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(Contextual

Objective: The hadith of “Sab‘at Ahruf” (Seven Letters)
represents one of the most significant debates in Qur’anic
history and the issue of variant readings. Due to its multiple
textual versions, various interpretations have been Il)roposed.
This study aims to date this hadith more precisely and to
examine its relation to the phenomenon of qira’at (variant
readings) and the so-called “Seven Readings” within both
Sunni and Shi‘1 sources.

Method: Employing a descriptive-analytical approach, the
research applies the combined isnad-matn dating method. First,
different textual versions of the hadith were examined and their
isnad networks were reconstructed. Subsequently, content
analysis of the texts was carried out, and isnad data were
integrated into the textual study in order to assess the historical
development and semantic trajectory of the reports.

Results: The findings reveal that the “Sab‘at Ahruf” reports
are far more widespread in Sunni sources than in Shi‘T ones,
where they ap%ear only in al-Sadﬁql’s al-Khisal. Isnad
analysis shows that most of the reports lack a common core
transmitter, except for the version concerning the
disagreement between ‘Umar and Hisham over Strat al-
Furqan, which includes a main common link (Ibn Shihab al-
Zuhr1) and secondary ones (Malik b. Anas and Layth).
Textually, some narrations interpret the “seven letters” as
referring to semantic and exegetical dimensions of the
Qur’an, while others link it to qira’a differences.
Conclusions: Contrary to popular assumption, the “Sab‘at
Ahruf” narrations are not directly related to the later
canonization of the Seven Readings. Considering the
reactions of Companions to variant recitations and the
Meccan origin of Strat al-Furqan, it can be concluded that
technical qira’at differences were not prevalent in the early
Islamic period. Hence, the notion of Qur’an being revealed
upon seven letters is not a necessity; rather, these reports
should be understood primarily in the semantic and
exegetical context of the Qur’an.
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Introduction

Throughout Islamic history, the Qur’an has been recited in multiple
recognized readings. These readings have long drawn the attention of exegetes
and scholars, especially concerning Ayat al-Ahkam (verses of rulings), where
differences in recitation can lead to substantial variance in legal interpretation.

A prominent example of such differences is found in the recitation of the
word “arjulakum” in Surah al-Ma’idah (5:6), a verse concerning the ritual
ablution (wudi). The diversity of readings here has given rise to differing legal
and interpretative positions.

Accurate identification of the correct reading is critical for proper
interpretation and legal inference. Among the criteria for determining the valid
reading, siyaq - the syntactic and semantic context - plays a pivotal role.
This study explores how context determines the preferred reading of
“arjulakum”.

Methodology

Data were gathered from reliable academic sources including specialized
books, scholarly articles, and digital research databases. The research
followed a two-stage descriptive-analytical approach:

Extraction of various readings of the word ‘“arjulakum” from major
Qur’anic and exegetical sources, along with a historical classification of their
development.

Analysis of the contextual coherence of the verse, especially from syntactic
and legal perspectives, to determine the most contextually appropriate
reading.

The study establishes a meaningful connection between the verse’s context
and the selection of the genitive reading, showing its impact on the legal
understanding of ablution.

Research Findings

The Qur’an is the only divine book with a preserved and rigorously
transmitted recitation system. Variations in its readings have long played a
significant role in jurisprudential derivation, particularly in verses concerning
legal rulings. Since changes in reading and grammatical case can alter
meaning and ruling, correct recitation is crucial for valid exegesis and legal
reasoning.

Among the multiple standards developed for determining accepted
readings, the principle of siyaq - the syntactic and semantic flow - stands
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out. This research shows that the genitive reading of “arjulakum” aligns best
with the syntactic structure and the unified legal ruling of the verse.

In the first part of the verse - “faghsili wujiihakum wa aydiyakum” - the
accusative case of “aydikum” follows the directive verb ‘“faghsili”,
establishing a command to wash both the face and the hands.

In the second part - “wa-msahii biru’@isikum wa arjulikum” - the genitive
reading of “arjulikum” creates parallelism with “biru’tsikum”, meaning that
wiping (mash), not washing (ghusl), is the prescribed action for both the head
and the feet.

This consistent syntactic structure reinforces the legal coherence of the

verse: washing for the face and hands, wiping for the head and feet.
Table 1: Alignment of the Genitive Reading with Context

Alignment with
Sentence Structure Reading Context (Syntax
& Ruling)
v Compatible due
faghsila Verb + Subject - to conjunction and
shared ruling
wujihakum ]()::CCIES(;E{] e;)t Nasb v
wa Conjunction - v
aydikum C‘(’Ec‘z‘f;agi’i ‘;Ct Nasb v
v Compatible in
wamsahi Verb + Subject - structure and
ruling
biru’Gsikum Rrepositiopgl Jarr v
Object (Genitive)
wa Conjunction - v
arjulikum Cor(lg:g&gg ect Jarr v
Table 2: Incompatibility of the Nominative Reading with Context
Sentence Structure Reading Alignment  with
Context (Syntax &
Ruling)
faghsila Verb + Subject - v
wujihakum Direct Object | Nasb v
(Accusative)
wa Conjunction - v
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aydikum Conjunct  Object | Nasb v
(Accusative)
wamsahii Verb + Subject - X
biru’fisikum Prepositional Jarr X
Object (Genitive)
wa Conjunction - X
arjulukum Subject Raf" X Not
(Nominative) syntactically
linked to the verb
Table 3: Incompatibility of the Accusative Reading with Context
Alignment with
Sentence Structure Reading Context (Syntax
& Ruling)
faghsila Verb + Subject - v
. Direct Object
wujthakum (Accusa tiJv 5 Nasb v
wa Conjunction - v
. Conjunct Object
aydikum (AJccusatiVJe) Nasb v
wamsahi Verb + Subject - X
e Prepositional
biru’Gsikum ObjecI: (Genitive) Jarr X
wa Conjunction - X
X Requires
arjulakum Objecj[ Nasb unnatur'al
(Accusatlve) syntactic
justification
Conclusion

- Nominative Reading: Although grammatically possible, this reading is
weak in interpretive context and is classified as anomalous (shadhdh), making
it an unsuitable basis for legal rulings.

- Accusative Reading: Despite its popularity and appearance in written
Qur’ans, it is contextually flawed and requires forced grammatical
interpretations like “ellipsis of governing verb” or “conjunction to implied
location”.

- Genitive Reading: Supported by four of the seven canonical Qur’anic
readers - Ibn Kathir (MakkT), Hamzah (Kff), Abu ‘Amr (Bast1), and ‘Asim
(Kaff) - this reading maintains contextual unity in both syntax and legal



343 The Role of Context (SiyA q) in the Differences ...| Mohammad Javadi and Mohammad Ghorbanzadeh

implication. It does not necessitate complex syntactical constructs and aligns
naturally with the verse’s legal flow.

- The genitive reading simplifies the legal interpretation of wudhu by
clearly distinguishing between actions: washing the face and hands, and
wiping the head and feet.

This reading also aligns with traditions from the infallible Imams (peace
be upon them), who explicitly endorse wiping the feet during ablution.
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