sorcery’”
(0 54:2; cf. 27:13; 46:7; see MaGIC). In
addition, Muhammad suffered from the
mockery (q.v.) of his opponents (see
OPPOSITION TO MUHAMMAD): “Say: ‘What,
then were you mocking God, and his signs,
and his messenger’?” (@ 9:65; cf. 18:56,
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106; 30:10; 45:9, 85). The most common
example of such negative reactions is that
of evildoers who disbelieve in God’s signs:
“We have sent down to you clear signs, and
only the evildoers disbelieve in them”

(@ 2:99). Other evildoers (see EVIL DEEDS)
are identified with those who killed proph-
ets (Q 3:21; see MURDER; BLOODSHED). In
the qur’anic view, the refusal to recognize
God’s signs is connected to rejection of his
messengers who point to those signs (see
SIN, MAJOR AND MINOR; ETHICS AND THE
QUR’AN). Whoever questions God’s exis-
tence and power is an evildoer, and vice
versa, those who fear (q.v.) God and give
alms believe in God’s signs (Q 7:156; cf.
Birkeland, Interpretation, 13-29; see
ALMSGIVING; PIETY). The verb kadhdhaba
(he accused someone of lying, or discov-
ered someone to be lying, or regarded
something as a lie, or denied something;
see LIE) is used to indicate another kind of
reaction to the signs considered by the
Qur’an as the gravest act (@ 6:21). “(Their
way is) like the way of Pharaoh’s folk and
those before them; they denied the
signs...” (Q 8:54; see also g 5:10, 86, where
in both verses kadhdhaba comes along with
kafara, he disbelieved; cf. g 6:21, 39, 150;
10:95; 7:176-7, 182; 20:56). In @ 6:93 it is
emphasized that Muhammad’s opponents,
the unbelievers, did not accuse him of
lying but they denied (jahada) God’s signs.
The verb jahada and its equivalents, ankara
and zalama, appear several times in the
qur’anic text as expressions of the reaction
to God’s signs (Q 7:9; 11:50; 20:49; 31:32;
40:63, 81; 41:15; 46:26). In two verses the
verb ustakbara (he became haughty) occurs
with the verb kadhdhaba, as in “Those who
regard our signs as lies and display haugh-
tiness (see ARROGANCE; PRIDE) toward
them shall be the inhabitants of the fire
(q.v.; see also HELL AND HELLFIRE) forever”
(0 7:36 and Q 7:40), and without kadhdhaba
in other verses (Q 7:133; 10:75; 45:31). In
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one place the unbelievers’ arrogance and
mockery are depicted as a deception

(0 10:75). Another kind of negative reac-
tion to the signs is disputation (jidal) which
is associated with unbelief: “None but the
unbelievers dispute concerning the signs
of God...” (Q 40:4; sec DEBATE AND
DISPUTATION). But the unbelievers have no
proof to support their dispute which de-
rives from their arrogance (cf. 9 40:35, 56).
In several verses the opponents’ disputa-
tion is expressed through mockery; they
accuse Muhammad of telling ancient sto-
ries (Q 6:25; 8:31; 68:15; 83:13). Twice, the
unbelievers are regarded as heedless of the
signs (Q 7:136; 10:7). They also defame the
signs (Q 41:40) and oppose them (Q 74:16).
In sum, the unbelievers express their reac-
tion to God’s signs in several ways — de-
nial, mockery, contestation, opposition and
heedlessness. As a text characterized, wnfer
alia, by polemics, the Qur’an frequently
refers to its opponents, and naturally em-
phasizes their negative attitude toward the

signs.

Signs as linguistic communication
The word @ya, apart from connoting non-
linguistic communication between God
and man (Cf. Izutsu, God, 133), also con-
tains the additional meanings of a basic
unit or a passage of revelation, namely,
linguistic communication (see REVELATION
AND INSPIRATION; VERSES). In the Qur’an
itself there is no indication as to the length
of these units or passages. Q 2:106 reads:
“And for whatever unit of revelation (or
passage, @ya) we abrogate or cast into obliv-
ion, we bring a better or the like of it...”
(cf. @ 16:101; 24:1; see ABROGATION). Also
when the Qur’an states that “Those are
ayat of the wise scripture” (Q 10:1; 12:1;
13:1, in several beginnings of stras [q.v.]
which constitute a fixed formula), it seems
to point to a basic unit of revelation or to
passages, although the meaning of signs
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cannot be ruled out altogether. Ayat are
mentioned in the context of interpretation
(ta’wil), a fact that alludes to linguistic com-
munication (Q 3:7). Similarly, it is more
probable that @yat mean units of revelation
when appearing with the verb tala (he re-
cited): “The People of the Book (q.v.) are
not all alike. [Among them is] a righteous
community who recite God’s ayat in the
hours of the night...” (g 3:113, and
Q 109:73; 33:34; see VIGILS; RECITATION OF
THE QUR’AN). According to some interpret-
ers of the Qur’an, the plural word ayat also
means the Quran itself (e.g. Jalalayn, ad
Q 27:81; 29:23, 49; 31:7; 34:43). It is, how-
ever, possible to conclude from the con-
text of some verses that @yat are identified
with the scripture, as in “Our lord, send
among them a messenger, one of them,
who shall recite to them your signs, and
teach them the book (q.v.) and the wis-
dom...” (g 2:120; cf. 2:151; 10:15). Accord-
ing to Q 3:2-4, not only is the Qur’an
designated as ayat but also the Hebrew
Bible and the New Testament (see TORAH;
GOSPELS).

A further extension of the meaning of
aya, one with legal connotations, is cer-

tainly discernible from q 2:231:

When you divorce women, and they have
reached their term, then retain them hon-
orably or set them free honorably; do not
retain them by force, to transgress [this
law]; whoever does that has wronged him-
self. Take not God’s laws (@yat) in mock-
ery... (see MARRIAGE AND DIVORCE;
BOUNDARIES AND PRECEPTS; LAW AND THE

QUR’AN).

The word é@yat also occurs in the context of
God’s giving ordinances (Q 2:187, 221;
24:58, 61). And there is another stylistic
phenomenon which proves the notion that
ayat may also be used as a term for laws.
The formula “in such a manner God

SIGNS

makes clear to you his @yat (signs)” is found
both after a sentence which speaks about
God’s graces, namely, his help for and
saving of the believers (Q 3:103), and after a
sentence which talks about the expiation of
oaths (q.v.; 9 5:89; see also BREAKING
TRUSTS AND CONTRACTS; CONTRACTS AND
ALLIANCES). Just as in the former example
@yat seems to mean signs, so in the latter
ayat seems to mean laws. Our suggestion is
that the above-mentioned formula refers to
the sentences which precede it. To sum up,
ayat has the following basic meanings:
signs, miracles, proofs, basic units or pas-
sages of revelations, the Qur’an and other
holy books, and laws.

Structure of sign-passages

Most sign-passages (i.e. groups of sign-
verses) are characterized by introductory as
well as concluding formulas (see FORM AND
STRUCTURE OF THE QUR’AN). The introduc-
tory phrase presents God’s acts and the
concluding sentence emphasizes the fact
that these acts are signs for people who

reflect, or understand. Q 13:2-3 reads:

God is he who raised up the heavens with-
out pillars you can see, then he sat himself
upon the throne. He subjected the sun and
the moon, each running to a term stated.
He directs the world (literally: the affair)
[and] he makes the signs clear so that you
will be certain of the encounter with your
lord. It is he who stretched out the earth
and set therein firm mountains and rivers,
and of every fruit he placed there two
kinds, and covered the day with the night.
Surely in that are signs for a people who
reflect.

In some sign-passages the first words are:
“And of his signs...” (@ 30:20). There are,
however, sign-passages in which the word
“signs” is absent (Q 6:141; 15:12-15; 16:9-8,
80; 30:48-51; 32:4-9). On the whole, the
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sign-passages have no uniform internal
order, except that there might be a special
division and a hierarchy of the signs in
some places, as indicated by exegetes (see
below Later development).

Most of the verbs connected with signs
indicate the mode of their arrival to hu-
mankind: “to bring,” ata b, ata, ja’a b (cf.
Q 2:106, 211; 43:47), “to bring down or to
reveal,” nazzala, anzala (e.g. 9 6:37; 10:20),
“to come,” ata (e.g. @ 6:158), and “to send,”
ba‘atha bi, arsala bi (e.g. Q 10:75; 11:96).
Some verbs (bayyana, sarrafa, fassala) indi-
cate that the signs are explained or made
clear (9 5:75; 6:46; 7:174; 9:11), and some
others (e.g. dhakkara, qassa) indicate that the
signs are mentioned, told and recited
(0 6:130; 8:31; 10:71; see NARRATIVES). In
the light of the polemical character of
many parts of the Qur’an, it seems that
these verbs are intended to deliver the mes-
sage that God’s signs not only exist but are
brought down to people, they are transmit-
ted by recounting or recitation and, be-
yond that, they are made clear in order to
convince humans of God’s power and
providence, so that they will worship him.
Without the Prophet’s explanation, signs
remain a “means of non-linguistic com-
munication” (Izutsu, God, 133-9), which
humanity is obliged to decipher. In ad-
dition, there is the phenomenon that some
signs are depicted as clear signs (@yat
bayyinat, @ 2:99; 3:97; 17:101). We do not
know the difference between aya and bayy-
ina (as a noun), the latter literally meaning
“clear sign.” In @ 20:133 and @ 7:73, the
identification of aya with bayyina is trans-
parent, and in other places bayyina applies
to the same sign which is expressed else-
where by aya (@ 7:105). Ayat bayyinat, how-
ever, seem never to be applied to natural
wonders, rather only to historical or
supernatural signs (Rahman, Major

themes, 72).

Later development
The natural phenomena that appear in the
Qur’an serve Muslim scholars as corrobo-
ration for the argument from design. The
teleological argument is used to prove the
existence of God, his unity, wisdom, and
rule of the world through the wonderful
design observed in the world (see SOVER-
EIGNTY; KINGS AND RULERS; GOD AND HIS
ATTRIBUTES). Although this argument is
found in Greek philosophy (Socrates,
Aristotle, the Stoics) and in Christian
thought (Augustine [d. 430], Boethius
[d. 524] and, in the Muslim era, John of
Damascus [d. ca. 143/750], Theodore Abu
Qurra [d. ca. 210/825] and ‘Ammar al-
Basrt [d. ca. 210/825], who very probably
influenced Muslim theologians; on the
early interactions between Christian and
Muslim theologians, see e.g. Griffith, Faith
and reason), one cannot ignore the numer-
ous examples of the argument in the
Qur’an (cf. Gwynne, Logic), which certainly
induced Muslim theologians to employ it.
It seems that Mu‘tazili theologians first
used the argument from design (Hisham
al-Fuwatt [d. ca. 229/844], al-Nazzam
[d. bef. 232/847], al-Jahiz [d. 255/869]; see
MU ‘TAZILTS). This argument then passed to
other theologians, whether they belonged
to mainstream Muslims, such as al-
Muhasibi (d. 243/857), to Ashart theo-
logians like al-Ash‘art (d. 324/935),
al-Baqillan (d. 403/1013) and al-Ghazalt
(d. 505/1111), or to sectarians, such as the
Zaydi Imam al-Qasim b. Ibrahim (d. 246/
860; see HERESY). Elven the Aristotelian
philosopher Ibn Rushd (d. 595/1198) states
that he prefers arguments for God’s ex-
istence that appear in the Qur’an to specu-
lative arguments (see THEOLOGY AND THE
QUR’AN). His form of the teleological ar-
gumentation (see COSMOLOGY), the argu-
ment from God’s providence, which shows
that the design of the world aims to benefit
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people, is one that is much cited in the
Qur’an.

The exegetes of the Qur’an naturally
placed much importance on God’s signs
and the conclusions derived from them
concerning God’s power and his rule of
the world (Tabari, 7afsi; ad @ 30:24; Ibn
Kathtr, Zafs; ad @ g0:21). Generally, how-
ever, al-TabarT (d. 310/923), Ibn Kathir
(d. 774/1373) and other traditionalist ex-
egetes did not investigate sign-passages as a
whole, nor did they analyze the inter-con-
nections between signs. Such examinations
were carried out by rationalist exegetes
such as Fakhr al-Din al-Raz1 (d. 606/1210),
who divides sign-passages according to
their functions, the connections between
them, and their hierarchical structure
(Raz1, Tafsin; ad @ 30:22-7). Q g0:22-5 reads:

And of his signs is the creation of the
heavens and earth and the variety of your
languages and colors... and of his signs is
your slumbering by night, and your seeking
by day after his bounty... and of his signs
he shows you lightning (see WEATHER), for
fear and hope, and that he sends down out
of heaven water and he revives the earth
with it after it is dead... and of his signs is
that the heaven and earth stand [firm] by
his command...

Al-Razi divides these signs into necessary
accidents (a‘7ad lazima), namely, accidents
which are part of the essence of a thing,
and those which are transitory (a‘rad
mufariqa), some departing quickly, such as
redness of the face as a result of shame,
and others slowly, such as youth (cf. Jurjan,
Tarifat, 153-4; see YOUTH AND OLD AGE).
First the Qur’an points out two examples
of necessary accidents (the various lan-
guages and colors of people), and then two
examples of a‘rad mufariga (sleep at night
and the search for means of subsistence

SIGNS

during the day; see PAIRS AND PAIRING).
God makes the a‘rad mufariqa of the last
two verses which deal with heaven and
earth come before their a7ad lazima, for
heaven and earth are stable and changes
are more marvelous in them than in
humankind. Thus, al-Razi organizes signs
according to their characteristics. Q 30:8
reads: “Have they not reflected on them-
selves? God did not create the heavens and
the earth and what is between them save
with the truth....” Al-RazI notices that in
this verse signs in people (dala’il al-anfus)
precede signs in the heavens and earth
(dala’il al-afag), whereas in Q 41:53, “We
shall show them our signs in the horizons
(al-afag) and in themselves...,” signs in the
heavens and earth take precedence. The
solution to this contradiction lies in the
distinction between the agents of the verbs
mentioned in these verses: when the agent
is human, the signs stated are easy to per-
ceive, for they are in humans themselves
and people cannot ignore them, while the
signs which God mentions about the world
are more difficult to perceive, for they are
remote from humanity. What God men-
tions last is understood by people first be-
cause they progress in knowing God’s signs
in stages (Razi, Tafsi; xxv, 99, ad @ 30:8).
Such sophisticated interpretation occurs
neither in classical nor in modern exegesis
(see EXEGESIS OF THE QUR’AN: EARLY
MODERN AND CONTEMPORARY;
PHILOSOPHY AND THE QUR’AN). Scientific
exegesis, which searches for elements and
terminology of science in the Qur’an, does
appear in classical texts, but is not as wide-
spread as it has become in the modern era
(Jansen, Interpretation, 36-8; see SCIENCE
AND THE QUR’AN).

Modern exegetes tend to deal not only
with separate words in a verse or with a
complete verse but also with whole sign-

passages, paraphrasing their ideas and
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drawing conclusions from them. @ 10:5-6

reads:

It is he who made the sun a radiance, and
the moon a light (q.v.), and determined it
by stations, that you might know the num-
ber of the years and the reckoning. God
created that only with the truth, explaining
the signs to a people who know. In the
alteration of night and day, and what

God has created in the heavens and the
earth, surely, there are signs for godfearing

people.

Muhammad Rashid Rida (d. 1935), whose
interpretation of the Qur’an follows the
teachings of his master, the great Muslim
reformist Muhammad ‘Abduh (d. 1905),
states that these two verses direct the
Muslim to God’s cosmological signs which
prove his power to revive the dead and to
reward man (cf. Darwaza, Tafs; vi, 287).
According to Rashid Rida, these signs also
show God’s wisdom and the regular design
in creation, and, characteristically of mod-
ern exegesis, he points out that they stimu-
late man to study astronomy, a science
which the ancestors favored because of the
guidance of the Qur’an (see PLANETS AND
sTARS). Furthermore, study of the cosmo-
logical signs proves that Islam is a religion
based on knowledge (see KNOWLEDGE AND
LEARNING) and science (din %/mi), not on
blindly following authority (q.v.; taglid).
The scientific discoveries of the secrets of
light in this generation prove God’s sagac-
ity (Rashid Rida, Mana; xi, g01-5). In
‘Abduh’s work, the jinn (q.v.) are identified
with microbes ( Jansen, Interpretation, 43).
Extensive scientific exegesis (fafsir iUmi) is
found in Muhammad Farid Wajdr’s (d.
1940) al-Mushaf al-mufassar;, “The Qur'an
Interpreted” ( Jansen, Interpretation, 46-7). A
typical modern discussion of sign-passages
is found in Sayyid Qutb’s (d. 1966) inter-

pretation of the beginning of @ g0 (vv.
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1-32). In his view, sign-passages do not
stand apart; there is a close connection
between what happens to humans and the
natural phenomena, and this is expressed
through the notion that God is the source
of all things (Qutb, ilal, vi, 436). The
function of the signs is to prompt humans
to believe in God (ibid., 448-9). Whoever
makes such signs, Qutb emphatically
states, is the same one who sends messen-
gers to humankind, restores people to life,
and so on (ibid., 463), as in the second part
of the sara (vv. 33-60).

The notion that all future scientific dis-
coveries are mentioned in the Qur’an,
whether directly or indirectly, is a common
modern notion. Mustafa Kamal Mahmud
(b. 1921), an Egyptian physician, writer and
a qur’anic exegete, is very fond of scientific
exegesis. He finds allusions to recent sci-
entific discoveries in the qur’anic descrip-
tion of creation (Mahmud, Muhawala,
ed.1970, 51, 60-4; cf. Rippin, Muslims, 95-7).
He partially accepts Darwin’s theory of
evolution, claiming that God is responsible
for the evolution of the species in stages
(Mahmud, Muhawala, ed. 1970, 59-60; ed.
1999, 67-8). Among the various natural
phenomena which support the scientific
knowledge found in the Qur’an, he points
to the state of the embryo (Q 39:6;
Mahmaud, Muhawala, ed. 1970, 65-8; see
BIOLOGY AS THE CREATION AND STAGES OF
LIFE). Some modern exegetes regard the
scientific contents of the Qur’an as proof
of the veracity of Muhammad’s prophecy
and consequently the truthfulness of the
qur’anic ideas. According to these scholars,
the scientific elements attest to a miracle
that is even greater than the miracle of the
literary supremacy of the Qur’an (see
INIMITABILITY; LANGUAGE AND STYLE OF
THE QUR’AN). The scientific interpretation,
however, has not gone unchallenged.
Muslim scholars themselves have charged

the adherents of scientific exegesis with
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failing to pay proper attention to the con-
text of the verses discussed, to philological
considerations and to the fact that the
Qur’an was addressed to Arabs (q.v.),
speaking in their language and informing
only of the sciences known in the Prophet’s
era (see OGCASIONS OF REVELATION; STRA
AND THE QUR’AN; PRE-ISLAMIC ARABIA
AND THE QUR’AN). Moreover, they insist
that the Qur’an presents an ethical and
religious message (see VIRTUES AND VICES,
COMMANDING AND FORBIDDING; ESCHA-
ToLoGY) and that a limited text cannot
contain the ever-changing views of sci-
entists in the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries (Hussein, Commentaire; Jansen,
Interpretation, 47-54).

Binyamin Abrahamov
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Silk

Lustrous fiber produced by insect larvae
frequently used in fine materials. The
terms harir and sundus, “‘silk,” are attested
five times in the Qur’an (Q 22:23, 35:33,
76:12, and 18:31 and 44:53, respectively).
These terms appear exclusively in passages
dedicated to the description of paradise
that, with the fire of the hell promised to
the unbelievers, draws a central binary
theme in the qur’anic discourse focused on
an eschatological perspective (see PARA-
DISE; HELL AND HELLFIRE; ESCHATOLOGY).
Therefore, the luxury of silk constitutes
one of the paradigmatic elements of
Islamic heavenly ontology (@ 55 and Q 56
provide the most detailed developments on
the theme paradise/hell; see PAIRS AND
PAIRING). Depictions of the qur’anic para-
dise (also called al-khuld or dar al-salam) rest
upon three major categories that reflect the
traditional conception of the ideal life-style
in Arab society. The first category is obvi-
ously the heavenly landscape comprising
bucolic gardens (see GARDEN), live springs
of pure water (q.v.), rivers of milk (q.v.),
honey (q.v.) and wine (q.v.; see also
INTOXICANTS; SPRINGS AND FOUNTAINS),
and trees producing the most delightful
fruits (see AGRICULTURE AND VEGETATION;
TREE(s)). The second concerns creatures of

two kinds, symbols of beauty and sensual
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happiness, namely immortal male young-
sters and virgins with large eyes (hiirun mun)
that will accompany and serve the re-
warded in the afterlife (e.g. @ 55:72; 56:17,
22; 76:19; see REWARD AND PUNISHMENT;
HOURIS). The third category, to which be-
longs the mention of silk, consists of an
array of precious items, accessories and
furniture that embellish the heavenly scen-
ery as the most comfortable and beautifully
equipped, something humans would dream
of enjoying. Two main materials, textile
and metalwork, contribute to idyllic images
of the paradise that allow an easier com-
prehension of the ineffable concepts of
eternity (q.v.) and life after death (see
RESURRECTION; DEATH AND THE DEAD).
Clearly referring to the cultural context of
the qur’anic revelation, a recurrent image
presents the rewarded as garbed in silk or
other fine fabrics and wearing valuable
jewels (Q 22:23; see METALS AND MINERALS;
PRE-ISLAMIC ARABIA AND THE QUR’AN).
This image appears in radical contrast to
that of the ordinary life in this world whose
practical necessities require wearing utili-
tarian clothes made of rough material, as
indicated in @ 16:80: “He has given you the
skins of beasts for tents, that you may find
them light when you shift your quarters, or
when you halt; and from their wool and
soft fur and hair has he supplied you with
furniture and goods for temporary use”
(see equally @ 16:81; see HIDES AND
FLEECE).

A range of other heavenly works of tex-
tile, supposing both an artistic savoir-faire
and a high material value, complete the
rather realistic picture of a wealthy home
(see HOUSE, DOMESTIC AND DIVINE). These
include cushions carefully disposed upon
ordered sets of beds, spread carpets and
rugs (Q 88:13-6), some of them displaying
rich adornment on the edges (Q 55:54).
Occasionally, the Qur’an describes these
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accessories as green in color (Q 55:76; see
coLORS), adding another degree of heav-
enly attribute. In addition to costly furnish-
ing and clothing, the righteous will eat and
drink delicious food and beverages in silver
and gold dishes and cups (Q 43:71; 76:15-16,
2I; see CUPS AND VESSELS; FOOD AND
DRINK; GOLD). Q 18:31 delivers a kind of
representative summary of the whole
topic: “Decked shall they be therein with
bracelets of gold, and green robes of silk
and rich brocade shall they wear, reclining
therein on thrones.” As a result, in addition
to its marvelous and supra-natural aspect,
the qur’anic paradise offers all the advan-
tages of sensible beauty and pleasure, even
luxury. Its aesthetic strongly evokes earthly
enjoyments. Therefore, the question of
interpretation of this eschatological theme
raised many discussions among the ex-
egetes, theologians, philosophers and
mystics (see EXEGESIS OF THE QUR’AN:
CLASSICAL AND MEDIEVAL; SUFISM AND THE
QUR’AN; PHILOSOPHY AND THE QUR’AN;
Sourdel and Sourdel, Dictionnaire, 656-7
[Paradis]). Whereas the traditionists ac-
cepted the literal qur’anic description of
paradise, in accordance with the manifest
meaning of the text, the Mu‘tazilis (q.v.)
did not accept certain aspects of it that
challenge reason (see INTELLECT). The lat-
ter interpreted these passages at a second
level of meaning, attributing to them a
second signification (see POLYSEMY).
Similarly, the philosophers understood the
promised delights as a metaphorical or
allegorical proposition, fully comprehen-
sible only by the wise and knowledgeable
(see METAPHOR; LITERARY STRUCTURES OF
THE QUR’AN) while maintaining that the
colorful qur’anic narrative is intended
chiefly for the common people. The
Ash‘arts stand between these two opposing
trends, arguing that the heavenly enjoy-
ments belong to another order, although
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these enjoyments do display features that
are analogous to earthly ones. The Sufis
also found in these verses allegorical sig-
nification but without rejecting the literal
meaning; they consider the Qur’an a cog-
nitive construction with multiple layers.
Some other theologians, like al-Ghazalt (d.
505/1111), proposed an alternative to these
various ideas, asserting that the believer
himself should interpret the nature of the
ultimate reward according to his own intel-
lectual faculties and spiritual qualities.

Silk became an important part of Islamic
culture that developed both the arts of tex-
tile fabrication and the economy linked to
them. The social and political context of
Islam in the middle ages, with sumptuous
courts flourishing in the great cities of the
Muslim empire and a wide network of
trade roads stretching from the Atlantic
ocean to India, central and eastern Asia,
fostered the manufacture and sale of pre-
cious objects in general, and silk items in
particular (Sourdel and Sourdel, Diction-
naire, 535-7 [Marchandes, activités]). The
ancient trans-Asian trading corridor,
known as “the silk road,” which was re-
vived in the seventh/thirteenth century
under the Mongol empire, stimulated the
trade of this fine material through com-
mercial centers populated by Muslim
merchants who were spread across the
whole landmass. Silk was used to make
lavish court robes in officially controlled
workshops designated by the Persian noun
tiraz, located in palaces (Sourdel and
Sourdel, Dictionnaire, 806, Tiraz). These
luxurious garments were distributed as
honorary gifts during princely ceremonies.
Silk was also, as it still is, a component of
particularly fine carpets and rugs of the
Islamic world (see MATERIAL CULTURE AND

THE QUR’AN).

V. Gonzalez
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Simile

The comparison of two things, made
explicit — and distinguished from meta-
phor (q.v.) — by the use of “like” or “as.”
“Zayd fought like a lion” is a simile. In
Arabic rhetoric (see ARABIC LANGUAGE;
RHETORIC AND THE QUR’AN; LITERARY
STRUCTURES OF THE QUR’AN), “simile” or
tashbih has the same general sense, and the
same general distinction is made between
simile and metaphor (isti ‘@ra). The “like”
or “as” in the simile is usually made with
the particle a, though a locution using the
noun mathal may substitute. Early works on
rhetoric placed great emphasis on simile;
al-Marzubant (d. 384/994) in al-Muwashsha
made simile one of the “four pillars of
poetry” (see van Gelder, Tashbih; sce
POETRY AND POETS). Not surprisingly, pro-
ponents of the doctrine of the inimitability
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(q.v.) of the Qur’an, like al-Rummant
(d. 384,/994) and al-Baqillani (d. 403/1013),
listed its excellent similes among the rhe-
torical qualities that make it inimitable.
Al-Bagqillant (/jaz, 263-8) compared them
favorably with the outstanding similes
found in poets like Imru’ al-Qays and
Bashshar b. Burd. From a rhetorical stand-
point, the interest in qur’anic simile culmi-
nates in the work of Ibn Nagiya (d. 485/
1092) entitled al-Juman fi tashbihat al-Qur an.
Although similes are common in the
Qur’an, the word tashbik is not found there.
The term mathal, however, sometimes
clearly means “simile.” At the same time, it
must be said that mathal is also used to
mean short narrative passages that we
would be more likely to call “parables,”
and it seems no clear distinction is made
between these two forms by the Qur’an,
nor, for that matter, by some of the rhetori-
cians (see PARABLE). They are taken to be
the same sort of rhetorical device, mathal.
Perhaps that word is best rendered by the
similarly comprehensive term “analogy.”
Two passages show this. In g 56:22-3 the
plural form, amthal, introduces a simile:
“The houris (q.v.) whose eyes are like hid-
den pearls” (wa-hiirun ‘inun ka-amthali I-
lwlu’t I-maknini), whereas @ 18:92-45, which
is also termed a mathal, clearly exceeds the
bounds of what is usually called simile:
“Cloin for them an analogy (wa-drib lahum
mathalan) of two men, unto one of whom
we had assigned two gardens of grapes and
we had surrounded both with date-palms
and put between them tillage (see GARDEN;
DATE PALM; AGRICULTURE AND
VEGETATION)....” It goes on to relate a
parable about two farmers, one pious, the
other disdainful and proud; as one would
expect, the former is rewarded and the
latter punished (see REWARD AND
PUNISHMENT; PRIDE; INSOLENGE AND

OBSTINACY, PIETY).
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Uses and examples
In the Qur’an the simile is often made sim-
ply with ka: @ 7:179 “Those are like cattle”
(ala’tka ka-l-an ‘@m) but quite commonly a
qur’anic simile is made with a character-
istic pleonasm, ka-mathal. As Ibn Naqiya
shows through numerous examples,
qur’anic similes make use of the same im-
agery found in Arabic poetry, both pre-
Islamic and later (see SYMBOLIC IMAGERY).
The first simile (9 2:17), using the pleonasm
ka-mathal, compares the hypocrites (q.v.;
al-mundafigin; see HYPOGRITES AND
HYPOCRISY) to someone who blunders in
the dark (see DARKNESS) after having briefly
enjoyed the light (q.v.) of a fire (q.v.):
“Their likeness is the likeness of one who
lit a fire (mathaluhum ka-mathali lladht
istawqada naran), and when it illuminated
his surroundings, God took away their fire
and left them in darkness. They do not see
(see VISION AND BLINDNESS).” This simile is
soon followed by another: “Or like the rain
clouds in the sky with darkness and thun-
der and lightning in it (see WEATHER), they
put their fingers in their ears against the
thunderbolts” (Q 2:19; see HEARING AND
DEAFNESS; SEEING AND HEARING).

Aspects of God’s creation (q.v.) provoke a
number of similes. @ 36:39, “And for the
moon (q.v.) we have devised stations until it
returns like an old, withered palm stalk,”
i.e. curved and small; @ 55:14, “He created
man from clay (q.v.) like crockery”;

Q 55:24, “His are ships (q.v.) that sail on the
sea like mountains.” Heaven and hell (see
HELL AND HELLFIRE) are the subject of col-
orful similes. The houris of paradise (q.v.),
for example, are described thus: “And with
them are ones who lower their eyes, pure
as the hidden eggs [of ostriches]”

(0 37:48-9). Likewise, the painful features
of hell are also described through similes.
The liquid given to the damned is like mol-
ten lead (see FOOD AND DRINK; HOT AND
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coLD): Q 18:29 “And if they call for help,
they will be given water like molten lead
scalding their faces, an evil drink.”

A fairly limited number of peoples,
places and events probably account for
most of the similes in the Qur’an.
Recourse to simile is especially frequent in
the case of various “enemies (q.v.) of God”
(a‘da’ Allah), most prominently the unbe-
lievers (al-kafiriin; see BELIEF AND UNBE-
LIEF; GRATITUDE AND INGRATITUDE), the
polytheists (al-mushrikiin; see POLYTHEISM
AND ATHEISM) and the aforementioned
hypocrites. @ 7:176 compares an unbeliever
to a dog (q.v.): “He is like the dog, if you
chase him away, he pants, and if you leave
him alone, he pants.” Two memorable sim-
iles compare the futile acts of unbelievers
to ashes (q.v.) and to a mirage (see also
TRANSITORINESS). Q 14:18: ““Those who
disbelieve in their lord (q.v.), their deeds
are like ashes which the winds blow on a
stormy day” (see GOOD DEEDS; EVIL
DEEDS). And 9 24:39: “Those who disbe-
lieve, their deeds are like a mirage in a des-
ert. Someone thirsty reckons it to be water
(q.v.) until he reaches it and finds nothing
init.”

0 13:14 tells us that the polytheist who
prays to idols (see IDOLS AND IMAGES) 1§
“like a man who stretches his hands to wa-
ter for the water to come to it, but the wa-
ter does not come.” @ 29:41 compares the
refuge the polytheist seeks in his idols to a
spider (q.v.) web: “Those who take other
protectors besides God (see CLIENTS AND
CLIENTAGE; PROTECTION) are like the spi-
der who takes a house — truly the spider’s
house is the flimsiest of houses!” @ 63:4
compares the hypocrites to blocks of wood:
“And when you see them, their persons
please you, and if they speak you listen to
what they say. [Yet] they are like blocks
of wood propped against each other.”
Two particular events, judgment day (see

SIMILE

LAST JUDGMENT) and the destruction of
wicked peoples (see PUNISHMENT STORIES;
CHASTISEMENT AND PUNISHMENT), are fre-
quent subjects of similes, e.g. the anni-
hilation of the people of ‘Ad (q.v.) in

Q 54:19-20: “We sent upon them a roaring
wind (see AIR AND WIND) on a day of un-
relenting calamity which snatched them
away as though they were the trunks of
uprooted palm trees.” @ 69:7 says that the
same people after their destruction seemed
“as though they were the hollow trunks of
palm trees.” @ 55:37 describes the appear-
ance of the sky on judgment day (see
APOCALYPSE): “And when the skies are split
open, they will be red like stained leather.”
Q 70:8-9 has: “A day when the sky will be
like molten brass and the mountains will be
like tufts of wool.” @ 101:4 describes the
commotion of the resurrected people (see
RESURRECTION) thus: “... a day when the
people will be like moths scattered about.”

In sum, similes vary greatly in tone, some
are majestic, some homespun — as Q 2:26
says, “God does not disdain to make a si-
militude of a gnat” (inna llaha la yastahyi an
yadriba mathalan ma ba‘adatan). Sometimes a
sardonic tone is struck (see LANGUAGE AND
STYLE OF THE QUR’AN). A memorable sim-
ile in @ 62:5 concerns Jews (see JEWS AND
jupaism) and the Torah (q.v.): “The like-
ness of those who were given the Torah to
carry and then ignored it is that of a don-
key carrying books (asfar).”

In addition to their illustrative, semantic
role, similes often seem to have a rhetori-
cal, emphatic role in the organization of
qur’anic discourse. Similes not infrequently
open or close a subsection of a stira (q.v.;
see also FORM AND STRUGTURE OF THE
QUR’AN). For example, the rather ordinary
simile in @ 11:24 which compares believers
and unbelievers to the seeing and the
blind, respectively, is followed immediately
by stories of the prophets (see PROPHETS
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AND PROPHETHOOD) Noah (q.v.), Had (q.v.)
and Salih (q.v.), and the “vanished peo-
ples” to whom they were sent — the heed-
less people whom God destroyed. Similarly,
the famous or infamous comparison of
Torah-bearers just cited, @ 62:5, introduces
a discussion of the Jews. The similes in
Q 54:20, 57:20, 69:7 and 105:5 offer tart
summations of the preceding passages.
The Qur’an, in its characteristically self-
conscious way, tells us that the simile is one
of God’s favored rhetorical devices for ed-
ucating people (see KNOWLEDGE AND
LEARNING; TEACHING; INTELLECT): w0da-
la-qad sarrafna fi hadha [-qur’ani lil-nasi min
kulli mathalin, “We have put in this Qur’an
every sort of similitude for people”
(0 18:54) and wa-la-qad darabna lil-nas: f
hadha l-qurant min kulli mathalin la‘allahum
yatadhakkarana, “We have coined for people
in this Qur’an every kind of similitude.
Perhaps they will take heed” (g 39:27; see
WARNING). Indeed, the Qur’an even goes
so far as to use simile to comment on
simile/analogy itself. Interestingly enough,
the chief characteristic of good rhetoric is
stability, that of bad rhetoric instability:

Have you not seen how God has made an
analogy? A good word is like a good tree
(see TREES). Its roots are firm and its
branches are in heaven. It gives its fruit in
every season with its lord’s permission.
God coins similes for people that they may
reflect. The analogy of a bad word is with
a bad tree, uprooted from the earth, pos-
sessing no stability (Q 14:24-6).

Commentators on simile
Commentators devote considerable at-
tention to these and other similes (see
EXEGESIS OF THE QUR’AN: CLASSICAL AND
MEDIEVAL). Often their concern is simply
to elucidate the obscurity of the simile. For
example, in @ 2:17 it is the free mixture of
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singular and plural pronouns referring to
the same party; while in @ 2:19 the entire
basis of the simile seems at first confused
since, as one reads, it becomes apparent
that the hypocrites are not being compared
to the rain clouds, despite ka-sayyib, but
rather to people frightened by a thunder-
storm.

As might be expected, commentators,
depending on their outlook and interests,
offer a wide range of interpretations of
such similes. To take the example of
Q 14:24-6 cited above, al-TabarT (d.
310/923) says, “Interpreters differ on the
meaning of ‘a good word’ (kalima tayyiba).
Some of them say it is the faith (q.v.) of the
believer” (Tafsi; xiii, 135; see also SPEECH;
WORD OF GoD). He goes on to say that
some specifically equate it with the shahadat
la illdha illa llah, it being firm (thabit), mean-
ing the shahada is firmly fixed in the heart
of the believer (see WITNESS TO FAITH). A
very early exegete, Mujahid (d. 104/722),
tells us that the good tree is a date palm.
Others say a good word means the believer
himself who is on earth (q.v.) and who
works and speaks on earth and so his
deeds and his speech reach heaven while
he is still on earth. Yet others say the tree
in this simile is a tree in heaven but al-
Tabart considers it more likely to be a
date palm.

Al-Zamakhshart (d. 538/1144), a
Mu'‘tazili (see Mu‘TAZILA), tells us that
“good word” means the word tawhid, the
oneness and unity of God (see GoD AND
HIS ATTRIBUTES). Al-Razi (d. 606/1210),
who rejects the necessity of the tree being
a date palm, devotes four and a half pages
to explicating the “tree” and its four
attributes, its goodness, its firm roots, its
lofty branches, and its constant supply
of fruit.

On the other hand, we learn from the
ShiT commentary of al-Kashr (d. ca. 910/
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1505) that the imam (q.v.) Ja‘far al-Sadiq
(d. 148/765) said of the good tree: “The
Messenger of God is its root, the Prince of
the Believers (‘All) is its trunk, the imams
among the descendants of both are its
branches, the knowledge of the imams
constitutes its fruit” (Gate, Qur'an, 243).
Not surprisingly, al-Kashi tells us that the
bad tree is the Umayyads (see SHT'ISM AND
THE QUR’AN; POLITICS AND THE QUR’AN;
‘ALI B. ABI TALIB).

Two other similes also address the topic
of figurative language in the Qur’an. The
first is Q 2:26, mentioned above, “Verily,
God does not disdain to make an analogy
with a gnat...” This al-Raz1 tells us is
meant as a rebuke to the unbelievers who
had falsely claimed that mention of such
humble creatures as the bee, the fly, the
spider and the ant was unworthy of divine
discourse (see ANIMAL LIFE). Wrong, al-
Razi says, because God has created both
great and humble things,

and the little weighs upon him no less than
the big, and the great is no more difficult
for him than the small... and it is perfectly
apposite to mention flies when God wishes
to show how ugly is the polytheists’ wor-
ship of idols... or to make an analogy with
a spider web in order to show how trifling
and flimsy their religion is (Raz1, Zafsu; ii,

134-5).

The other simile, in @ 15:17, is yet more
complicated since it encloses one simile

within another:

He sent down water from the sky and the
river beds (awdiya) flowed with it. But the
flood carried away the scum floating on its
surface — and like it is the scum which
comes from that which they heat with fire
secking to make jewelry and tools — like-
wise, God shows what is true and what is

SIMILE

false. The scum is cast away with distaste,
while what benefits people remains on this

earth.

Al-Tabart writes that this is an analogy
that God makes with truth (q.v.) and false-
hood (see ASTRAY; IGNORANCE; LIE), with
faith (q.v.) and unbelief. God is saying that
the similarity of the truth in its perma-
nence and of error (q.v.) in its evanescence
is like the water which God sends down
from the sky to the earth. The wadis flow
with it, the large ones with large quantities
and the small ones with small quantities.
The flood carries a swelling scum or foam,
and this is one of two analogies pertaining
to truth and falsehood. The truth is like
the water (q.v.) which remains and which
God has sent, while the foam which is

of no benefit is falsechood. The other
analogy — “and like it is the scum which
comes from that which they heat with fire
secking to make jewelry and tools” — is
the analogy of truth and falsehood with
gold (q.v.) and silver and brass and lead
and iron (see METALS AND MINERALS) from
which people obtain benefits (see GRACE;
BLESSING), while falsehood is like the scum
which goes away without being of any
benefit while the pure gold and silver re-
main. Likewise, God compares faith and
unbelief] the futility of unbelief and the
failure of the unbeliever being a punish-
ment, while faith is that with lasting benefit
(Tabari, Tafsn; xiii, go). Al-Raz1 sharpens
the analogy making the rain the Qur’an
and the wadis the hearts of believers (see
HEART), which according to their capacities
contain more or less of the truth, while the
foam and scum that are carried away and
vanish are the doubts and obscurities (see
UNCERTAINTY) that will vanish in the here-
after when only the truth will remain
(Razi, Tafsi; xix, 94-5; see also PAIRS AND
PAIRING).



SIMILE

Probably the most well-known qur’anic
simile, and also one of the most com-
mented on, is the so-called Light Verse
(@ 24:35). This verse begins with a meta-
phor, “God is the light (q.v.) of heaven
(see HEAVENS AND SKY; PLANETS AND
STARS) and earth,” but then quickly
switches to simile,

the likeness of his light is like a niche
which holds a lamp (q.v.). The lamp isin a
glass which shines like a pearl-like star. It is
kindled from a blessed tree, an olive nei-
ther of the east nor the west whose oil
would almost glow forth itself though no
fire touched it. Light upon light. God
guides to his light whom he wills. God
makes analogies for people. God knows all
things.

Al-Tabari, al-Zamakhshart and al-Raz1
devote considerable space to mapping out
the various parts of this elaborate simile,
and al-Ghazali (d. 505/1111) writes an en-
tire book about it, Mushkat al-anwar, draw-
ing an analogy between the five elements
of the simile: the niche, the glass, the lamp,
the tree and the oil, and the senses, the
imagination, the intellect, language, and
prophecy. (For more on these interpreta-
tions, see METAPHOR.)

Similes, with the uncertainties of inter-
pretation, could also be the topics of theo-
logical debate (see THEOLOGY AND THE
QUR’AN). One such exchange took place
between the governor of Baghdad and Ibn
Hanbal (d. 241/855) during the inquisition
(q.v.; mithna) on the issue of the createdness
of the Quran (q.v.):

Governor: Does not God say, “We have
made it an Arabic (see ARABIC LANGUAGE)
Qur'an’ (9 43:3). How could it be made
without being created?

Ibn Hanbal: But God says, ‘and He made

them like green blades devoured...’

18

(Q 105:5; see GRASSES). Does that mean He
created them [like green blades devoured]?
(Cook, Roran, 110).

More broadly, it can be said that just as
there are theological dimensions to
metaphor — whence the hasty insistence
of commentators to assure us that “God is
the light” must be understood as meaning
“He is the possessor of light” (Zamakh-
shari, Rashshaf, ad Q 24:35) — even so the
simile has theological dimensions. For the
notion of similitude in relation to God
must also be placed in the context of the
Qur’an’s insistence on the absolute oneness
and uniqueness of God and the impos-
sibility of likening anyone or anything to
him (see ANTHROPOMORPHISM). Thus,

Q 42:11, laysa ka-mithliki shay’, “There is
nothing like him.” In this context, it can be
seen that similitude is a definitive notion in
the qur’anic universe; similitude is a com-
mon quality of God’s creation but since
similarity requires at least two objects,
similitude is a quality that is found only

in his creation. This is reflected in theo-
logical debate about anthropomorphism
in which the opposed terms tashbih/tanzih
are employed. In such debates tashbih is
the negative term which denotes

anthropomorphism.
Daniel Beaumont
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Similitude see PARABLE

Sin, Major and Minor

Greater and lesser transgressions of the
law of God. The Qur’an promises that
God will forgive minor sins if human be-
ings abstain from the major ones (Q 4:31;
53:31-2; see FORGIVENESS). The most com-
mon characterization of “major” sins in
exegesis and theology is kaba’ir (sing. kabira;
literally the “big ones”), a term that occurs
in this sense in the Qur'an (cf. 9 4:31;
42:37; 53:92). A common theological char-
acterization of “minor” sins is sagha i (sing.
saghira, as in Q 18:49; see THEOLOGY AND
THE QUR’AN; EXEGESIS OF THE QUR’AN:
CLASSICAL AND MEDIEVAL). All deeds, ma-
jor and minor, are recorded, and their reg-
ister (kitab) is to be given to each individual
on the day of judgment (see LAST JUDG-
MENT; HEAVENLY BOOK; GOOD DEEDS; EVIL
DEEDS), much to the consternation of the
sinners (mujrimin, Q 18:49; cf. 54:52-3; see
REWARD AND PUNISHMENT).

Terms designating “sin” in the Qur’an’s
vocabulary include: dhanb (pl. dhunab; e.g.
Q 3:11, 16, 193; 8:54; 12:20; 67:11); fakisha
(and other terms from the same Arabic
root, i.e. f-h-sh; e.g. Q 2:169; 4:22; 12:24;
17:32; 27:54); haraj (e.g. Q 9:91; 48:17); ithm
(e.g Q 2:173, 181-2, 210; 4:20, 48, 50, 112;
33:58; 42:37; 49:12); jundh (Q 2:198, 235;
4:102; 33:51); jurm (in the form of various
derivatives from the root j-r-m; e.g. Q 6:147;
7:40; 9:66; 10:17; 11:35; 18:49; 45:31; 83:29);
khati'a (and terms derived from the same
root, kh-t-; @ 2:81; 4:112; 12:97; 17:31; 69:9;
71:25); lamam (Q 53:32); ma ‘stya (pl. ma ‘asi; cf.
0 58:8-9); and sayyia (pl. sayyi’at; 9 3:193;
4:31; 7:153; 29:7). Whether a particular
term denotes a major or a minor sin is of-
ten not clear from the Qur’an itself and
the same term might be used to denote

major or minor sins. Thus the term sayyia
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occurs in Q 4:31 in the sense of a minor
infraction (also in g 3:193) but elsewhere
(asin Q 7:153; 35:43) it refers to evil deeds
of a graver kind (cf. Damaghant, Wik, 1,
423f., s.v. al-sayyrat; also Zamakhshart,
Kashshaf, 1, 159, ad Q 2:81, where sayyia is
glossed as kabira min al-kaba 7). Many com-
mentators do, however, consider terms like
dhanb and ithm (as well as ma‘siya, a com-
mon gloss for ithm: cf. Tabari, Tafsu; v, 476,
ad Q 7:33) to refer to major sins and un-
derstand lamam, sayyi'a and khati’a to mean
minor sins. Irrespective of the actual terms
used, few commentators deny that there is
in fact a distinction to be made between
major and minor sins (cf. Haytamt, away;
1, 11f.); precisely which sins belong in what
category is, however, a matter of great un-

certainty.

Definitions
Ibn ‘Abbas (d. ca. 68,/687), a major early
authority in exegetical matters, is reported
to have defined the kabira as “every sin that
God has stamped with fire (q.v.), [his] dis-
pleasure, [his] curse (q.v.), or with [the
threat of his] punishment” (Tabari, Zafsz;
1V, 44, ad Q 4:31 [no. 9213]). More vaguely,
yet in underscoring the sense of sin as
transgression, he held “everything in which
God is disobeyed [to be] a major sin”
(ibid., no. g211; see DISOBEDIENCE). Other
ecarly definitions related major sins not just
to acts for which God has promised hell
(see HELL AND HELLFIRE) but also those for
which the hudud, or the legal punishments
explicitly prescribed by the Qur’an and the
sunna (q.v.), are to be executed (cf. ibid.,
n0o. 9219; see CHASTISEMENT AND PUNISH-
MENT; LAW AND THE QUR’AN). Such views
were elaborated on and systematized in
works specifically devoted to cataloguing
major sins. Shams al-Din al-Dhahabr (d.
748/1348), the author of one such book,
defines major sins as anything “in regard to
which there is a fadd in this world, such as
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murder (q.v.), adultery, and theft (q.v.); or
about which there is a threat of [God’s|
anger (q.v.) and punishment in the here-
after; as well as anything whose perpetra-
tor has been cursed by our Prophet”
(Dhahabi, Kaba’i; 6; see ADULTERY AND
FORNICATION; BLOODSHED). Ibn Hajar al-
Haytami (d. 974,/1567), whose dissatisfac-
tion with al-Dhahabt’s book led him to
write what became one of the most in-
fluential works on the subject, gives a
broad sampling of both overlapping and
alternative views on how to define major
sins. Inter alia, the kaba’ir are sins that have
been expressly forbidden (q.v.) in the
Qur’an and the sunna or accompanied
with dire warnings in these foundational
texts; acts that entail the sadd-penalties;
sins that result in a loss of one’s legal and
public standing (“adala), since they suggest
alack of concern with conformity to re-
ligious norms; and, indeed, sins that be-
come “major” precisely because they are
committed without a sense of fear (q.v.) or
remorse (Haytami, Sawaji 1, 12-17; 11,
425-7; see REPENTANCE AND PENANCE).
Others saw aspects of greater or lesser
gravity as inhering in almost all sins.
According to al-Halimi (d. 403/1012), a
minor sin can become a major sin because
of the context (garina) in which it is com-
mitted just as a major sin can, in turn, be-
come abominable (fahisha) by the
circumstances attending upon it. Thus,
unlawful homicide is a major sin, but to
murder a relative (see KINSHIP; FAMILY), for
instance, or to do so in the sacred precincts
(q.v.; of Mecca [q.v.] and Medina [q.v.])
make it the more abominable because it is
not just the sanctity of the victim’s life but
also other sacred boundaries that have
been violated (see SACRED AND PROFANE).
To steal some paltry object would be a mi-
nor sin, not subject to the legal penalty; but
this becomes a major sin when the victim

of such theft is so poor as not to be able to
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dispense even with such an object (Halimi,
Minhay, 1, 396-400; paraphrased in Ibn
Hajar, Fath, xii, 227f.; see POVERTY AND
THE POOR). Al-Haltmi thought that the
only sin that does not admit of degrees of
gravity is kufr — disbelief in God (see
BELIEF AND UNBELIEF; GRATITUDE AND
though Ibn Hajar al-
‘Asqalani (d. 852/1449; Fath, xii, 227) sug-

INGRATITUDE)

gests in his rejoinder that this cardinal sin,
too, can be classified according to its de-
grees of abomination.

In the end, as al-Haytamt and others rec-
ognized, the various definitions of major
sin are mere “approximations” to the idea,
which itself remains elusive. So, too,
therefore, does the question of the number
of sins that might be thought of as
“major” — with estimates often ranging
from four to seven hundred (Haytamr,
Lawajir, 1, 18). Al-Dhahabi’s work on the
subject gives brief accounts of seventy ma-
jor sins; al-Haytami describes no less than
476 major sins, which he proceeds to divide
between the “interior” and the “exterior.”
Even as they acknowledged the distinction
between major and minor sins, the pri-
mary interest of those concerned with such
matters has tended to be with the major
sins, usually leaving the minor ones as the
subject of dire warnings about taking them
lightly. (Some, like Ibn Nujaym [d. 970/
1563], did however concern themselves
explicitly with listing both major and

minor sins.)

Sins in the Qur’an’s enumeration
Without providing any clear ranking of
sins, the Qur’an does not leave any doubt
about what it considers to be the worst of
them: the associating of anything or any-
one with God (shirk; see POLYTHEISM AND
ATHEISM), a “great sin” (ithm ‘azim) that
God will not forgive though he might for-
give everything else (9 4:48). @ 17:23-38, in
cataloguing a number of God’s com-
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mands, mentions several acts that are to be
avoided for “their sinfulness (sayyi uhu) is
abhorrent to your lord” (q.v.; @ 17:38). In
addition to shirk, some of the sins that are
mentioned as such or are easily derivable
from this list include: insolence towards
one’s parents (q.v.; see also INSOLENCE AND
OBSTINACY); wastefulness as well as miserli-
ness; the killing of one’s children (q.v.) for
fear of impoverishment (a reference to a
pre-Islamic Arabian practice characterized
here as a “great wrong” /khitan kabira/:

Q 17:31; see INFANTICIDE); wrongful murder
of other sorts; fornication (described here
as “an abomination and an evil way”
[fakisha wa-sa a sabilan/: Q 17:32); usurping
the property (q.v.) of orphans (q.v.); dis-
honesty in business transactions (see
ECONOMICS; TRADE AND COMMERCE); say-
ing things of which one has no knowledge
(see IGNORANCE; KNOWLEDGE AND
LEARNING); and haughtiness (see PRIDE;
ARROGANCE). (Also cf. Izutsu, Concepts, 228;
for shorter lists, see, inter alia: Q 6:151-2;
25:67-8, 72. Some ecarly exegetes also held
that what the Qur’an regards as major sins
are to be located in the various prohibi-
tions mentioned in the first thirty verses of
Q 4; cf. Tabart, Tafsi; iv, 39-40 [ad Q 4:31];
see LAWFUL AND UNLAWFUL.) A fuller,
though by no means exhaustive sampling
of qur’anic sins would include — besides
the fadd-penalties (for drinking, adultery
and fornication, false accusation of adul-
tery and fornication, theft, and brigand-
age; see INTOXICANTs; WINE) and besides
chronic neglect of the fundamental ritual
obligations (see PRAYER; WITNESS TO
FAITH; PILGRIMAGE; ALMSGIVING;
RAMADAN; FASTING; RITUAL AND THE
QUR’AN) — such diverse items as slander
(@ 24:11; 33:58), undue suspicion (q.v.; zann)
and backbiting (9 49:11-12; also see
GosstP); lying (gaw! al-zin; @ 22:30; see LIE)
and concealing legal testimony (Q 2:283;
see WITNESSING AND TESTIFYING); practic-
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ing usury (q.v.; Q 2:275-6, 278-9; 3:130-1);
homosexuality (q.v.; cf. @ 26:165 £; 21:74);
“hurting” God, his Prophet, or other be-
lievers (Q 33:57-8); and other individual
and collective transgressions against the
“limits” established by God. (For various
qur’anic terms evoking the idea of trans-
gression, cf. Izutsu, Concepts, 164-77 and
passim, esp. 172 f.; also see BOUNDARIES
AND PRECEPTS.) In general, as the forego-
ing samples indicate, the interest of the
Qur’an is not with providing any detailed,
let alone systematic, catalog of sins, but
rather with affirming what Izutsu (Concepts)
has called a “basic moral dichotomy” be-
tween belief and unbelief, virtue and vice,
the good and the bad (see GooD AND EVIL;
VIRTUES AND VICES, COMMANDING AND
FORBIDDING).

Lists of major sins are more readily
accessible in hadith (see HADITH AND THE
QUR’AN), though there continues to be con-
siderable uncertainty on precisely which,
or how many, fall into that category. A tra-
dition reported on the authority of the
Prophet’s Companion Aba Hurayra lists
the following seven as major sins: associat-
ing anyone with God; sorcery (see MAGIC);
unlawful homicide; usurping the property
of the orphan; usury; fleeing from the
battlefield (se¢ EXPEDITIONS AND BATTLES;
HYPOCRITES AND HYPOCRISY; FIGHTING);
and slandering believing women (BukharT,
Sahih, K. al-Wasaya, no. 23; ibid., K. al-
Hudiid, no. 44; Muslim, Sahih, K. al-Iman,
no. 145; Abt Dawad, Sunan, K. al-Wasaya,
no. 2874; Haytami, Jawaji; 1, 18). Again,
other lists are much more expansive and
Ibn ‘Abbas is often quoted as saying that
the major sins are “closer to 700 than they
are to seven, except that no sin is ‘major’
when forgiveness is sought for it, that is
when one undertakes proper repentance
(tawba), just as no sin is ‘minor’ if one per-
sists in it” (Tabar1, Tafsi; 1v, 44, ad Q 4:31
[no. 9208]).
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Sin, repentance, and forgiveness
Islam, like Judaism, has no concept of an
“original sin” (see FALL OF MAN). Every
soul (q.v.) bears its own burden (Q 6:164;
17:15; 29:12; se¢ INTERCESSION), though
God does not overburden anyone
(0 2:286). Sins also have evil consequences
during one’s present life, so that whatever
harm one is afflicted by is “what your
hands have earned” (Q 42:30; also cf.
Izutsu, Concepts, 227, on the dual meaning
of the word sayyi’a as both “misfortune”
and “evil deed,” which may perhaps be
taken to evoke the idea of misfortune as
being at least partly a result of evil deeds).
The punishment visited by God upon par-
ticular communities is likewise the result of
their sinfulness (cf. @ 17:16-17; 22:45, 48; see
PUNISHMENT STORIES). Cionversely, sins are
removed through good deeds (Q 11:114)
and, in any case, God forgives a great deal
(0 42:30). Indeed, were God to hold people
to account for all that they do, no living
being would remain on the face of the
earth (Q 35:45; see MERCY).

While responsibility for one’s actions lies
with the individual, the question whether
these actions necessarily determine one’s
fate in the hereafter was much debated
among the Muslim theologians (see
FREEDOM AND PREDESTINATION). The
Qur’an suggests both that each individual
will be judged according to his or her own
conduct (cf. @ 2:286) and that the decision
to punish or pardon people for their sins
rests ultimately, and solely, with God
(0 2:284). All humans being prone to sin
(cf. @ 12:53), the pious are much given to
secking God’s forgiveness (cf. 9 3:193-5; see
PIETY). Indeed, this is a major trait that
distinguishes them from the sinners and
the unbelievers, who are not only unmind-
ful of the consequences of their actions but
also too arrogant to repent for them. The
prophets (see PROPHETS AND PROPHET-

HOOD) not only seek forgiveness for their
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own sins (see below), but also for those of
others (cf. @ 47:19); and, according to the

traditional Sunnf view, they will intercede
on behalf of their followers on the day of
judgment (cf. Elder, Commentary, 112-14).

0 39:53 holds out God’s promise to for-
give all sins (al-dhunith) and therefore in-
structs those who have exceeded the
bounds (asrafu ‘ala anfusthim) not to despair
of God’s mercy. Yet Q 4:48 states that
“God will not forgive the associating of
anyone with him, but he might forgive any-
thing less than that for whomsoever he
wills.” The exegetes tried to resolve the
discrepancy between the two verses in dif-
ferent ways. Some held that @ 39:53 sought
to reassure those who had committed
major sins, and who feared their damna-
tion on account of them even if they were
to convert to Islam or, in case of Muslim
sinners, even if they were to repent of their
major sins. On this view, even the major
sins were not “deadly” as long as they were
followed by repentance; and this was true
even of shirk, the gravest of sins (cf. Tabari,
Tafsi; xi, 14-17, ad Q 39:53). A different
view saw Q 4:48 as not abrogating but de-
limiting the purport of @ 39:53: while God
might forgive any sin he wishes to, he
would not forgive shirk unless one has re-
pented of it (Tabari, 7afsz; xi, 17 [no. 30,
188]; also cf. Haytami, awaji; 1, 62f.).

God’s forgiveness had not always come
without a heavy, this-worldly, penalty, how-
ever. Those among the Children of Israel
(q.v.) who had been guilty of worshipping
the calf had to pay dearly for this sin: as
described by the Qur’an, the price of re-
pentance in this instance was death for the
guilty (Q 2:54; and cf. al-TabarT’s commen-
tary on this verse, 7afsi; 1, 325-8; see GALF
oF G¢oLD). Repentance for the sin of shirk
does not carry such penalties for the
Qur’an’s own addressees (cf. Haytamr,
Lawajin, 11, 190). In the case of sins that are

also crimes, however, such as stealing, adul-
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tery, or murder, the exegetes and jurists
generally held that repentance ought to
accompany but does not, by itself, suffice to
absolve one of the sin in question (but cf.

Q 28:15-17, where Moses [q.v.] seeks the
forgiveness of God for a homicide and is
forgiven). While all sin involves transgress-
ing limits laid down by God, the jurists
made a distinction between the violation of
“the rights of God” and that of “the rights
of human beings” (cf. Johansen, Contingency,
212-18). The rights of God, to be upheld by
the ruler or his representatives, involve the
hadd-penalties (see KINGS AND RULERS;
POLITICS AND THE QUR’AN). On the other
hand, infraction of the rights of human
beings, a category that also included ho-
micide, was negotiable in the sense that the
wronged party might decide to forgo pun-
ishment or opt for monetary compensation
rather than for physical retaliation (q.v.).
Absolution from the sin of violating the
rights of human beings required not just
the seeking of forgiveness from God but
also the legal punishment entailed by the
crime in question or forgiveness from the
wronged party (cf. TabarT’s discussion of

Q 5:45 in Tafsi; iv, 598-604). Juristic clas-
sifications of the rights of God and of
human beings, or what these categories
entailed, are not to be found in the Qur’an,
though the combination of the moral and
the legal norms that is characteristic of
Islamic law is itself firmly grounded in it
(see ETHICS AND THE QUR’AN).

Theological discourses on the grave sinner
If God might forgive all major sins —
even, as many commentators saw it, the
most heinous sin of shirk — if one re-
pented of them, does it follow that one
who did not so repent was doomed to
damnation? And what was the status of the
person committing major sins, the grave
sinner, in relation to the community of

Muslims of which he professed to be a
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member? These questions, which lie at the
heart of the early development of Islamic
theology, arose when many first generation
Muslims strongly disapproved of the con-
duct of ‘Uthman b. ‘Affan (r. 23-35/
644-56), Muhammad’s third successor as
caliph (q.v.), accused him of remaining
unrepentant after committing major sins,
and murdered him (see ‘UTHMAN). The
Kharijis (q.v.), who may well be regarded
as Islam’s first “sect,” insisted that
‘Uthman’s murder was justified; so, too,
was that of ‘Uthman’s successor, ‘Al b. Abt
Talib (q.v;; . §5-40/656-61), who had him-
self become a grave sinner by agreeing to
negotiate with other grave sinners (see
ARBITRATION; SIFFIN) and it was a Kharijt
who assassinated ‘Alf in 40/661. In general,
the Kharijis believed that anyone who
committed a major sin but failed to repent
was consigned to eternal damnation and
that, in his present life, he also ceased to be
a member of the community of Muslims.
Despite this uncompromising position, the
Kharijis soon came to have their own ex-
tremists as well as their moderates; and
while the extremist groups held that the
grave sinner — which effectively meant
anyone who disagreed with their prin-
ciples — might legitimately be killed, the
more moderate Kharijis, the Ibadiyya,
allowed mutual coexistence with other
Muslims even as they denied the status of
believers to them (Ash‘art, Magalat, 104f.).
Given that the Kharijis were typically a
minority, the latter stance was a matter not
just of toleration but also of self-preser-
vation; and it is no surprise that only those
who espoused it have survived to the pres-
ent day.

In opposition to the Kharijis of various
stripes, the Murji'Ts insisted that major sins
did not make one an unbeliever and that
the grave sinner continued to be a member
of the community of Muslims. But they

suspended judgment on whether either
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‘Uthman or ‘Al or any other of Muham-
mad’s Companions involved in the first
Jitna — which is the conventional designa-
tion for the chaotic events between the
murder of ‘Uthman in 35/656 and that of
‘Al in 40/661 — had committed major
sins. As Crone and Zimmermann (Epistle,
221-3) have shown, the Murji’ts of the first
century of Islam held that the grave sinner
was indeed damned forever; it was just
that, in the cases of ‘Uthman, ‘Al1, as well
as of others embroiled in the fitna, they
simply did not know who had committed
major sins and therefore thought it best to
suspend judgment on the matter. It was
later second/eighth century Murji’'is, such
as Aba Hantfa (d. 150/767), the eponymous
founder of the Hanafi school of Sunnt law,
who came to hold the view that the fate
even of the grave sinner was to be deter-
mined by God on the day of judgment and
the question was best deferred until then
(ibid., 22g). This attitude, towards the par-
ticipants in the first fitna and towards the
status of the grave sinner in general, even-
tually came to be adopted by the Sunnis,
with the significant difference, however,
that judgment on questions of sin and guilt
was now also deferred because, by the mid-
dle of the third /ninth century, the defini-
tion of a Sunni “orthodoxy” had come to
be predicated on reverence for the Com-
panions of the Prophet (q.v.) as a whole,
irrespective of the particular, and mutually
antagonistic, positions they might have
held towards one another (cf. ibid., 229).
Like the Murji’ts, the Mu‘tazili theolo-
gians, who came to prominence from the
middle of the second/eighth century, did
not banish the grave sinner from the com-
munity. But, unlike the Murji’is, and also
unlike those who later emerged as the
Sunnis, the Mu‘tazilis (see MU‘TAZILA) as-
signed an “intermediate state” to the grave
sinner so that he was neither a believer nor

an unbeliever but a “transgressor” ( fasig),
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though, as such, still a member of the
Muslim community. Unlike the later
Murji'ss, the Mu‘tazilts mostly thought that
such transgressors were doomed to eternal
damnation (cf. the creed of the famous
Mu'tazili Qur’an-commentator, al-
Zamakhshari, in Schmidtke, Mu ‘tazilite
creed, 76). As for minor sins, the Mu'‘tazilts
espoused the view that such sins would be
weighed against one’s good deeds and can-
celled out through them (tahabut) as long, of
course, as the good deeds outweighed the
sins (cf. Schmidtke, Theology, 2271f.). ShiT
theology was strongly influenced by the
Mu‘tazila; but unlike the latter and in
accord with the Sunnts, ShiT theologians
did not believe in the eternal damnation of
the Muslim grave sinner (for the developed
Sunni position on the matter, cf. Elder,
Commentary, 114f.; see SHI'ISM AND THE
QUR’AN; SHI'A).

Sin, error; and infallibility
Sin involves an element of intentionality as
well as of knowledge that the act in ques-
tion entails disapproval or punishment and
that it is forbidden. (On the question of
sinful acts committed in ignorance, see
Q 4:17; 6:54, and the discussion of these
verses in the major commentaries.) This
marks off sin from “error” (khata’), a term
whose primary connotation is legal rather
than ethical (cf. Schacht, Khata’; for other
connotations of “error,” elucidated with
reference to the qur’anic term dalal, see
ERROR; ASTRAY). Thus, while intentional
homicide is a crime as well as a major sin
(cf. 9 4:93, and Tabart, Tafsz; iv, 220-3, for
a discussion of whether God would forgive
the premeditated murder of a believer de-
spite the murderer’s repentance), the same
is not true of unintentional homicide; the
latter does, however, require the payment
of compensation for that act (Q 4:92; see
BLOOD MONEY). Accounts describing the

altercations between the caliph ‘Uthman
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and those who eventually murdered him
have the latter demand that the caliph sub-
mit himself to retaliation by those he had
wronged, with ‘Uthman responding that
the caliph (#mam) commits errors just as he
does what is right and that no retaliation is
required for his errors (Tabari, 7a’vikh, 1,
2995f.; and cf. ibid., 3043). Many early ju-
rists believed, for their part, that even
when the effort to arrive at a legal ruling
on the basis of systematic reflection on the
foundational texts (ytthad) led to different
and thus possibly erroneous results, the
effort itself deserved a reward from God;
and since a jurist made that effort, he was
“right” even when he seemed to have
missed the mark (cf. Schacht, Khata’; van
Ess, 76, 1i, 161-4). An error was thus not a
sin as long as one did not persist in it after
having become aware of  it.

What sort of an error or even a sin might
be imputed to a prophet was a contested
issue from Islam’s first centuries (see
IMPECCABILITY). The Qur’an recognizes
prophets as sinning (as in the case of
Adam; cf. 9 20:121; see ADAM AND EVE) Or
coming close to it (as Joseph [q.v.] did; cf.
Q 12:24); as seeking, or being asked to seek,
forgiveness for their sins (Q 7:22-3; 11:47;
47:19); and as being forgiven by God for
their sins (e.g. Q 2:35-7; 28:15-16; 48:2). In
an episode during Muhammad’s early pro-
phetic career in Mecca, Satan is said to
have interpolated into Muhammad’s rev-
elation verses that spoke approvingly of the
intercession of certain Meccan deities (see
Tabari, Taikh, i, 1191-6; sece SATANIC
VERSES; DEVIL; REVELATION AND
INSPIRATION). These verses (which imme-
diately followed @ 53:20) were “abrogated”
once Muhammad was informed that their
source was Satan rather than God (cf.

Q 22:52; see ABROGATION). This incident
raised troubling questions for many
Muslims, in particular about the integrity

of the Qur’an (see INIMITABILITY;
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CREATEDNESS OF THE QUR’AN) and about
Muhammad’s vulnerability to error and
sin. The historicity of the episode concern-
ing the Satanic verses was thus denied by
many, a view that went hand in hand with
the articulation of the doctrine of the in-
fallibility of the Prophet in Islam’s first
centuries. Yet, while most Muslims today
concur in denying this episode, many
prominent scholars of the earlier centuries,
including al-Tabart (d. 310/923), the
Mu'tazili exegete al-Zamakhshart (d. 538/
1144; cf. Rashshaf, iii, 161f., commenting

on Q 22:52) and the Hanbali jurist Ibn
Taymiyya (d. 728/1328), accepted its
historicity. For Ibn Taymiyya, a prophet is
infallible not in the sense of being immune
to error or sin but only in being secure
from persistence in it. On this view, the
episode of the Satanic verses poses no
problem in that Muhammad promptly
sought God’s forgiveness for his

error — which, to Ibn Taymiyya, is what it
was, rather than a sin — and the matter
was clarified by a subsequent revelation
(see Ahmed, Ibn Taymiyyah).

That a prophet might commit a major sin
was not a possibility to be countenanced,
however, by Ibn Taymiyya or by anyone
else (Ahmed, Ibn Taymiyyah, 86 and pas-
sim). Minor sins were another matter,
though as al-ZamakhsharT said, in com-
menting on Q 93:7, prophets both before
and after the beginning of their prophetic
career were immune not only from the ma-
jor sins but also from “disgraceful minor
sins” (al-sagha’ir al-sha’ina, as in Kashshaf; iv,
756; he does not, however, give any exam-
ples of such minor sins). The Shi‘a agreed
with others in insisting on the immunity
(q.v.) of the prophets from sin and error,
but they extended such immunity to their
imams (see IMAM) as well. An early Sh1T
theologian, Hisham b. al-Hakam (d. 179/
795-6), had argued for the immunity of the

imams from sin and error, but not of the
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prophets, on the grounds that while a
prophet can be corrected through divine
intervention, an imam had no such chan-
nel available and hence needed the im-
munity in question. But this doctrine never
caught on in standard formulations of Sh1T
theology (see Bar-Asher, Scripture, 159-79;
on Hisham’s position, Ash‘ari, Magalat, 48).

Modern discourses
With unprecedented modern efforts to-
wards the codification of the shari‘a, certain
contemporary Muslim scholars have
visualized legislation not only in areas tra-
ditionally left to the discretion of rulers
and judges but also to regulate matters pre-
viously thought of only as sinful behavior
rather than as legal infractions. The
Egyptian religious scholar Yasuf al-
Qaradawt (b. 1926), one of the most in-
fluential of the contemporary ulama’, has
argued, for instance, that considerations of
“public interest” require that states leg-
islate punishments for usurious transac-
tions, the usurpation of the orphan’s
property, the non-performance of the rit-
ual obligations, the harassment of women
and other evils. “There are hundreds of
sins, forms of opposition [to the divine
law], and wrongs that the skarza has forbid-
den, or has commanded doing the opposite
of, but it has not established a specific pen-
alty for them. And so,” he says, “they need
legislation” (Swyasa, 95-6; quotation from
96). While many earlier definitions of sin,
especially of major sin, had included under
that rubric both moral transgressions and
crimes for which the foundational texts had
prescribed specific punishments (hudiid),
the distinction between sin and crime or
between moral and legal norms was not
thereby effaced (cf. Johansen, Contingency, 71
and passim). This is not to say, of course,
that sin had previously been only a “pri-
vate” matter. Indeed, Muslim scholars have
long recognized the obligation of “forbid-
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ding wrong” even when the offense affects
no one but the actor him- or herself; and
the activities of vigilantes who felt obli-
gated to intervene even in privately com-
mitted wrongs are extensively reported in
the historical sources. Yet, Muslim scholars
often also disapproved of such vigilantism,
just as they sought to protect an individ-
ual’s privacy even when doing so meant
that many wrongs would go unpunished
(on all this, see Cook, Commanding right). A
proposal such as al-Qaradawt’s would deal
with the problem of vigilantism but only at
the expense of privacy; and in combating
sin, it ends up legitimizing the intrusive
powers of the state, an outcome about
which not only medieval scholars but also
many modern ulama’ have had grave mis-
givings (see OPPRESSION).

In seeking to reinterpret Islam’s foun-
dational texts and its institutions in ways
that would make them more compatible
with what are perceived to be the demands
of the modern world, other, “modernist,”
readings of the Qur’an often lay a new
stress on individual moral responsibility
(q.v.) and a this-worldly orientation (see
WORLD); and conceptions of sin and re-
lated ideas have been interpreted accord-
ingly. The influential Pakistani modernist
Fazlur Rahman (d. 1988) sees the qur’anic
notion of taqwa as guiding individuals
through the tensions and the extremes to
which they, as human beings, are inher-
ently susceptible; and sin, wrong, or evil
signifies precisely the failure to successfully
navigate one’s course through these ten-
sions (cf. Rahman, Major themes, 27 and pas-
sim). Rahman sees the qur’anic concept of
sin — though he seems to prefer the term
“evil” to “sin” — primarily in terms of its
deleterious effects on human welfare in the
present world and, more specifically, with
reference to what it contributes to the fail-
ure of human moral endeavors. To him,

the Qur’an’s overall “attitude is quite
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optimistic with regard to the sequel of
human endeavor.” Yet, this optimism is
predicated on, and illustrative of, the
Qur’an’s “action orientation and practi-
cality.” Within the framework of that ori-
entation, smaller failings are remediable,
and this — in his telling rendition of
Q 4:31 — 1s the point of God’s forgiveness
of minor sins: “If you avoid the major evils
that have been prohibited to you, we shall
obliterate /the effects of ] occasional and
small lapses” (ibid., g0; brackets in the
original, emphasis added). By the same
token, indiidual failings are more likely to
be forgiven by God than are failures in a
people’s “collective performance”; the lat-
ter are much more grave, even irremedi-
able, in their effect (ibid., 52, and §7-64,
passim; see OPPRESSED ON EARTH, THE).
For all their severe disagreements with
the modernists, “Islamists” (or “fundamen-
talists”) are often no less concerned, in
seeking the public implementation of
Islamic norms, with demonstrating the
Qur’an’s “action orientation and practical-
ity.” Thus, in a passage like @ 17:23-38,
where one might previously have seen a
catalog of some of the major sins to be
avoided (cf. Izutsu, Concepts, 229), the in-
fluential Pakistani Islamist Sayyid Aba
1-A‘la Mawduads (d. 1399,/1979) finds the
“manifesto of the Prophet’s mission...,
making the intellectual, moral, cultural,
economic and legal bases of the Islamic
society and state of the future known to the
world” (Mawdudt, Understanding, v, 34; also
cf. id., Islamic law, 202-13). The first of
these “bases” is, of course, the injunction
not to worship (q.v.) anyone but God,
which is not simply a matter of avoiding
shirk but of “recogniz[ing] and sub-
mit[ting] to his sovereignty (q.v.) to the
exclusion of any other sovereignty”
(Mawduadt, Understanding, v, 35, comment-
ing on Q 17:238). According to the Egyptian
Islamist Sayyid Qutb (d. 1966), himself
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much influenced by Mawdadr, whether a
society bases itself on a recognition of this
divine sovereignty determines its overall
orientation, viz., whether it is a properly
Islamic society rather than one living in
pagan ignorance (jakiliyya; see e.g. Qutb,
Lilal, iii, 1217 and 1229-34, discussing

Q 6:151-3; see AGE OF IGNORANCE). Unlike
many a medieval commentator, detailed
catalogs or relative rankings of major and
minor sins are matters far less pressing
than are the implications of this overarch-

ing orientation.
Muhammad Qasim Zaman
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