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The Syro-Aramaic Reading of the Koran:
A Contribution to the Decoding of
the Language of the Koran

Christoph Luxenberg
Berlin: Hans Schiler, 2007. 349 pages.

Christoph Luxenberg's (a pseudonym) highly controversia book, now avail-
able in English, has caused some to see in him an important ally in the war
againgt Osama bin Laden and others to shake his book off as“orientalism.”
There has been, in English at least, little substantive reporting on the actual
arguments advanced. | will try to present a critical review of the main con-
tentions and types of arguments L uxenberg offers in support.

This book has two theses: one brazen and sweeping, the other a collec-
tion of specific arguments and analyses. The sweeping thesis is that the
Qur'anwasorigindly alectionary, acollection of textsfrom the Hebrew and
Chrigtian Biblesto be read out loud (p. 104). It was set down in Karshuni, a
form of Syriac written in Arabic characters; however, the Qur’an employed
an aphabet more primitive than the one now in use. In particular, diacritical
dots were lacking. Given this double bind, so to speak, itsfirst students had
great difficulty understanding the text, particularly insofar as they mistak-
enly took it to be written in Arabic. Hence the large amount of significant
misreadings, the individua reinterpretations of which collectively form
what | call the book’s second thesis.

Thisisclearly not abook that will convince the faithful. But even if one
sets aside one's personal beliefs, some major problems emerge. For exam-
ple, who was responsible for establishing the Qur’anic text? A key role is
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assigned to a mysterious group of “originators’ (p. 37) who pointed the
Syro-Aramaic text and whose philological and theologica competence
seems to have been inadequate to the task. In afootnote fifteen pages on (p.
52, n. 62), Luxenberg revealsthat Christian Arabs of Syriaand Mesopotamia
were the “originators of written Arabic.” The possible connection between
the two “originators’ isnot clear. However, other individuals or groups also
played arole. In one case at least (tawra), the “erroneous’ reading is attrib-
uted to Jewish informants (p. 92). This point is made at the culmination of an
extremely involved chain of arguments (including, to Luxenberg's credit,
some backtracking from earlier claims). Though the word in question was
pronounced in both Jewish and Christian dialects of Aramaic as ¢ raytha, it
was supposedly written in the lectionary asy¢ raya. Unable to make sense of
it, the “Arabic reader” turned to Jews, who (despite their probably being
more comfortablein Aramaic thanin Hebrew!) misread it as an approximate
transcription of the Hebrew t¢rah. In the case of 1brahim, Luxenberg intro-
duces“the Koranwriter” (p. 93), who placed a“small peak” (kurs) between
the ha’ and the mimto emphasi ze the accented syllable: Abrah&m. Thiswas
mistaken later for aya’.

Another serious problem that remains unanswered is Muhammad's
role. One can understand Luxenberg's reticence — after al, what he has
already written about the Qur’an has forced him to conced his identity.
Nonethel ess, histheories compel oneto think about the role of Muhammad,
the “founder” of Idam, if one may ill use that term. A great divide sepa-
rates believers (who hold that the source of the Prophet’s revelations is
divine) and non-believers (who do not). But all agree, or at least have until
now, that the Qur’ an’s exhortations were taught by Muhammad, who knew
what he was saying. In Luxenberg's telling, it seems to me that hisroleis
reduced to that of a sage who was asked about the verses meaning but
could give no clear answer. His inability to ducidate the meaning of verses
or decide between dternate explanationsis cited repeatedly as evidence for
the author’s thesis.

However tenuous, even preposterous, Luxenberg's sweeping thesis
may seem, the myriad examples he adduces of problematic passages, the
meaning of which is clarified when their Syro-Aramaic roots are exposed,
cannot be dismissed out of hand. Before giving some examples, | offer one
genera comment: his quite involved arguments for the transformation of
Syriac forms (occasionally citing Hebrew, Ethiopic, and other forms) are
not founded on any clear set of systematicaly applied rules. The conclusion
thus often seems arbitrary, whatever the merits of the philologica analysis.
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Surely he would have done well to avail himself of some works on com-
parative Semitics, such as the (by now) classical comparative grammars of
William Wright and De Lacy O'Leary or the much more recent work of
Edward Lipinski. None of these are mentioned in the bibliography or
applied, asfar as| noticed, in the examples.

A good case in point is his analyss of al-ragim from 18:9 (pp. 80-85),
aword that has challenged interpreters both medieval and modern. Working
from the very reasonable hypothesis that a form of the root r-g-d would be
appropriate here, he arrives a the form al-ragid in the text that stood before
“Arab readers.” However, as the form ragid does not exist in Arabic, these
“readers’ had no aternative but to change the final consonant to mim. That
reading makes no sense in the given context, but at least the word exists in
Arabic! To my mind, it would have been much more reasonable to have left
the form al-ragid, for even if does not exist in Arabic, it is legitimate mor-
phologically and, as an intensive, makes good sense: “deep sleeper.” By no
means do | wish to suggest this emendation. | do not believe in tampering
with theword of God, and | do not think that the “ Arab readers’ would have
done so. | smply wish to suggest, following Luxenberg's line of thought,
that there was a good dternative.

On the strong side, Luxenberg suggests that the final alif, which has,
with great difficulty, been interpreted as an accusative in words such as
mathalan (11:24) or al-hawaya (6:146), can be better explained on the basis
of corresponding Aramaic forms (pp. 44-45 and el sewhere).

Some brief remarks about the trand ation from the German. The English
version is based mainly on the first edition (a third has already appeared),
but contains minor additions, including some oblique replies to hostile
reviews. The trandator’s name is not given — | suspect that “Luxenberg”
himsdf prepared it or a least had amgor hand in it. On the whole, it reads
much like a reader of English would expect an involved work of German
philology to read. The argumentsare clear enough, or at least as clear asthey
are in the origind. In a few places, the author/trandator smply forgot to
trandate (arabisch, twice on p. 90) and has not dways paid attention to the
differencesin pronunciation between English and German (j on p. 90 should
bey). Proofreading by a native speaker could have avoided such miscues as
trandating fremde as strange rather than foreign.
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Department of Arabic
Bar Ilan University, Ramat Gan, | srael
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