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Abstract

This article explores the inner-qur’anic development of the images of women in the qur’anic Paradise
and explains the possible reasons for this development via a consideration of qur’anic images of
women more broadly. Women appear in the qur’anic Paradise as “houris” (kir ‘M), “spouses”
(azwaj), “spouses who acted righteously” (wa-man salaka min ... azwajihim), “pure spouses” (azwaj
mugahharah), and “believing women” (mu 'minat). Such references to women in Paradise correspond
to the inner-qur’anic development of the female image. The “houris ” are mentioned only in the
Meccan period, while references to “pure spouses” and “believing women” occur exclusively in the
Medinan period. Furthermore, after the believing men are rewarded with the houris in earlier Meccan
verses, later Meccan verses discuss earthly spouses. In these later Meccan verses, as earthly women
gradually rise in station as the spouses of believing men in Paradise, the houris seemingly disappear.
In parallel with this development in the qur’anic account of women in Paradise, the early Meccan
surahs do not explicitly describe women as “believing women,” thus putting forward no explicit rules
of good conduct for earthly spouses. Finally, it is not until the Medinan verses that women are treated
as moral agents.

Women scarcely appear in the qur’anic Paradise. Yet, in the few verses in which they are
described as entering or inhabiting Paradise, women are imbued a variety of designations that
shift throughout the course of the qur’anic revelation. Female dwellers of Paradise are first
mentioned in the Meccan period. These women are described, as szr ‘In, usually anglicized as
“houris.” Still, from some point in the Meccan period onwards, houris are no longer discussed
(Q 44:54; 52:20; 55:72; 56:22). The Qur’an instead begins to speak of the spouses (azwaj) of
believing men, women who, at first glance, gain entrance to Paradise only by virtue of their
husbands’ faith (Q 36:56; 43:70). Yet, by the later Meccan period, earthly spouses enter
Paradise as a result of their own righteousness (Q 13:23; 40:8-9). In the Medinan period, the
male believers in Paradise are promised “pure spouses” (azwaj mugahharah in Q 2:25; 3:15;
4:57), and the female inhabitants of Paradise are referred to as “believing women” (mu ‘minat
ine.g., Q 9:72; 48:5). Thus, while Medinan sirahs initially portray earthly women in Paradise
as mere spouses, later verses bestow these spouses the designation of believers and subjects

with moral agency.

The development of the portrayal of women in the qur’anic Paradise described above

prompts several questions: Why are women in Paradise depicted as hir ‘in, “spouses,”
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“spouses who acted righteously,” “pure spouses,” and “believing women”? Why are the hir



n not explicitly mentioned after the Meccan period and can we assume that the notion of the
hair ‘in continued to be current among the qur’anic addressees after this period? Are the houris
and/or earthly wives of the Meccan period influential on the concept of “pure spouses” in the
Medinan period? The present study focuses on answering these questions, taking into account
the broader development of the qur’anic portrayal of women, with a special attention paid to

the issue of women’s personal responsibility.

In order to track the inner-qur’anic development of the representation of women in
Paradise, the first part of this article reviews the qur’anic narratives of Adam and his spouse,
the first human beings, which are set in Paradise. The story of Adam and his spouse is told
three times across the Meccan and Medinan periods (Q 2:35-39; 7:19-25; 20:117-124).
Across these three retellings, two features of the depiction of Adam’s spouse remain constant:
the Qur’an never names her, and God never speaks to her individually. Yet her
characterization does evolve: although initially passive, Adam’s wife is later (Q 7:19-25)
endowed with greater agency — she receives both a direct address from God and is depicted as
acting on her own volition. Crucially though, her action always comes in tandem with Adam,
as part of the human couple. This evolution of the depiction of Adam’s wife from passivity to
greater personal empowerment, coincides with the inner-qur’anic development of the
representation of women in Paradise, as between the Meccan and Medinan periods women are
gradually portrayed explicitly as “the righteous” or “believers.” Yet, as is the case with
Adam’s wife, this evolution of inner-qur’anic descriptions of women does not occur
independently of men. Women continue to be represented as the spouses of male believers or

as believing women alongside believing male companions.

Previous research, such as Neal Robinson’s, has addressed various identities of the
female companions of the believing men in the hereafter, against the background of a
diachronic distinction between Meccan and Medinan sirahs.! However, Robinson does not

explain the reasons for the development of these occurrences from the houris to pure spouses

* This study is part of a project that has received funding from the European Research Council (ERC) under the
European Union’s Horizon 2020 research and innovation programme (Grant agreement ID: 866043).

All translations of the Qur’an are taken from M. A. S. Abdel Haleem, The Qur’an: A New Translation (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2016) but are occasionally modified. All translations of Syriac passages are my own. My
gratitude to Nicolai Sinai for sending me the draft entry for mutahhar (state of research: February 2020) in Key
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any errors remaining.

1 Neal Robinson, Discovering the Qur an: A Contemporary Approach to a Veiled Text (London: SCM Press, 1996),
88-89.
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and believing women. Amina Wadud, too, mentions the Qur’an’s shift from references to
“white women with large eyes™? to the “universal azwaj as companions described in the
Madinan verses,””® yet her observations are not completely accurate. The “pure spouses”
(azwaj mugahharah) in Q Al ‘Imran 3:15, designates clearly only female spouses.*
Furthermore, the term zawj appears not only in the Medinan period but also in Meccan verses.
In contrast to Wadud, I argue below that qur’anic references to “spouses” or azwaj can be
equated with the houris.> While 1 agree with Wadud that the depictions of the Aar ‘M reflect
“the dreams and desires of those Arabs,”® I will show that the image of beautiful heavenly
women continues to be presupposed after the hijrah. Most recently, Celene Ibrahim has
suggested that the zzar ‘In are not necessarily women and that they may rather be “the
resurrected humans themselves in a newly created state.”’ In the present study, however, | cite
pre-Islamic poetry to demonstrate that the /ir ‘in should, contrary to Ibrahim’s belief, be
understood as beautiful females. For instance, the terms kawa ib (“full-breasted,” Q 78:33)
and abkar (“virgins,” Q 56:36), which are alternative descriptions for the male believers’

female companions in Paradise, have sexual connotations as well.

Seeking to explain how and why the identity of women in Paradise evolves over the
course of the revelation and what this development means for the concept of the houris, this
article in part combines a diachronic reading of the occurrences of females in Paradise with a
synchronic analysis of the broader role of women in each period of revelation. The
periodization scheme draws on the relative chronology proposed by Gustav Weil and Theodor
Noldeke. Yet, as the general structure of Weil and Noldeke’s as well as Angelika Neuwirth’s
chronologies is largely consistent with more recent refinements, modeling Nicolai Sinai, | will

employ the terms “early Meccan,” “later Meccan,” and “Medinan.” 8 | will also refer to mean

2 Amina Wadud, Qur’an and Woman: Rereading the Sacred Text from a Woman’s Perspective (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1999), 55.
3 Ibid., 59.
4 As Amina Wadud writes, “after Madinah, it describes the companions of Paradise in generic terms: ‘For those
who keep from evil, with their Lord are Gardens underneath which rivers flow, and pure azwaj, and contentment
from Allah.” (3:15). Keeping in mind my arguments about the generic use of certain terms, ‘believers’ here are
either male or female, especially since azwaj is used for both in the Qur’an” (ibid., 55, 57).
®Ibid., 55, 57.
6 Tbid., 54.
" Celene Ibrahim, Women and Gender in the Qur’an (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2020), 41-43. Celene
Ibrahim relates -hunna (in Q 56:35), the feminine pronoun in the plural to the individual souls (nufiis or anfus).
She writes: “If the feminine pronoun used here is seen as referring to the souls, this would be consistent with the
sentiments of the remainder of the verse, since ‘companions of the right’ is not a term that is generally restricted
to men” (ibid., 60).
8 Nicolai Sinai, The Qur’an: A Historical-Critical Introduction (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2017),
111-130.
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verse length in transcription letters while reconstructing the gradual change in the

designations of the female image in qur’anic Paradise.

My study proceeds in two parts with the second part split into three sections. First, |
examine the relevant qur’anic passages concerning Adam’s unnamed spouse, the first woman
in Paradise. Next, I consider images of women in Paradise beyond Adam’s wife, analyzing (1)
occurrences of the Aar ‘mn, (2) descriptions of earthly women in Paradise, and finally (3) the
concept of “pure spouses.” Given the central position of men in the Meccan qur’anic Paradise,
the early phases of the qur’anic proclamation describe the male believers as being rewarded
with the company of the ideally beautiful houris, whose attributes are familiar from pre-
Islamic Arabic poetry. | then turn to Q al-Tar 52:21, which immediately follows a reference to
the har ‘in in the Meccan verse Q 52:20 and has commonly been understood to be a later
addition to the early Meccan Surat al-Tar. | argue that Q 52:21 was an insertion, probably
from the Medinan period, intended to reaffirm the presence of the houris in Paradise. Lastly, |
conclude by examining the Medinan phrase “pure spouses,” assessing to what extent these
pure spouses were understood to be identical with either the earthly spouses of male believers
or with the early Meccan houris. | also investigate how the concept of purity and the root ¢-h-r

relates to earthly spouses and the houris.

Despite the inner-qur’anic development of the presentation of women in Paradise, the
original concept of the houris persists due to the central position of men among the Qur’an’s
assumed audience. Yet, while there may be no diachronic development with respect to the
concept of the houris, the Zir ‘in cease to be explicitly mentioned in the later Meccan period.
Moreover, the image of earthly women in the Qur’an evolves; as the Qur’an gradually endows
women greater responsibility for their actions, these women appear as “believing women” in
Paradise. Thus, my analysis of the references to women in the qur’anic Paradise prompts
similar conclusions to those offered by Karen Bauer on the question of gender egalitarianism
in the Qur’an.® I strengthen Bauer’s existing hypothesis noting the following: (1) the Qur’an
treats women and men equally — obligating them, for example, to pray (Q 9:71; 74:36-48),
and (2) the Qur’an assumes that women enter Paradise due to their earthly deeds throughout
all of its periods of genesis. However, | underscore that regarding eschatological rewards,

while men are recompensed with houris in Paradise, women receive no such reward.

9 See Karen Bauer, “The Male is not Like the Female (Q 3:36): The Question of Gender Egalitarianism in the
Qur’an,” RC 3 (2009): 637-654, 651.
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Part I: Adam’s Spouse, the First Woman, in Paradise

The first woman in the qur’anic Paradise (al-jannah) is Adam’s unnamed spouse (zawj).1°
The Qur’an employs al-jannah in the singular to mean the dwelling place of the first woman
and man as well as of the believers and their spouses in Q 43:70.! Created in Paradise and
allowed to live there before the fall of humanity, she and Adam are the primordial woman and
man. The qur’anic accounts of the first woman undergo development, allowing her greater
prominence in some versions of the expulsion story. Still, while God addresses Adam as an
individual, God never speaks to the first woman alone.'? As she remains unnamed throughout

the Qur’an, she never possesses the same importance as her husband.

Three qur’anic passages recount the banishment of the first couple: Q 2:35-39 (137.19
transcription letters), 7:19-25 (104.27 transcription letters), and 20:117-124 (61.04
transcription letters). Based on average mean verse length (see also appendix 1), the
chronologically earliest of these accounts is Q 20:117-123, a Meccan passage. In v. 117, the
primordial female is passive. In this verse, God first addresses Adam, only indirectly
including Adam’s wife later in Q 20:117. God says to Adam that Satan is an enemy of both
Adam and his wife and that Satan may not remove the first humans from Paradise (fa-qulna
ya-adamu inna hadha ‘aduwwun laka wa-li-zawjika fa-1a yukhrijannakuma mina ’I-jannati).

While in Genesis God makes the serpent, Eve, and the serpent’s and Eve’s offspring, enemies

10 Zawj in the singular can denote “kind” or “type,” but azwaj in the plural as well as in the dual can also mean
“the second halves of pairs,” not only “kinds” or “types.” The meaning of “the second halves of pairs” is reflected
in the early Meccan verses (Q 53:45; 75:39; 78:8), where the pairs (azwdaj) or two mates or two kinds of humans
(zawjayni) are defined in terms of male and female. The word mostly relates to the female second half of a pair up
to the Medinan period. Zawj exclusively refers to male spouses only in three Medinan verses, Q 2:230, 232, and
Q 58:1. The plural azwaj as spouses never relates to both men and women together, as the Qur’an either speaks to
men and their (female) spouses or women and their (male) spouses. On the usage of the term zawj throughout the
Qur’an, see also Ibrahim, Women and Gender, 20-25, 27-28 and Michael Zwettler, “A Mantic Manifesto: The
Stira of ‘The Poets’ and the Qur’anic Foundations of Prophetic Authority,” in James L. Kugel (ed.), Poetry and
Prophecy: The Beginnings of a Literary Tradition (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1990), 95-96. I am indebted
to Nora K. Schmid for the reference to Zwettler’s article.
11 The Arabic word al-jannah in the singular is used as a reference to the dwelling place of Adam and his wife
before the fall of humankind in Q 2:35; 7:19,22, and 27; 20:117, 121. In several verses al-jannah is the posthumous
abode of the righteous (e.g., Q 19:60, 63; 26:90). The singular form of “the garden” seems interchangeable with
“the garden of eternity” (Q 25:15), “the gardens” (jannat) (Q 3:15; 4:57; and 25:10); “the gardens of Eden” (jannat
‘adn) (Q 9:72; 38:50; 40:8); and “two gardens” (al-jannatani) (Q 55:54). The singular designation “the Garden of
Eden” does not occur in the Qur’an at all. Moreover, while the next-worldly Paradise is depicted as a place where
believers can eat and drink abundantly (e.g., Q 52:19, 22-23), Adam and his spouse also do not have to be hungry,
thirsty, or unclothed in Paradise according to Q 2:35 and 20:118—119. Thus, the dwelling place of Adam and his
spouse and the next-worldly Paradise seem to be very similar, if not the one and the same place.
12 On a similar view of the role of Eve, see also Denise Spellberg, “Writing the Unwritten Life of the Islamic Eve:
Menstruation and the Demonization of Motherhood,” IJMES 28 (1996): 305-324, 307. Jane 1. Smith und Yvonne
Y. Haddad analyze the relevant qur’anic verses in a manner analogous to Spellberg; see Smith and Haddad, “Eve:
Islamic Image of Woman,” Women s Studies International Forum 5 (1982): 135—144. In contrast to them, Barbara
Stowasser considers Adam’s wife and Adam to be “free and equal agents called upon to wage the battle of
righteousness against Satan.” See Stowasser, Women in the Qur an, Traditions, and Interpretation (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1994), 27.
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to each other after the fall of humanity (Gen 3:15), Q 20:117 depicts Satan as an enemy both
to Adam and his wife prior to the fall. Satan may cause Adam to be wretched (fa-tashqga; v.
117), but in Paradise Adam will not suffer hunger and thirst or be naked (la ta ‘ra; v. 118). In
Q 20:117-119, God directly speaks to Adam rather than to him and his spouse, and likewise
Satan solely addresses Adam in Q 20:120.

In contrast to the biblical story of the serpent’s temptation of Eve (Gen 3:1-6), Satan
does not tempt Adam’s wife in the Qur’an, nor does Adam’s wife subsequently tempt Adam.
It is only Adam to whom Satan speaks in Q 20:120: “But Satan whispered to Adam, saying,
‘Adam, shall I direct you the tree of eternity and dominion that never decays’” (fa-waswasa
ilayhi ’I-shaytanu qala ya-adamu hal adulluka ‘ald shajarati ’I-khuldi wa-mulkin 1z yabla).!3
Adam and his wife eat from the tree and jointly become aware of their nakedness. Adam
disobeys his Lord (rabbahu) and goes astray (v. 121). But his Lord turns to him, forgives him,
and guides him (v. 122; cf. the similar declaration in Q 2:37): thumma ’jtabahu rabbuhu fa-
taba ‘alayhi wa-hada. Still, God banishes them both from Paradise (v. 123). Through this

series of events, Adam is the narrative focus, and his wife plays only a subsidiary role.

In the subsequent Meccan qur’anic account of the first couple in Paradise, Q 7:19-24,
Adam’s wife adopts a more active narrative role via the passage’s employment of the dual. In
Q 7:19, God speaks to both Adam and his spouse: “Adam! Inhabit the garden, you and your
wife, and eat [dual] ...” (ya-adamu ’skun anta wa-zawjuka ’'I-jannata fa-kula). God’s
prohibition for Adam and his spouse is phrased in the dual in Q 7:19 as well: “... Do not
approach this tree, lest you be among wrongdoers” (wa-la taqraba hadhihi ’I-shajarata fa-
takina mina ’I-zalimm). Later, in Q 7:20-21, Satan also addresses both Adam and his wife,
convincing them to eat from the forbidden tree. Both are tempted, and as in Q 20:121, in Q
7:22 Adam and his wife become aware of their nakedness. In the latter version, The Lord of
both of them (rabbuhuma) reminds the first couple that they had been warned not to eat from
the tree. Hence, Adam and his spouse jointly ask God for forgiveness (v. 23). God proceeds to
force Adam, his spouse, and Satan to descend from Paradise (v. 24). Notably, throughout Q
7’s account, Adam’s wife has greater prominence than in Q 20, as the use of the dual form

ensures she is more explicitly involved with each element of the narrative.

13 The qur’anic account resembles the image of Adam found in 4 Ezra where Adam is the sole focus of the fall of
humankind, “And You laid upon him one commandment of Yours; but he transgressed it, and immediately You
appointed death for him and for his descendants” (4 Ezra 3:7; cf. 2 Baruch 17:2-3, 23:4; Apoc. Sedr. 4:5).
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In Q 2:35-38, God once again commands Adam and his wife to dwell in Paradise.
God prohibits them only from eating from the tree (wa-qulna ya-adamu ’'skun anta wa-
zawjuka ’l-jannata wa-kula minha raghadan haythu shi’tuma wa-la taqraba hadhihi 'I-
shajarata fa-takiina mina ’'I-zalimin; v. 35). Subsequently, as in the version of the story
described in Q 7:22, Satan tempts Adam and his wife, and they are expelled from Paradise.
God makes them leave heaven and stresses that Adam, his wife, and Satan are enemies of
each other (v. 36). Adam is spoken to by his Lord (min rabbihi), and his Lord turns mercifully
to him (fa-taba ‘alayhi, v. 37), even though He forces all of them descend from Paradise (v.
36 and 38). Both Adam and his wife are addressed in Q 2:35-38 and Q 7:19-24, still, in the
Medinan verse, Q 2:37, God speaks and offers forgiveness solely to Adam. In Q 2:37, as in Q
20:122, God is framed explicitly as “Adam’s Lord,” and not the Lord of both Adam and his
wife, as God was in Q 7:22. This distinction is presumably due to Adam’s status as God’s
“chosen one” (Q 3:33, “God chose Adam,” inna ’llaha 'stafa adama), so that, similar to the
Meccan narrative Q 20:117-123, God turns mercifully only towards Adam, not Adam and his
wife.!* Although Adam is the center of God’s attention in each of the qur’anic narratives
described above, in each account, Adam simultaneously functions as a representative of his
wife, because they transgress the commandment given to them as a couple, and there are no

passages indicating that Adam’s spouse might not be forgiven.

Ultimately, whereas God never explicitly shows mercy to or guides Adam’s wife, as
He does Adam in Q 20:122, she is responsible for her actions in all the qur’anic narratives of
the fall. Hence, while the earliest account of the expulsion of the primordial humans from
paradise (Q 20:117—123) barely mentions Adam’s spouse, the consequences of the
transgression fall equally on both (v. 121). Moreover, Q 2:35-38 and 7:19-24 present Adam’s
wife as playing an explicitly active role, as she receives commands by God and is tempted by
Satan alongside Adam. As the next section will show, this development in the first woman’s

agency reflects the broader development of the images of women in the qur’anic Paradise.

14 The focus on Adam in this qur’anic account of God’s forgiveness and mercy is quite close to the narration in
the Cave of Treasures (M ‘arrat gazze). In this early Christian text, composed immediately prior to the rise of
Islam, God address and forgives only Adam and, strikingly, grants him forgiveness right after the Fall, “At the
ninth hour their expulsion from Paradise took place. And as they were going forth sorrowfully, God spoke to
Adam, heartened him, and said to him, ‘Do not be sorrowful, O Adam, for | will restore to you this inheritance.
Behold, see how greatly | have loved you.’... And when Adam and Eve had gone forth from Paradise, the door of
Paradise was shut, and a cherub bearing a two-edged sword stood by it.” La Caverne des Trésors: Les Deux
Recensions Syriaques, ed. Su-Min Ri (Leuven: Corpus Scriptorum Christianorum Orientalium, 1987), 36-37.
Sergey Minov, “Date and Provenance of the Syriac Cave of Treasures: A Reappraisal,” Hugoye: Journal of Syriac
Studies 20.1 (2017): 129-229; idem, Memory and Identity in the Syriac Cave of Treasures: Rewriting the Bible in
Sasanian Iran (Leiden: Brill, 2020), 37.
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Part I1: From the hdir T to Pure Spouses and Believing Women

The hair ‘M in the Qur’anic Paradise

Per siirah-chronology, houris are the first women to appear in qur’anic depictions of Paradise
(see appendix 2). The role and nature of the houris in Paradise is defined entirely in terms of
their relation to men.™® In Q al-Dukhan 44:54 (wa-zawwajnahum bi-4irin in) and 52:20 (wa-
zawwajnahum bi-hiirin ‘in), believing men are paired with, or married to, the houris.'® The
relationship between the houris and the inhabitants of Paradise is described by the verb
zawwaja (“to pair, to marry, to give as spouses”), and the houris are, thus, azwaj of the
righteous men. The significance of this will become clearer when we consider how the
identity of the believing men’s azwaj evolves in the later period of revelation. Q al-Shu‘ara’
26:166 (36.71 transcription letters per verse), which is from approximately the same period as
Q 44:54 (36.61 in transcription letters) and 52:20 (38.35 transcription letters excl. v. 21),
mentions the spouses (azwaj) of Lot’s people. Q 26:166 provides additional justification for
understanding zawwaja in Q 44:54 and 52:20 as “marry” or “give as spouses,” and for
concluding that the houris are the spouses of believing men.

The hir ‘M feature in the qur’anic conception of Paradise not only as azwaj but also as
a “reward” for the male believer in Q al-Waqi‘ah 56:22-24 (““As reward for what they used to
do,” v. 24). These houris are described as being perfectly beautiful in a way reflective of the
ideals of beauty in pre-Islamic poetry.}” The houris are explicitly mentioned as Aar ‘M in Q
44:54,52:20, and 56:22. Based on the evidence of pre-Islamic poetry and early Arabic

dictionaries, A ‘in seem to mean white, large-eyed [women]. * The houris are depicted as

15 More recently, the concept of the houris in the Qur’an and early Islamic exegesis is extensively analyzed in my
dissertation, Ana Davitashvili, “Die h#r n im Koran und in der frithislamischen Exegese,” PhD diss. (University
of Bamberg, 2021). On the hitr n see also Maher Jarrar, “Houris,” EQ, s.v. (2002).
16 ‘Abd Allah b. Mas‘@id and Ibn Khuthaym, one of his students, recited amdadnahum (‘“we provide/provided
them”) instead of zawwajnahum as a variant reading in Q 44:54 (there is no variant reading for zawwajnahum in
Q 52:20). Amdadnahum also occurs in Q 52:22 (wa-amdadnahum bi-fakihatin wa-lahmin mimma yashtahin).
Furthermore, in other Meccan verses (Q 17:6, 23:55, 26:132—134, 27:36, and 71:12), the believers are provided
by God with sons, wealth, livestock, gardens, and rivers, where again the verb for provision is amadda. See al-
Mushaf wa-qird atuhu, ed. ‘Abd al-Majid al-Sharaft (4 vols., Rabat: Mu miniin bi-1a Hudid, 2016), 3.517 ad Q
52:20 and 4.80 ad Q 44:54.
" Horovitz and Neuwirth have already indicated some attributes (hiir, kawa ib) in Angelika Neuwirth, Der Koran:
Friihmekkanische Suren: Bd. 1 Poetische Prophetie (Berlin: Verlag der Weltreligionen, 2011), 604—605 and Josef
Horovitz, “Das koranische Paradies,” in R. Paret (ed.), Der Koran (Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche
Buchgesellschaft, 1975), 67-69.
18 For occurrences of Air and n in pre-Islamic poetry see my dissertation, “Die Air ‘n im Koran,” 53, 58-59.
The singular of hir, hawra’, refers to a fair woman having intense whiteness of the sclera and intense blackness
of the pupil according to al-Khalil b. Ahmad al-Farahidi (100/718-178/791), Kitab al- ‘Ayn, ed. ‘Abd al-Ham1d al-
Hindaw1 (4 vols., Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘[lmiyyah, 2003), 1.371 and Abii Manstir al-Azhari (d. 370/980), Tahdhib
al-lughah, ed. ‘Abd Allah Darwish (15 vols., Cairo: al-Dar al-Misriyyah, 1967-1975), 5.229. Notably, the white
8



full-breasted (kawa ib in Q al-Naba’ 78:33), virgins (abkar in Q 56:36), passionate lovers
(‘urub in Q 56:37), of equal age (atrab in Q 38:52, 56:37, 78:33), good (khayrat in Q al-
Rahman 55:70), fair (hisan in Q 55:70), limiting their glances (gasirat al-tarf in Q 37:48,
38:52, 55:56), and reserved in pavilions (magsirat fi "I-khiyam in Q 55:72). Moreover, the
houris are compared to well-protected eggs and pearls (bayd maknin in Q 37:49 and lu’lu’ al-
makniin in Q 56:23) as well as corundum and coral (al-yaqiit wa’l-marjan in Q 55:58).
Almost all of these descriptors of female beauty occur in pre-Islamic poems, and are therefore
consistent with ideals of female beauty in pre-Islamic poetry.'® For instance, the Bishr b. Abi
Khazim (from the second half of the sixth century) refers to full-breasted, white women in the
palace of the king ‘Amr b. Harith al-Kindt:
The one who gives [himself] to white full-breasted women like sculptures,
white ones, playing tambourines in their hands.
Al-wahibu al-bida 'I-kawa ‘iba ka’l-duma
haran bi-aydiha ’l-mazahiru ta ‘zifu®
Kawa ‘ib and abkar appear together in a poem by “Abid b. al-Abras, who lived in the first half
of the sixth century. The pre-Islamic poet boasts about his conquests of women, describing
them as follows:
And riding on the light-colored camels are girls with swelling breasts,
Slender of waist, virgins, friendly in their manners, white,
Yea, many the tent of maidens who toss the curtain to and fro have | entered,
When within was a woman unwed and sick with love.
Wa-fawga ’I-jimali "I-na ijati kawa ‘ibu
makhamisu abkarun awanisu bidu
wa-bayta ‘adhara yartamina bi-khidrihi

dakhaltu wa-fiki ‘anisun wa-maridu?!

color maintains its validity in the Medinan verses where the faces of the inhabitants of Paradise turn white at the
Day of Judgement. The Qur’an expresses this idea in Q 3:106—107: “On the Day some faces will turn white and
some faces will turn black. As for those whose faces turn black, ‘Did you disbelieve after your belief?” Then taste
the punishment for what you used to reject.” But as for those whose faces will turn white (ibyaddat), they will be
within the mercy of God. They will abide therein eternally.” It seems that white color is of paramount importance
in regard with the depictions of the dwellers of Paradise and is connotated positively. On the whiteness and
blackness of faces see more Christian Lange, “On That Day When Faces Will Be White or Black” (Q3:106):
Towards a Semiology of the Face in the Arabo-Islamic Tradition.” JAOS 127 (2007): 429-445.
¥0n the issue of methodology and determining the authenticity of pre-Islamic Arabic verses, see Nicolai Sinai,
Rain-Giver, Bone-Breaker, Score-Settler: Allah in Pre-Qur anic Poetry (New Haven: American Oriental Society,
2019), 19-26.
20 Bishr b. Abi Khazim al-Asadi, al-Diwan, ed. Majid Tarrad (Beirut: Dar al-Kitab al-Arabi, 1994), 110.
2L Charles Lyall (ed. and trans.), The Diwans of ‘Abid ibn al-Abras of Asad and ‘Amir ibn at-Tufail of ‘Amir ibn
Sa ‘sa ‘ah, (Leiden: Brill, 1913), 32 and 323.
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Another attribute, atrab, relates to women of equal age in ‘Abd Allah b. al-*Ajlan al-Nahdi’s
(d. 574) poetry. The poet speaks to his former wife, Hind, who is married to another man from
a rival tribe and her companions, other women of the same age:

| recalled there [at the abode] Hind and women equal of her age,

where the slanderer lies and the chief [of the tribe] is disobeyed.

dhakartu biha Hindan wa-atrabaha ‘l-ila

biha yakdhibu ’l-washiyu wa-yu ‘sa amiruha??
Further references to har, har al- ‘wyan, ‘in, kawa ib, atrab, abkar, hisan, ‘arib, baydah, and
qasirat al-rarf in pre-Islamic poetry clearly overlap with the qur’anic attributes of the Air
M.2 Yet, the depictions of the houris begins to disappear in the later Meccan period. Q 38:52
(51.98 transcription letters) includes the final reference to the houris.

As Medinan sirahs no longer mention the houris explicitly and, instead, turn their
focus on earthly women whom they describe as believers and independent members of the
community, one might argue that the concept of houris lost its significance over the course of
the Medinan revelations. Contrary to this view, I will show that Q 52:21 is a Medinan
insertion in an early Meccan sirah, placed immediately after a verse which is clearly part of
the early Meccan discourse in which houris are given as spouses to the believing men. This
Medinan expansion indicates the continuing relevance of the concept of houris even in the
Medinan period of revelation. Together, Q 52:20-21 reads:

They will be reclining on thrones lined up, and We will marry them to the houris (wa-

zawwajnahum bi-hiirin ‘in).

And those who believed and whose descendants followed them in faith (walladhina
amanit wa ttaba ‘athum dhurriyyatuhum bi-imanin) — \We will join with them their
descendants, and We will not deprive them of anything of their deeds. Every
person/man is in pledge for his own deeds.

Although Q 52:21 is not overtly about the houris, and only refers to the reunion of believing
men and their offspring who followed their fathers in faith, analyzing the diction and the

content of the parallel verses strongly suggests the relevance of the houris to Q 52:21.

Because the believing men, the houris as spouses, and the offspring of the believing
men appear together, Q 52:20-21 reminds one of Q 13:23 and 40:8, where believing men are

22 Abii ’1-Faraj al-Isfahani, Kitab al-Aghani, ed. Ihsan ‘Abbas et al. (25 vols., Beirut: Dar Sadir, 2008), 22.168.
23 On the description of the Aiir ‘Tn in pre-qur’anic poetry and the Qur’an, see Davitashvili, “Die hiir ‘in im Koran,”
52-65.
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mentioned along with their parents, earthly spouses, and offspring: wa-man salaka min

aba ‘ihim wa-azwajihim wa-dhurriyyatinim (“whoever were righteous among their fathers,
their spouses, and their descendants”). Yet the occurrence of houris as spouses alone is not
sufficient proof to support the reinterpretation of the houris as earthly spouses. If the
reinterpretation had been the goal of the insertion, it would have evoked man salaka, a phrase
along the lines of *wa-man salaka min dhurriyyatihim, an unmistakable indication for the
reinterpretation. By contrast, the subject of the insertion is the future fate of the progeny, the
insertion is long and stresses the faith of the descendants alongside the faith of their fathers
(alladhina amani wa ‘ttaba ‘athum dhurriyyatuhum bi-iman). This emphasis is especially
striking because the revelation of the Meccan verses, Q 13:23 and 40:8, clarified that
offspring would only enter Paradise if they were believers themselves.

Moreover, the insertion uses two phrases ma alatnahum min ‘amalihim min shay’
(“We will not deprive them of anything of their deeds”) and kullu 'mri’in bi-ma kasaba rahin
(“every person is in pledge for his own deeds”) that throughout the entire Qur’an solely
appear in two other verses, the Medinan Q al-Hujurat 49:14 (/@ yalitkum min a ‘malikum
shay’a)?* and the early Meccan Q 74:38 (kullu nafsin bi-ma kasabat rahinah), respectively.
These peculiarities in the wording, suggest that the similarities of Q 52:21 to other verses
should be considered more closely. Thus, the phrases kullu 'mri’in bi-ma kasaba rahin and la

valitkum min a ‘malikum shay’d serve as a starting point of the investigation.

The early Meccan verse, Q 74:38, “every soul is in pledge for its deeds” (kullu nafsin
bi-ma kasabat rahinah), ?° stresses personal responsibility and the issue of “preceding” or
“staying behind” in the faith. Notably, only Q 52:21 and 74:38 use rahin and rahinah. In the
final clause of Q 52:21, similar wording to that of the early Meccan verse Q 74:38 is
employed, rather than similar wording to the late Meccan Q 40:17 (al-yawma tujza kullu
nafsin bi-ma kasabat), an interesting distinction because Q 52:21 and 40:17 reflect the same
ideas about personal responsibility. This may have been informed by the verse that precedes

Q 74:38 and the statement in Q 52:21. Q 74:37 mentions those who want to “precede” or

24 Neuwirth (Friihmekkanische Suren, 698) has already mentioned that there is a similarity in wording between Q
49:14 and 52:21 given the use of la yalitkum min a ‘malikum shay’a. 1t is noteworthy that there are no further
derivatives of /-y-t in the Qur’an.

%5 According to Neuwirth (Frithmekkanische Suren, 698, 708), the whole part of the verse before “every soul is in
pledge for his own deeds” is a late-Meccan or Medinan adjustment. The fact that the siirah was extended proves
its continuing relevance in later times, too. Apparently, this qur’anic passage was important enough to attract the
insertion of Q 52:21. Yet, there was presumably a good reason why sirah 52, and more specifically Q 52:20, was
extended by the insertion of Q 52:21. There are other early Meccan passages that depict Paradise and its
inhabitants, and those sitrahs presumably lost none of their importance in the later recitation of the Qur’an, for
instance sirah 36 or sirah 56, but, remarkably, the verse was not inserted in those passages.
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“stay behind” (in the faith): li-man sha a minkum an yatagaddama aw yata akhkhar and Q
52:21 also explores the idea of personal responsibility as a means to “precede” in the faith or
“stay behind.” In the case of Q 52:21, offspring can only gain admission to Paradise by
adopting the faith of their believing fathers.

The notion of delayed arrival to faith also appears in Q 49:14. The verse criticizes the
Bedouins for not being true believers (qul lam tu 'minii). According to these verses, while faith
has not yet entered their hearts, if they obey God and His messenger, He will not deprive them
of any rewards for their deeds: wa-lakin quliz aslamna wa-lamma yadkhuli ’I-imanu fi
qulabikum wa-in tusi ‘u ’llaha wa-rasilahu la yalitkum min a ‘malikum shay an inna ’llaha
ghafarun rasim. Strikingly, the insertion, Q 52:21, repeats a phrase that occurs only in one
other Medinan verse, Q 49:14, which states that God will not diminish any of their deeds (/a
yalitkum min a ‘malikum shay’a). Q 52:21 is reminiscent of Q 49:14 despite the fact that other
phrases with similar meaning such as “He will never waste their deeds” (Q Muhammad 47:4:
fa-lan yudilla a ‘malahum) or “God does not allow the reward of believers to be lost” (Q
3:171: wa-anna ’llaha la yudr ‘u ajra ’I-mu 'minin, also e.g., in Q 7:170 and Q Had 11:115) are

frequently mentioned in the Qur’an.

Comparing the statements of Q 49:14 and 74:37 with Q 52:21, Q 52:21 speaks about
the still disbelieving offspring of the believing men and confirms that when the descendants
become believers, God will not diminish any of their deeds, as evidenced by the case of the
Bedouins. Both Q 49:14 and 52:21 mention “faith” multiple times, three times (amanng, lam
tu’minii, wa-lamma yadkhuli ’lI-imanu fr qulabikum) and twice (amanii, bi-imanin)
respectively. Furthermore, Q 49:15 offers a definition of who the real believers are and thus
explains what is expected of the still disbelieving Bedouins: “The believers (al-mu ‘miniin) are
only the ones who have believed in God and His Messenger and then doubt not but strive with
their properties and their lives in the cause of God (wa-jahadi bi-amwalihim wa-anfusihim fr
sabili ’llah). It is those who are the truthful (ula ika humu ’l-sadiqan).” This definition of true
believers can be applied to the context of Q 52:21 and the understanding of wa lladhina

amanii wa’ttaba ‘athum dhurriyyatuhum bi-imanin as well.

The similarities of the wording of Q 52:21 to that of other Medinan verses support the
understanding that the descendants of believers will enter Paradise as their believing fathers

before them did, if they believe in God and His Messenger and strive with their properties and
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their lives in the cause of God. The phrase alkagna bihim? and its parallel phrase in Q 3:170,
yalhaqga bihim min khalfihim, evokes the same idea of preceding and following in Paradise. Q
3:170 mentions those who have been killed in the cause of God (f7 sabi/i "llah). They rejoice
to see those who will follow and join them in Paradise (bi lladhina lam yalkaqz bihim min
khalfihim). In the verses, Q 3:166-169, which come before Q 3:170, God might expose the
believers (al-mu 'minin) and the hypocrites, who do not follow the believers and fight in the
way of God (qatili fr sabili *llah). While the hypocrites tell their brothers (li-ikhwanihim) that
if they had stayed at home, they would not have been killed, God mocks them: “Then prevent
death from yourselves, if you should be truthful (in kuntum sadigin). And never think of those
who have been killed in the cause of God as dead (all@zdhina qutili f7 sabili ’llahi amwatan).

Rather, they are alive with their Lord, receiving provision.”

The idea of preceding and following and the phrase near the beginning of verse Q
52:21, wattaba ‘athum dhurriyyatuhum bi-iman, has its parallel verses in the Medinan Q al-
Tawbah 9:100, ittaba ‘athum bi-ihsan, and Q al-Hashr 59:10 sabaqgana bi’l-iman. The
contents of Q 9:100 and 59:10 are also connected to each other, creating a network of
Medinan phraseology across the various verses. Q 9:100 mentions the forerunners (in the
faith, al-sabigin®’), who are identified as the first muhgjiran and ansar, as well as those who
will follow them with good conduct: “God will be well pleased with the first muhgjirin and
ansar and those who followed them in good deeds, and they will be pleased with Him: He has
prepared gardens ...” (wa '[-sabiqina 'l-awwaliina mina ’I-muhgjirina wa’l-ansari
wa lladhina ’ttaba uhum bi-iksanin radiya ‘llahu ‘anhum wa-radi ‘anhu wa-a ‘adda lahum

janndatin ...).

In Q 59:10, the later muhgjiran speak about the brothers who preceded them in the

faith: wa lladhina ja i min ba ‘dihim yagilina rabbana ‘ghfir lana wa-li-ikhwaninga ’lladhina

% The wording is similar to that of the Medinan verses Q 3:170 and 62:3, as both use the derivatives of I-j-g, but
in the Meccan Q Yiisuf 12:101 (late Meccan, 99.42 transcription letters per verse) and Q 26:83 (early Meccan),
the verb alhagqa is also used to express the pleas of Joseph and Abraham to be considered among the righteous
after death (wa-alhigni bi’l-salihin). To better gauge the approximate period of insertion, the derivatives of #-b-
and /-y-t should be dealt with. The Qur’an employs the derivatives of #-b- “ 172 times, and only Q 9:100 appears to
be a parallel verse of Q 52:21 when one analyzes the context in which the verb ittaba ‘a occur.

2" The word al-sabigiin occurs from the early Meccan through to the Medinan period in the Qur’an. The forerunners
are described in the early Meccan Q 56:10 as those who are “brought near to God” and to whom a large company
of the awwaliin and a small company of akhirin belong. In the late Meccan verses, Q al-Mu'miniin 23:57-61
(56.86 transcription letters per verse) and Q Fatir 35:32 (108.96 transcription letters per verse), further details
regarding the identity of the forerunners are mentioned: “Indeed, they who are apprehensive from fear of their
Lord and they who believe in the signs of their Lord and they who do not associate anything with their Lord and
they who give what they give while their hearts are fearful because they will be returning to their Lord — it is those
who hasten to good deeds, and they outstrip [others] therein (wa-hum laha sabigin).” Eventually, in the Medinan
verses Q 9:100 and 59:10, the first muhdjiran and ansar are identified as al-sabigiin.
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sabaqina bi’l-iman. As is clear from Q 59:8-9, these brothers are the first muhgjirin and
ansar. The poor emigrants (muhgjiran) are those who are expelled from their homes (min
diyarihim) and their properties (wa-amwalihim) while supporting God and His Messenger. As
in Q 49:15, these individuals are depicted as “truthful” (ula ‘ika humu ’1-sadiqan). It is
noteworthy that Q 9:88-89 also refers to those who believe and fight with their properties and
their lives (wa 'lladhina amani ma ‘ahu jahadi bi-amwalihim wa-anfusinim) and will live
forever in Paradise. It seems that the definition of “real believers” in Q 49:15 unifies the
attributes of those who fight in the way of God with their souls (wa-anfusihim) as discussed in
Q 3:170, with the attributes of those who fight with their properties (wa-amwalihim)
discussed in Q 59:8-9.

Ultimately, an analysis of the language of verse Q 52:21 reveals that the verse bears
similarities almost exclusively with Medinan verses with the exception of one early Meccan
verse, Q 74:38.

Early Meccan verse:
Q 52:20:

“They will be reclining on thrones lined up,

and We will marry them to the houris.”

muttaki ‘ina ‘ala sururin masfifatin wa-

zawwajnahum bi-hiirin ‘in

Parallel early Meccan verses:

Q 44:54.

“Thus. And We will marry them to houris.”
ka-dhalika wa-zawwajnahum bi-Airin ‘in
Q 56:22: “And [for them are] houris”

wa-hiirun ‘in

Insertion of Q 52:21:

“And those who believed and whose
descendants followed them in faith — We
will join with them their descendants, and
We will not deprive them of anything of
their deeds. Every person is in pledge for his

own deeds.”

wa’lladhina amanii wa ’ttaba ‘athum

One parallel early Meccan (Q 74:38) and

several Medinan verses:

Q 9:100: “followed them in good deeds”
ittaba ‘athum bi-ihsan

Q 59:10: “preceded us in faith”

14




dhurriyyatuhum bi-imanin alhagna bihim sabaqina bi’l-iman
Q 3:170: “who have yet to join them”
valhagii bihim min khalfihim

Q 49:14: “He will not diminish any of your
deeds”

la yalitkum min a ‘malikum shay’'a

Q 74:38: “every soul is held in pledge for its
deeds”

dhurriyyatahum wa-ma alatnahum min
‘amalihim min shay 'in

kullu nafsin bi-ma kasabat rahinah

kullu "mri’in®® bi-ma kasaba rahin

The proposed insertion shares significant lexical overlaps with Medinan verses, which
is evidence of contemporaneity and suggests that the insertion occurred in the Medinan period
of revelation. More importantly, the content of the Medinan verses references contemporaries
of the Prophet, possibly following the preceding believers in the faith, and develops a
definition of faith that prescribes fighting in the cause of God with one’s souls and with one’s
properties. This idea is reflected in the insertion of Q 52:21, where the still disbelieving
offspring can and will become believers and join their believing fathers, and God will not
diminish their deeds. The notion of fighting in the “way of God,” and the occurrence of the
fathers along with the houris in Q 52:20, strongly indicate that dhurriyyah relates in Q 52:21
to male offspring, who will receive the same reward as their fathers if their descendants
follow them in faith, as depicted in Q 49:15. Yet, in contrast to these Medinan verses which
distinguish the fate of believers between early and late adopters of the faith, the inserted verse
in Q 52 discusses the fate of the believers’ descendants, by stressing that the offspring of
believing men must follow their fathers in faith in order to join their parents in Paradise and
receive its rewards, including the houris. Even though similar “delights of Paradise” are
depicted in several other sirahs (e.g., Q al-Insan 76:5-22), and the houris are mentioned
within some of these descriptions, viz. Q 37:41-51, 44:51-57, and 56:10-26, the insertion in
Q 52 serves a meaningful purpose.

28 Regarding 'mri’ and insan see Neuwirth, Frithmekkanische Suren, 464.
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In contrast to Q 52:17-25, depictions of the delights of Paradise including the houris
in verses such as Q 44:51-57 and 78:31-36 are brief. On the contrary, Q 37:41-51 and 56:10-
26 portray Paradise in more detail. Still, these passages do not include the bestowal of houris
as spouses (wa-zawwajnahum). Moreover, it appears that the insertion, Q 52:21, was not
intended to be connected to the conception of the awwalin and akhirin, as extensively
presented in Q 37, which can be understood as referring to earlier and later generations. Q 37
narrates several stories of the early prophets, although emphasis is placed on how the majority
of earlier generations went astray, becoming cautionary tales for later generations: “Most of
the former generations strayed before them” (wa-la-qad dalla gablahum aktharu ’I-awwalin)
(Q 37:71). The later generations are presented as having seen their forefathers go astray, yet
continuing to follow them nonetheless: “Indeed they found their forefathers astray, and rushed
to follow in their footsteps” (innahum alfaw aba 'ahum dalin fa-hum ‘ala atharihim yuhra an)
(Q 37:69-70). Only a few chosen servants of God, e.g., the prophets of earlier generations,
Noah, Abraham, Moses and Aaron, and Elias, provide a morally positive example for the later
generations (Q 37:78-79, 108-109, 119-120, 128-130): “And We left for him/them
[favorable mention] among later generations” (wa-tarakna ‘alayhi/alayhima fi ’I-akhirm).
Thus, the content of the insertion Q 52:21, which mentions the believing fathers and their
offspring who will follow their fathers in the faith and will be reunited with them in Paradise,
IS not consistent with the sentiment of sizrah 37, where the majority of earlier and later

generations forsake the path of God.

The insertion in Q 56:10-26 could also have prompted the identification of the
believing men and their offspring with the forerunners (al-sabigan) or, more likely, with the
earlier (awwalan) and later (akhirizn) individuals to come to faith. In Q 56, the forerunners are
considered a group of believers who are on a higher level than the “people of the right”
(ashab al-yamin). 2 There are more among the sabigan from the earlier than later peoples:
“Many from the past and a few from later generations” (thullatun mina ’l-awwalin wa-gallun
mina ’l-akhirm) (Q 56:13-14). This identification with awwalizn and akhirizn was not the goal
of the insertion, as if this were the case, the insertion would have suggested that only a small

number of the offspring would follow their believing fathers. As such, it is logical that Q 52

2 Both groups, i.e., forerunners and people of the right, consist of the earlier and later human beings. To the people
of the right belong many from the past (thullatun mina ’l-awwalin) and many from later generations (thullatun
mina ’l-akhirin) in Q 56:39-40. The delights of Paradise assigned to the forerunners are only slightly different
from the delights for the people of the right (ashab al-yamin, ashab al-maymanah) or, in general, from the delights
for the God-fearing people. See and cf. Q 37:40—49, 43:68-73, 55:46—76. The term “the people of the right” is
only used in early Mecca, in Q 56:8, 27, 38, and 90—1, Q 74:39, and Q al-Balad 90:18. In contrast to al-sabigiin,
the concept of ashab al-yamin seems to have lost its importance.
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describes Paradise very similarly to Q 37 and 56, but does not mention the awwalzn and
akhirzn. 1t is not only the forerunners and the chosen servants of God who may expect the
delights of Paradise, but also the offspring of the believing men, who had followed their
fathers in the faith.

Earthly Women in the Qur’anic Paradise

This section examines mentions of earthly women in Paradise in the Meccan and
Medinan periods (see appendix 2). The Meccan sirahs which contain less than 61.78
transcription letters per verse depict earthly women as spouses (azwaj) of the believers.
Where these verses employ the phrases “you and your spouses” and “they and their spouses,”
| understand them as pertaining to male believers and their wives.>® The term “spouses” thus
refer to earthly women in Paradise and is the first explicit reference to this category of
women. This understanding of “spouses” is derived from various qur’anic verses which
indicate that the primary addressees of these verses were male heads of household:3! several
Meccan verses on the houris (e.g., Q 44:51-54; 56:35-38; and 78:31-33) mention “god-
fearing persons” (muttaqin) and “companions of the right-hand” (askab al-yamin) as
receiving houris. In these verses, these designations refer to men insofar God pairs them to
feminine companions. Q 70:11-14 also describes the guilty man (mujrim) who wishes to be
ransomed from the punishment by his children, his consort (sahibatihi), and his brother. Q
80:35-37 likewise focuses on the man (al-mar’) who flees from his brother, mother, father,
consort (sahibatihi), and children on the Day of Judgement.®? Q 2:25, 3:15, and 4:57 are
Medinan verses that exhibit continuity with the Meccan verses just discussed. Verses Q 2:25,
3:15, and 4:57 speak of believing men as having “pure female spouses” (azwaj mugahharah)
and depict male believers as “those who believe and do good works” (wa lladhina amani wa-

‘amili ’l-salihati) and “those who fear God” (alladhina ‘ttagaw).

The earthly spouses of the believing men enter Paradise for the first time at
approximately the same period of revelation, when paradisiacal spouses, houris, appear for the
last time in Q 38 (51.98 transcription letters). Q 43:70 (61.78 transcription letters) explicitly

refers to these earthly spouses, “Enter Paradise, you and your spouses (udkhulii "I-jannata

30 Angelika Neuwirth and Dirk Hartwig also translate parts of Q 36:56 and Q 43:70 as “they and their wives” and
“you and your wives.” See Neuwirth and Hartwig, Der Koran: Spatmittelmekkanische Suren: Bd. 2/2 Von Mekka
nach Jerusalem: der spirituelle Weg der Gemeinde heraus aus sékularer Indifferenz und apokalyptischem
Pessimismus (Berlin: Verlag der Weltreligionen, 2021), 223, 251, 273, and 303.
31 Karen Bauer and Feras Hamza, 4n Anthology of Qur anic Commentaries, vol. II: On Women (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2021), 37-38, 45.
320n Q 70:11-14 and Q 80:35-37, see Bauer and Hamza, On Women, 44 as well.
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antum wa-azwajukum): you will be filled with joy.” Although in this verse “spouses” can be
understood as “earthly wives,” because these women “enter” Paradise with the men,
elsewhere the identity of the “spouses” is more ambiguous. For example, Q 36:56 (55.01
transcription letters) mentions, “They and their spouses (hum wa-azwajuhum) seated on
couches in the shade,” but whether the verse is describing houris or earthly spouses is unclear.
Yet, due to the similarity in wording between Q 36:56 and 43:70—hum wa-azwajuhum and
antum wa-azwajukum, respectively—azwajuhum in Q 36:56 can be understood as earthly
wives and not houris. Despite implying the presence of earthly women in Paradise, these two
verses do not specify whether these women entered Paradise by their own merits. In contrast,
men in these verses are portrayed as having reached Paradise as a result of their own actions,
called “people of Paradise” (ashab al-jannah) in Q 36:55 and “those who believed in our
signs and were in submission” (alladhina amanii bi-ayatina wa-kanii muslimin) in Q 43:69.
Nevertheless, Q 36:54 subtly implies that the women enter Paradise on account of their own
actions, as it notes that every soul (nafs), a statement which indicates inclusion of both men
and women, will be recompensed for its deeds: fa 'I-yawma la tuzlamu nafsun shay ‘an wa-la

tujzawna illa ma kuntum ta ‘malian.

Though these Meccan verses never explicitly stress the righteousness of the female
spouses in Paradise and do not single out women as pious, God-fearing, or believing, these
Meccan verses do still imply that the female spouses are liable for their actions. Several early
Meccan verses emphasize the personal responsibility of human beings (insan, bashar) or
every soul (nafs) and thus, there are commandments and rules of conduct formulated in
gender-neutral language that, if followed, ensure admission to Paradise. In Q 81:10, the
actions of humanity are kept in records and, “When the scrolls are distributed” human beings
(insan) or souls (nafs) will be informed on the Day of Judgment of what they “sent ahead” or
“kept back” according to Q 75:13 and 82:4-5. They are also responsible for their actions,
“Every soul is held in pledge for its deeds” (kullu nafsin bi-ma kasabat rahinah) (Q 74:38).
Human beings are warned against coveting wealth (Q 92:3-11; 100:8) and are told to feed the
poor and orphans (Q 90:4-16), to believe in the Day of Judgment (Q 82:6-9), and to pray (Q
74:36-48; 87:14-15). Such proscriptions are relevant to both men and woman as in Q 75:36—
39, where the Qur’an explicitly states that a woman is indeed a human being, “Does human
being (insan) think he will be left alone? Was he not just a drop of spilt-out sperm, which
became a clinging form, which God shaped in due proportion, fashioning from it the two
sexes, male and female (fa-ja ‘ala minhu ’l-zawjayni ’I-dhakara wa’l-unth@)?”. She is thus

clearly responsible for her actions and faces consequences in the hereafter. As these early
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Meccan verses show women to be responsible for their actions, the references to the believing
men and their spouses in Q 36:56 and 43:70 might indicate that the female spouses were
admitted into Paradise on the basis of their actions and decisions as well. That said, the fact
that the women attain the same eschatological outcome as their spouses may also simply be a
reflection of the social reality of the Prophet’s contemporaries, whereby a wife usually

followed her husband’s religious views.

More explicit references to the faith of women in Paradise first appear in the later
Meccan period. These sirahs depict righteous wives entering Paradise and being followed by
the righteous fathers and offspring of the believing men. Q 13:23 (126.16 transcription letters)
and 40:8-9 (89.20 transcription letters) emphasize the necessity of the moral righteousness of
a male believer’s spouses, forebears, and offspring in order to enter Paradise. These verses are
a doublet, both stating that the believers “will enter perpetual gardens, along with those who
are righteous of their forefathers, spouses, and descendants” (wa-man salaza min aba ‘ihim
wa-azwajihim wa-dhurriyatihim). Q 13:23 and 40:8-9 thus extend the circle of people who
enter Paradise to include the believers’ parents and offspring, in addition to their wives,

provided that they conform to certain ethico-religious expectations.*

These sirahs reflect larger changes in circumstances for the qur’anic community at the
time of revelation: first, a gradual increase in the number of Muhammad’s followers and,
second, the fact that not every wife of the men who followed the Prophet decided to become a
follower of Muhammad. The transition from a presumably small number of righteous men
and their righteous wives in Q 36:56 and 43:70 to the larger number of righteous men and
their spouses, who were not necessarily all equally receptive to the message of the Qur’an,
might have necessitated the qualification man salasa, “those who are righteous,” in verses Q
13:23 and 40:8-9. Moreover, not only do the righteous spouses of the believing men enter
Paradise in verses Q 13:23 and 40:8-9, but these verses also feature the entrance of the
mothers and female descendants, as indicated by the use of the words “forefathers” (aba’) and
“offspring” (dhurriyyah). Chronologically, these are the earliest verses in which forefathers
are mentioned in Paradise, despite this being a period of revelation in which the notion of

“ancestors” carried negative connotations.®*

33 The parents and descendants are already mentioned on the Day of Judgement in some early Meccan verses, Q

70:11-14 and Q 80:34-37, yet a man takes center stage in them as shown above. Thus, as the parents and

descendants of a man, and his attitude towards them, are already mentioned at this early stage, the references to

the parents and descendants in Paradise and their righteousness cannot be connected to the literary development

of the verses gradually getting longer and more complex.

34 Q 43:26-28 and especially 26 express the very same idea: “And, when Abraham said to his father and his people
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Remarkably, the ancestors of the pre-Islamic Arabs are not mentioned in the polemics
against the unbelievers in Q 13 and 40. Given the evolving historical realities, the earliest
converts’ parents may have become “righteous” and adopted the new, Islamic faith later in
life. As such, it would have been necessary to include these “ancestors” among the dwellers of
Paradise, while simultaneously omitting any criticism of pre-Islamic ancestral practice. The
female and male offspring of believing men are also included for the first time in the list of
dwellers in Paradise. The increasing number of believers meant that some had offspring who
were righteous themselves. Meanwhile, the sisters and brothers of the believing men are not
mentioned at all. A possible explanation for this is that every brother counted as an
independent subject of agency and was therefore considered the same generation as other
believing men. By contrast, every woman was a wife or a daughter of a believing man.® The
fathers might represent the older generation, while the believing men, their spouses, and their

offspring represent the contemporary and future generations of believers.

As the righteousness of the women of Paradise with whom the male believers will be
reunited, i.e., mothers, wives, and female offspring, is emphasized for the first time in Q
13:23 and 40:8-9, the gender-neutral concept of the personal moral responsibility of every
human being is now reflected more directly in reference to women. The later Meccan Q 13:33
and 40:17 articulate once again that every soul is responsible for its actions: “Today each soul
will be rewarded for whatever it has done (al-yawma tujza kullu nafsin bi-ma kasabat); today
no injustice will be done. God is swift in reckoning.” Yet in Q 40:40 and another later Meccan
verse, Q al-Nahl 16:97 (93.41 transcription letters per verse), the male or female gender of the
believers is specifically discounted as contributing to their eschatological salvation: “whoever,
male or female, does good deeds and has faith” (wa-man ‘amila salizan min dhakarin aw
untha wa-huwa mu 'min). The family ties of the women and men dwelling in Paradise are not
specified in the Medinan verses Q 3:195 and Q 4:124. In Q 3:195 and Q 4:124, anyone,
whether male or female (min dhakarin aw untha), who performs righteous deeds and is a

believer, gains admission to Paradise.

The Medinan period goes beyond these generalizations by explicitly discussing
believing women in Paradise. Q 9:72 says, “God has promised the believers, both men and

women (wa ‘ada ’llahu "I-mu 'minina wa’l-mu 'minat), gardens graced with flowing streams

(li-abthi wa-gawmihi), ‘Indeed, I am disassociated from that which you worship.’”” Cf. also further relevant verses
about Abraham, Q 19:41-49 (62.42 transcription letters per verse), and Q 37:83-99.
3 Other Meccan verses never refer to sisters as well, though they differentiate among relatives and mention
brothers, for instance in Q 70:11-14 and Q 80:34-37.
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where they will remain; good, peaceful homes in gardens of lasting bliss; and—qgreatest of
all—God’s good pleasure. That is the supreme triumph.” In Q 33:35, Q 48:5, and Q al-Hadid
57:12-13, believing men and believing women again appear together entering Paradise. There
are some instances in which believing women even contradict the views of their unbelieving
husbands, although these women are still always positioned in relation to their spouses. For
example, in Q al-Tahrim 66:11, the wife of Pharaoh is mentioned as a believer in contrast to
her spouse: “God has also given examples of believers: Pharaoh’s wife (imra at fir ‘awn), who
said, ‘Lord, build me a house near You in the garden. Save me from Pharaoh and his actions;
save me from the evildoers.”” These occurrences of believing women in Paradise correspond
with other qur’anic verses from the Medinan period, which directly mention women and
discuss the conditions that they must fulfill in order to gain admission to Paradise (e.g., Q
9:71, 24:31, and 33:32-33). The increasingly explicit references to women can be understood
via the lens of changing historical circumstances, namely the establishment of the Muslim
community in Medina. Yet, although these verses explicitly stress female piety, and portray
women as the subjects of moral agency, they continue to depict women relationally to men.

The Medinan “Pure Spouses” (azwaj mugahharah) — The har ‘ and Earthly Spouses?
In three Medinan verses, Q 2:25, 3:15, and 4:57, God grants “pure spouses” (azwdj
muzahharah)® to male believers entering Paradise. Yet, the full identity of these “pure
women” is obscure. The following investigation of the “pure spouses” in Paradise asks
whether the women referenced are earthly wives, the houris, or both. I translate azwaj
muzahharah as “pure spouses” to indicate that the women are in a pure state, i.e., “pure in
presence of God,” although muzahhar can also mean “purified.” To determine the identity of
“pure spouses,” I will further explore the meaning of mugahharah. Combining the results of
an analysis of the root ¢-h-r in the Qur’an with the portrayals of women in Paradise, | argue
that the pure spouses in the Medinan verses refer to the houris as well as to believing, earthly

wives.

Analyzing the concept of purity in the Qur’an, | follow Holger Zellentin and classify
impurity as either “prohibited” or “regulated.” “Prohibited” impurity largely corresponds to
acts related to moral purity such as idolatry, bloodshed, and sexual transgression (e.g., Q

2:125; 22:26). “Regulated” impurity coincides with ritual, i.e., non-ethical, physical impurity

% There are variant readings in the feminine plural and in the fifth form, thus promoting the understanding of azwaj
being women who purify or keep themselves pure. The variant reading azwaj mugahharat is attributed to Zayd b.
‘Ali (d. 122/740). The reading azwaj muttahhirah is narrated under the authority of the Meccan scholar and
preacher ‘Ubayd b. ‘Umayr al-LaythT (d. 73/692—-693). See al-Mushaf wa-qira ‘atuhu, 1.32 ad Q 2:25.
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(e.g., Q 5:6). For example, after an act resulting in ritual impurity such as sexual intercourse,
one can remove this kind of impurity by ritual washing.3” While exploring the occurrences of
t-h-r via an understanding of prohibited and regulated impurities, | will demonstrate that z-h-r
refers predominantly to the removal of prohibited impurity and sin, although there are

occasions when the qur’anic usage of the ¢-h-r root is ambiguous.

In these three Medinan verses (Q 2:25, 3:15, and 4:57), God rewards the male
believers in Paradise with pure spouses, along with other delights. Q 2:25 addresses the

Prophet:

Give those who believe and do good the news (wa-bashshiri ’lladhina amani
wa- ‘amili ’I-salihati) that they will have gardens graced with flowing streams.
Whenever they are given sustenance from the fruits of these gardens, they will
say, “We have been given this before,” because they were provided with
something like it.3® They will have pure spouses and there they will stay (wa-

lahum fiha azwajun muzahharatun wa-hum fiha khalidan).
In Q 3:15, God commands Muhammad to speak to the believers:

Say, “Would you like me to tell you of things that are better than all of these? For
those who are mindful (of God) are (/i 'lladhina ’ttagaw), with their Lord (‘inda
rabbihim), gardens graced with flowing streams, where they will stay with pure
spouses (wa-azwajun mugahharatun) and God’s good pleasure (wa-rigwanun

)39

mina ’llahi)* — God is fully aware of His servants.’

In Q 4:57, God says:

As for those who believe and do good deeds (wa 'lladhina amani wa- ‘amili ’l-
salihati), We shall admit them into gardens (sa-nudkhiluhum jannatin) graced

with flowing streams and there they will remain forever. They will have pure

37 For more on these terms, see Holger Zellentin, Law beyond Israel: From the Bible to the Qur’an (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2022), 12—13.

38 The fruits in Q 2:25 seem to evoke early and later Meccan verses (e.g., Q 36:57, Q 43:73, Q 56:32, and Q al-
Mursalat 77:42): “And there is abundant fruit in it for you to eat” (lakum fiha fakihatun kathiratun minha ta kuliin)
(Q 43:73) and “any fruit they desire” (wa-fawakiha mimma yashtahin) (Q 77:42). The fruits of Paradise are
complemented with the new information that the fruits have similarities with those previously given to the
believers.

3 Ridwdan mina ’llah in Q 3:15 repeats Q 9:72, where rather than believing men and their pure spouses, the Qur’an
mentions believing men and women. Furthermore, Q 9:72 complements the verses pertaining to azwdj mutahharah
by means of “pleasant dwellings” (masakina tayyibah). Q 3:15 is probably connected to Q 9:72 and indicates that
pure spouses refer to believing women.
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spouses there (lahum fiha azwajun mugahharatun), and We shall admit them into

cool refreshing shade.*°

All these verses repeatedly emphasize that “they will have pure spouses,” or “they will
stay with pure spouses.” The verses therefore strongly suggest that just as all believing men
will receive gardens, pleasant dwellings, fruits, and shade in Paradise, all believing men in
Paradise will also receive pure spouses.*! The “pure spouses,” may be the houris, who were
already described in the early Meccan verses, and given to the believing men as spouses well
before any mention of earthly spouses entering Paradise. Yet, as discussed above, the
righteousness of earthly spouses features several times in the Meccan period, and believing
women are explicitly referenced in the Medinan period. As earthly spouses are also azwaj,

they might be included in the concept of azwaj mugahharah.

To prove this possibility, | will examine the meaning of muzahharah and the qur’anic
usage of ¢-h-r. The derivatives of s-h-r are used thirty-one times altogether in the Qur’an, but
t-h-r occurs only 9 times in the Meccan period. In Q 74:4, a verse from the early Meccan
period, God commands the Prophet to “purify his clothes” (Wa-thiyabaka fa-tahhir). Although
one cannot completely dismiss the literal meaning of cleansing the clothes here, in which case
the ¢#-h-r root would refer to regulated purity, it is more plausible to understand the purifying
of clothes as a reference to the absence of sin, a concept seen in Syriac Christian and Jewish
images.*? In other words, this verse is a command to behave righteously, an interpretation that
fits within the context of the sizrah as a whole: the sizrah addresses the Prophet, the cloaked
one (al-muddaththir), who should arise and warn, glorify God, “purify his clothing,” avoid

prohibited impurity, and not confer favor to acquire more.

Further occurrences of -h-r more unequivocally underscore the avoidance of
prohibited impurity in the Meccan period. Lot and his family are described as morally pure, as

they do not engage in same-sex sexual intercourse.*® All three passages relating to Lot in

40°Q 4:57 evokes the earlier verses (Q 13:15 [late Meccan], Q 36:56, Q 56:30, Q al-Insan 76:14, Q 77:41) by
mentioning shade in Paradise and does not provide any new information: e.g., “But those who took heed of God
will enjoy cool shade, springs, and any fruit they desire” (inna ’"I-muttagina fi zilalin wa- ‘uyiin) (Q 77:41). Notably,
both Medinan verses—Q 2:25 with azwaj and fruits and Q 4:57 with azwaj and shade—are reminiscent of Q
36:56-57, where all three words occur together: “They and their spouses — seated on couches in the shade. There
they have fruit and whatever they ask for” (hum wa-azwajuhum fi zilalin ‘ald@ ’l-ard’iki muttaki‘in lahum fiha
fakihatun wa-lahum ma yadda in).
4l Nicolai Sinai, Key Terms of the Qur’an: A Critical Dictionary (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
forthcoming), “azwaj mutahharah,” s.v.
42 On the analysis of Q 74:4-5 and references to similar Jewish and Christian images see Zellentin, Law beyond
Israel, 289-291.
43 On Lot and his people see also Holger Zellentin, “The Synchronic and the Diachronic Qur’an: Sirat Ya Sin,
Lot’s People, and the Rabbis,” in S. R. Burge und Asma Hilali (eds.), Making of Religious Texts in Islam: The
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which the derivatives of #-h-r occur—Q 7:82 (yatarahharana), Q Had 11:78 (hunna aharu
lakum), and Q 27:56 (yatarahharina)—relate to the attribute of moral “purity,” where Lot and
his family (ahluhu, al lir) stand in contrast to Lot’s people (qawmuhu). In Q 27:53-58, Lot
and his family are depicted as those who believe and fear God: Q 27:53, “but We saved those
who believed and were mindful of God,” (wa-anjayna ’lladhina amanii Wa-kanii yattaqin);
and Q 27:57, “We saved him and his family — except for his wife: We made her stay behind,”
(fa-anjaynahu wa-ahlahu illa 'mra’atahu qaddarnaha mina ’l-ghabirin). In contrast, the
people of Lot—specifically, the male members of the community—are said to commit
immoral acts (fakishah), because they choose to have sexual intercourse with men instead of
women (Q 27:54), and despite receiving warnings (stressed in Q 27:58), do not fear God.
Consequently, Lot’s people (perhaps sardonically) repudiate him and his family (here, al liy)

by labeling them “people who keep themselves pure” (innahum undsun yatatahhariin).

In another passage, Q 11:77-83, Lot’s people are presented as those who did evil
deeds (kanit ya ‘maliina ’1-sayyi’ati in Q 11:78) and who continue to disgrace Lot by refusing
to fear God (fa ttaqi ’llaha) and to accept the fact that Lot’s daughters are purer for them
(banati hunna atharu lakum) than men. Eventually, Lot’s people are punished for being
wrongdoers (mina ’/-zalimina), while Lot’s family is saved. Q 7:80-84 captures this narrative.
The immorality of Lot’s people is referenced in Q 7:80 as well, and, in Q 7:84, even stronger
language is used as Lot’s people are described as criminals (mujrimzizna). In Q 7:82, Lot’s
people once again mock Lot and his family as “people who keep themselves pure.” Here,
references to purity via the root #-h-r denote lack of intercourse with the same sex and is
closely related to the belief and fear of God. Thus, according to these verses, homosexual

intimate relations indicate immorality and makes people “wrongdoers” and “criminals.”

In the Medinan period, Mary and Jesus are also depicted as morally pure. The moral
purity of Mary mentioned in Q 3:42 (“He [God] purified you,” wa-fahharaki), evidently a
reference to her God-fearing and her chastity, is the reason God chooses her to give birth to
Jesus. Jesus too is depicted in Q 3:55 as someone who is elevated (rafi ‘uka) and purified
(mugahhiruka) by God. By purifying oneself, one becomes “agreeable and acceptable to
God,”** a precondition to be brought into His proximity.

Outside of these episodes describing the purity of individuals, other verses from the

Medinan period which use the root s-h-r detail means for achieving moral purity. According

Fragment and the Whole (Berlin: Gerlach Press, 2019), 111-174.
4 Sinai, Key Terms, “azwaj mutahharah,” s.v.
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to these verses, believing men and women can become morally pure by purifying their hearts,
believing in God and His Prophet, and following the rules of God. It is the combination of
each of these acts that qualifies believers for entrance to Paradise. In Q 2:125 and Q al-Hajj
22:26, God commands Abraham and Ishmael to purify His house (rahhira baytiya), i.e., the
Ka‘bah. The purification implies not associating anything with God (la tushrik bz shay 'an) in
Q 22:26, avoiding the uncleanliness of idols (fa jtanibi ’I-rijsa mina ’[-awthani) in Q 22:30,
and ensuring they and their descendants submit to God (wa ja ‘alna muslimayni laka wa-min
dhurriyyating ummatan muslimatan laka) in Q 2:128.° Further rules of moral purity include
giving alms (Q 9:103, Q al-Mujadilah 58:12), fearing God (Q 9:108), praying (Q al-Ahzab
33:32-33), and submitting to God and His Messenger (Q 33:33).%

Q 33:32-33 features rules which specifically apply to women. These verses instruct
the wives of the Prophet (nisa’ al-nabi) to stay in their houses, to not display themselves, and
to not be “soft in speech” in a way which would invite the desires of men. In Q 33:53, God
commands men that if they must ask the wives of the Prophet for anything, to do so from
behind a screen, because it is purer for the hearts of the male believers and the spouses of the
Prophet: dhalikum arharu li-qulizbikum wa-qulzbihinna. In another Medinan verse, Q 5:41,
God threatens those who do not purify their hearts (yuzahhira qulizbahum) with disgrace in
this world and a great punishment in the hereafter. Q 24:28-31 gives commandments similar
to those found in Q 33:32-33 and 33:53. Specifically, these verses direct believing men and
women to lower their gaze and guard their private parts. In Q 24:28-31, derivatives of z-h-r
are eschewed in favor of a near synonym, and the verses say that compliance with the laws is
azka lahum (“purer for them”).*” Additionally, the verses dictate that believing men should
not enter houses until permission is granted to them. Believing women are requested to not
expose their “adornment” (zinah) and to not stamp their feet “to draw attention to any hidden
charms.” Notably, “staying in the houses” and “not to be soft in speech to men” in Q 24:30—
31 and 33:32-33 evoke the descriptions of houris “reserved in pavilions” and “limiting their

glances” (Q 37:48; 55:56; 55:72). These parallels in phrasing demonstrate continuity in the

%5 On the analysis of Q 2:125 and 22:26 as referring to prohibited impurity see also Zellentin, Law beyond Israel,
287 and Nicolai Sinai, Key Terms, “tahara/tahura,” s.v.

46 On these verses see more Holger Zellentin, Law beyond Israel, 298-299.

47 The qur’anic usage of the root z-k-w/y indicates moral purity: being mindful of God in Q 80:3-7 and Q 87:14—
17; being God-fearing in Q 35:18, Q 53:32, Q 79:25, Q 87:14-17, and Q 91:7-10; studying and accepting “the
Book and wisdom” in Q 2:129, Q 2:151, Q 2:174, Q 3:164, and Q 62:2; doing righteous deeds in Q 20:75-76;
giving wealth in Q 92:18; giving alms; and praying in Q 35:18, Q 87:14—17, etc. “The best or purest of food” (azka
ta‘ama) in Q 18:19 alludes to purity from religious deviation, according to Zellentin (Law beyond Israel, ch. 2).
Z-k-wly is used fifty-nine times in the Qur’an. It refers to the obligatory giving of alms to the poor (zakah) twenty-
nine times. The root denotes “pure,” “purify,” or “purify oneself” almost as frequently as #-h-r.
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imagery of pure women depicted by the Qur’an. Q 24:30-31 and 33:32-33 apply some of the
same attributes used earlier to characterize the houris to all believing women. As all the
aforementioned verses refer to moral purity, it is reasonable to conclude that the “pure

spouses” of Paradise are women who are morally pure and thus worthy of proximity to God.

Moreover, the root #-h-r refers not only to moral purity, but also to “presence in
heaven” or “heavenly origin.” In some Meccan verses, objects, angels, and even believers*®
are described as pure based on their presence in heaven. The early Meccan verse Q 56:79
discusses angels or believers who are allowed to touch the well-protected script (kitab
maknzn): la yamassuhu ill@ ‘I-mutahhariin. The heavenly codex is depicted in another early
Meccan verse, Q 80:13-14, as being elevated and pure: fi sukufin mukarramatin marfi ‘atin
muzahharah. Q al-Bayyinah 98:2* confirms that the heavenly codex is indeed pure: rasilun
mina ’llahi yatlz suhufan mugahharah. The drinks in Paradise are later described as pure in
the later Meccan verse Q 76:21: “Their Lord will give them a pure drink” (wa-sagahum
rabbuhum sharaban rahdira). This same attribute is also applied to rainwater from heaven: Q
al-Anfal 8:11 reads, “Remember when He gave you sleep as a reassurance from Him, and sent
down water from the sky to purify you (yunazzilu ‘alaykum mina ’I-sama’i ma an li-
yuzahhirakum bihi), to remove Satan’s pollution from you, to make your hearts strong and
your feet firm”; Q al-Furgan 25:48 says, “It is He who sends the winds as heralds of good
news before His mercy. We send down pure water from the sky (anzalna mina ’l-sama’i

ma an tahiird), so that We can revive a dead land with it, and We give it as a drink to many

8 Mutahhariina is interpreted as “angels” or “angels and the prophets” in the tafsir of al-Tabari. See Abii Ja‘far
Muhammad b. Jarir al-Tabar1, Jami * al-bayan ‘an ta 'wil ay al-Qur’an, ed. ‘Abd Allah b. ‘Abd al-Muhsin al-Turki
(26 vols., Cairo: Dar Hajar, 2001), 22.364-366 ad Q 56:79. Other qur’anic verses do not confirm this
interpretation. The angels are never explicitly described as pure or purified. Apparently, early exegetes logically
concluded that it makes sense for angels and the prophets to touch the heavenly codex. Neuwirth does not comment
on mutahharina. The relevant verses that mention angels or “noble scribes in heaven” can be summarized as
follows: Q 56:78-79 (innahu la-qur anun karim fi kitabin makniin) seem to be connected with Q 80:13 (fi suhufin
mukarramah) and 85:22 (fi lawhin mahfiiz). If the verses Q 80:11—16 refer to the qur’anic revelations and not the
register of deeds, the “noble scribes” (kiraman katibin) in Q 82:10—12 can be identified as keeping and recording
angels who write down good and bad deeds of human beings. Consequently, mutahhariina is better interpreted as
keeper-angels or “heavenly policemen.” The keeper-angels seemingly have another duty that is not explicitly
mentioned elsewhere in the Qur’an: to write down the revelations or keep them in their hand (bi-aydr safarah).
Only at a later stage, in the later revelations Q 2:97, 16:102, and 26:193, the rih al-qudus, Gabriel, and the rith
amin are mentioned as those who have brought the Qur’an down upon the heart of the Prophet. It is only possible
to conclude indirectly that the pure ones, i.e., Gabriel, the rizh amin, and rith al-qudus, touch the well-protected
book in Q 56:79. By contrast, Q 56 describes solely the Day of Judgement, the life of ones who are brought near
God in Paradise, and ones who dwell in hell. In this regard, it fits better with the context that mutahharina are
mugqarrabina. Those who are brought near to God are mentioned in Q al-Mutaftfifin 83:20-21 (yashhaduhu ’I-
mugarrabin) and allowed to look at an inscribed register (kitab marqim). In Q 17:71 (later Meccan), the believers
are given their record of deeds in their right hand. Ibn Mardawayh (d. 410/1020) also comments on mutahharina
in the same way in Jalal al-Din al-Suyiti, al-Durr al-manthir fi ’I-tafsir bi’l-ma thir, ed. ‘Abd Allah b. ‘Abd al-
Mubhsin al-Turki (15 vols., Cairo: Markaz Hajar, 2003), 14.222 ad Q 56:79.

9 On dating of Q 98 as Meccan or Medinan see Sinai, The Qur’an, 130-132.
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animals and people We have created.” In both verses, the rainwater is deemed pure due to its
heavenly origin too. In summary, the pure spouses are pure based either on their presence in
Paradise or heavenly origin, which could in turn be taken as supporting evidence for

concluding that the houris, the earthly wives, or both should be considered azwaj murahharah.

Besides referring to objects or persons in heaven or of heavenly origin, in two
Medinan verses, the derivatives of ¢-h-r also relate to ritual purity or the removal of regulated
impurity. Q 2:222 and 5:6 are the only verses in which the root ¢-h-r denotes ritual purity and
by extension the absence of regulated impurity that the believers must cleanse themselves of.

Q 5:6 refers to obtaining ritual purity as follows:

You who believe, when you are about to pray, wash your faces and your hands and
arms up to the elbows, wipe your heads, wash your feet up to the ankles. If you are
junub, purify yourselves (fa zzahhari). If any of you is sick or on a journey, or has just
relieved himself, or had intimate contact with a woman, and can find no water, then
take some clean soil and wipe your face and hands with it. God does not wish to place
any burden on you; He only wishes to purify you (yurzdu li-yuzrahhirakum) and perfect
His blessing on you, so that you may be thankful.

Q 2:222 deems menstruating women impure, and forbids men from having sexual intercourse

with them during this period:*

They ask you [Prophet] about menstruation. Say, ‘Menstruation is a harm, so keep
away from women during it. Do not approach them until they are purified (katta

yarhurna); when they are purified (fa-idha tarahharna), you may approach them as

%0 According to Holger Zellentin, the qur’anic usage of t-A-r is “a full cognate to Hebrew, Aramaic and Syriac f-k-
r, as well as conceptually akin to Greek kabapdg.” Furthermore, “the Qur’an’s prohibition in Q 2:222, ‘do not
approach (pl.) them,’” tagrabithunna (i.e. one’s wives during the menses), is verbally reminiscent of the biblical
prohibition ‘do not approach (sg.),” /" tqrb (i.e. a woman during her menses) (Lev. 18:19, equally preserved in the
Aramaic renderings of the law such as /” ttqrb, in the Peshitta, or in the rendering of Ezekiel 18:18 such as I’ ntqrb
in the Didascalia Apostolorum).” See Zellentin, “Gentile Purity Law from the Bible to the Qur’an: the Case of
Sexual Purity and Illicit Intercourse,” in H. Zellentin (ed.), The Qur’an’s Reformation of Judaism and Christianity:
Return to the Origins (Abingdon: Routledge, 2019), 167—-168. Zellentin demonstrates that a link exists between
Lev 17-26 and the early Christian purity regulations. These regulations were followed throughout Late Antiquity
and continue to exist in the Qur’an too. See Christian and Jewish perceptions of menstruation and differences to
Islam in more detail also in Shaye J. D. Cohen, “Menstruants and the Sacred in Judaism and Christianity,” in S.
Pomeroy (ed.), Women’s History and Ancient History (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1991),
273-299; David M. Freidenreich, “Holiness and Impurity in the Torah and the Quran: Differences within a
Common Typology,” CIS (2010): 5-22; S. R. Burge, “Impurity/Danger!,” ILS (2010): 320-349; Haggai Mazuz,
“Menstruation and Differentiation: How Muslims Differentiated Themselves from Jews regarding the Laws of
Menstruation,” Der Islam 87 (2012): 204-223; idem, “Midrashic Influence on Islamic Folklore: The Case of
Menstruation,” SIs 108 (2013): 189-201; William E. Phipps, “The Menstrual Taboo in the Judeo-Christian
Tradition,” Journal of Religion and Health 19 (1980): 298-303.
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God has directed you. God loves those who turn to Him, and He loves those who keep

themselves pure (wa-yukibbu ’I-mutagzahhirin).

Given the Qur’an’s seeming presentation of human resurrection as bodily (e.g., Q
70:43; 81:7; 82:4), azwaj mutahharah might also mean that the women will be purified of the
bodily sources of impurity, i.e., menstruation, lochia, feces, urine, etc., as stressed by some
early Muslim exegetes.®! Still, while menstruation is particular to women, defecation and
urination are not. Therefore, if this discussion is intended to emphasize that women are
purified of all bodily sources of impurity, the same depictions would apply to believing men.
Strikingly, there are neither parallel verses in the Qur’an (except perhaps Q 56:79) nor early
qur’anic commentaries (ritual purity is not stressed at all in Q 56:79 or anywhere else) that
use the root ¢-h-r to describe men in Paradise as being pure or purified of bodily impurities.
Women are exclusively described as such. Additionally, the women cannot be purified only of
menstruation because, for instance, defecation explicitly causes ritual impurity in Q 5:6. It
would be illogical to purify women of one impurity, “menstruation,” and not to purify them of
others. Although it is plausible that all dwellers of Paradise—women and men—are purified
of impure bodily fluids, the removal of such physical impurities is not the Qur’an’s central
focus when referring to mugahharah. As shown above, the derivatives of ¢-h-r rather

underscore moral purity.

Thus, as muzahharah predominantly denotes sinlessness and the absence of prohibited
impurity via adherence to the commandments of God, and earthly spouses are already referred
to as righteous in the Medinan period, these earthly spouses could be identified as the “pure
spouses.” Yet, while all believing men appear to receive “pure spouses,” it is not that case that
all earthly spouses will gain admission to Paradise together with their husbands. Furthermore,
considering that purity indicates a heavenly origin and that the believing men are given the
houris in the early Meccan surahs, i.e., before we are told that their earthly spouses enter

°1 ] examined the ideas of early Muslim exegetes in my dissertation, Die hiir ‘in im Koran; see also Marion Holmes
Katz, Body of Text: The Emergence of the Sunni Law of Ritual Purity (New York: SUNY Press, 2002); Abii Ja“‘far
Muhammad b. Jarir al-Tabarl, Tafsir al-Tabart, 1.419-422 ad Q 2:25. The purification of the azwaj mutahharah
of the bodily sources of impurity is stressed above all in early literature. See Hannad b. al-SarT al-Kuft, Kitab al-
zuhd, ed. ‘Abd al-Rahman b. ‘Abd al-Jabbar al-Faryawa'1 (Kuwait: Dar al-Khulafa’, 1406/1985), 60, nos. 27-29;
Mujahid b. Jabr, al-Tafsir, ed. Muhammad ‘Abd al-Salam Abi al-Nil (Cairo: Dar al-Fikr al-Islam1 al-Hadithah,
1410/1989), 198 ad Q 2:25; Abii Bakr al-Bayhadf, al-Ba ‘th wa ’l-nushiir, ed. ‘ Amir Ahmad Haydar (Beirut: Markaz
al-Khidamat wa’l-Abhath al-Thaqafiyyah 1406/1986), 220-221, no. 360; ‘Abd al-Razzaq b. Hammam al-San ‘anf,
Tafsir al-Qur’an, ed. Mahmud Muhammad “Abdah (3 vols., Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Tlmiyyah, 1999), 1.262 ad Q
2:25; Mugatil b. Sulayman al-Balkhi, al-Tafsir, ed. ‘Abd Allah Mahmud Shihatah (5 vols., Beirut: Mu’assasat al-
Ta’rikh al-Arabi, 1423/2002), 1.94, 1.266, 1.381 ad Q 2:25, 3:15, and 4:57; Hud b. Muhakkam al-Huwwari, Tafsir
Kitab Allah al- ‘aziz, ed. Balhaj b. Sa‘id Sharifi (4 vols., Beirut: Dar al-Gharb al-Islami, 1990), 1.90, 1.272, 1.391
ad Q 2:25, 3:15, and 4:57.
28



Paradise with them, the houris are likely included in the concept of “pure spouses.” In sum,
the pure spouses of the male believers can be understood as both the houris and believing
wives,* thereby confirming that matrimony persists in the Medinan conception of Paradise
and that the believing men will dwell there together with their spouses, similarly to Adam and
his spouse (cf. Q 2:35, 7:19, and 20:117).

Conclusion

The images of women in the qur’anic Paradise shift from the houris—heavenly spouses—in
the early Meccan period to pious women in the Medinan period. Female figures occur
exclusively as spouses (azwaj), either houris or earthly spouses, in the Meccan period of
revelation until the qur’anic proclamations reach 61.78 transcription letters per verse. At this
stage of revelation, women in Paradise are passive figures and their righteousness is not
explicitly mentioned. In the later Meccan period, after the occurrence of the first account of
Adam’s spouse, women continue to be portrayed as the wives of believing men, however, for
the first time they are also referred to as parents and the offspring of male believers entering
Paradise. Simultaneously, in these verses, general statements regarding individuals gaining
admission to Paradise, “male or female,” begin to occur. This development coincides with the
second Meccan retelling of the story of the first couple in which Adam’s wife takes on a more
significant role. The social status of women from the later Meccan period onwards is thus no
longer confined to a role as the spouses of the believing men. In the Medinan period, women

are characterized in terms of their own belief, alongside believing men.

Although the Meccan period first does not explicitly underscore the righteousness of
women, at all stages of the inner-qur’anic development women enter Paradise and hell in
accordance with their decisions and actions and appear to be liable for their deeds. Regarding
the occurrences of women in Paradise in Q 36 and 43, women share the fate of their spouses
because these Meccan references reflect the social circumstances of the believers, where a
wife shared the worldview of her believing husband. However, although Muhammad’s
Meccan ministry was not as successful as his Medinan one, the number of believers most
likely increased at least slightly over the years. Subsequently, not every female believer was
married to another believer. This new social reality is stressed by the references to women’s

righteousness in the later Meccan period.

52 The Qur’an does not address explicitly the fate of the women without the social status of “wife,” in Paradise—
i.e., unmarried women, concubines, and slaves— at any point. They might be included among mu ‘minat (believing
women) and the verses pertaining to them.
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Gradually, in parallel with the shifting historical circumstances inherent to the
Medinan period of revelation, the Qur’an addresses women not only as pure spouses, but also
as believing women. Yet, given the central role of believing men throughout the Qur’an, men
in the Medinan period are still rewarded with heavenly spouses in Paradise. Even though the
Medinan period does not mention the houris explicitly, the concept the houris seems to have
been assimilated into the concept of the azwaj muzahharah. The insertion of Q 52:21
emphasizes the validity of the idea. In sum, the houris and earthly spouses dwell together in
Paradise at all stages of qur’anic revelation, while earthly women gradually play a more
prominent role and are explicitly referred to in the later Meccan and Medinan periods as an

active part of the qur’anic community.

APPENDIX 1: A Note on the Relative Chronology of Q 2:35-39, 7:19-25, and 20:117-
124

Scholars of the Qur’an who have investigated the relative chronology of Q 2:35-39,
7:19-25, and 20:117-124 acknowledge that 2:35-39 is the chronologically latest revelation in
the group, but they are not in agreement over whether 7:19-25 or 20:117-124 was revealed
first. Neuwirth states that Q 20:117-124 is an earlier variant of the Adam story than 7:19-25.
Recently, Joseph Witztum has analyzed the relevant passages and, following Edmund Beck,
argues for a later dating of Q 20:117-124 relative to 7:19-25.

Witztum compares Q 7:20, “...Your Lord only forbade you this tree to prevent you
becoming angels or immortals” (ma nahakuma rabbukuma ‘an hadhihi ’I-shajarati illa an
takizna malakayni aw takiing mina ’I-khalidin), with Q 20:120, ““...But Satan whispered to
Adam, saying, ‘Adam, shall I show you the tree of immortality and dominion that never
decays?’” He emphasizes in particular the words mulk (‘“kingship, dominion, sovereignty”)
and malakayni (“angels”) in the two passages. According to Witztum, while one can
understand malakayni via Gen 3:5 and postbiblical sources, one cannot explain the use of
mulk via the Bible or later Jewish or Christian sources. Witztum thus proposes that the usage
of mulk presupposes the usage of malakayni. He suggests that mulk may have resulted from “a
misreading of MLKYN as malikayni for malakayni. This type of mistake could indicate that

whoever composed or redacted Q 20 was working with Q 7, or, “one could also argue that Q

%3 Joseph Witztum, “Variant Traditions, Relative Chronology, and the Study of Intra-Quranic Parallels,” in Asad
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20.120 is a playful adaptation of Q 7.20, using the same consonants to create a new

meaning.”%*

Yet the relevant passage in Q 20:117-124 is similar to the Syriac Cave of Treasures,
where the idea of sovereignty already occurs, and thus there is no need to posit a development
of the Q 20 account from the Q 7 account. In the Cave of Treasures, God creates Adam as a
king (malka)® and arrays him in the garment of sovereignty (in Syriac Ibes hwa Ibisa d-
malk:ta).® The Lord gives Adam dominion over all things and creatures, and the angels bow
the knee and worship him.>’ Strikingly, the angels’ prostration before Adam is also a part of
the qur’anic narrative in Q 7:11 and 20:116. Given this imagery, mulk in Q 20:120 might
indicate Adam’s kingship or dominion over all creatures. In other words, the angels’
prostration implies Adam’s superiority over the angels, a fact which the usage of mulk

explicitly confirms.

But the Qur’an amends the Syriac conception of Adam’s dominion,*® as Adam is
never referred to as malik. On the contrary, only God is called al-malik al-zaqq, “the true
king,” in Q 20:114. Furthermore, the Syriac concept of sovereignty is later modified in Q
2:30, where God appoints Adam as His viceroy (khalzfah) on earth, yet simultaneously
underscores Adam’s superiority over the angels by describing Adam’s knowledge of names in
Q 2:31-33. Ultimately though, in contrast to angels and God, Adam is mortal. In Q 20:120,
Satan promises Adam not only sovereignty, but rather eternal dominion (mulk la yabla). We
see that Q 7:20 also stresses immortality, as the first couple can become angels (who are
immortal)® or achieve immortal status in some other unspecified manner. Thus, the discourse
of the Qur’an argues a different point than the Cave of Treasures and underlines that while

Adam might acquire immortality and possess dominion, God is the only true sovereign, and

Q. Ahmed, Behnam Sadeghi, Robert G. Hoyland, and Adam Silverstein (eds.), Islamic Cultures, Islamic Contexts:
Essays in Honor of Professor Patricia Crone (Leiden: Brill, 2015), 25-26.
% Ibid., 26.
5% Caverne des Trésors, 207, 19.
% Ibid., 18.
57 Caverne des Trésors, 18-21.
%8 In this regard, it seems to be similar to the issue of Adam’s prophethood. Zellentin points out that the Qur’an
“by using the verb naba’a in Q 2:31 and 33 — a cognate to Syriac nby — concurs with part of the Christian tradition
in addition to offering its corrections to it.” Zellentin assumes that the Qur’an partially agrees with the Cave of
Treasures when it comes to prophethood, although he stresses that Adam is never explicitly mentioned as naby,
possibly due to his sin — eating from the forbidden tree. H. Zellentin, “Trialogical Anthropology: The Qur’an on
Adam and Iblis in View of Rabbinic and Christian Discourse,” in Rldiger Braun and Hiseyin Cicek (eds.), New
Approaches to Human Dignity in the Context of Qur’anic Anthropology: The Quest for Humanity (Newcastle upon
Tyne: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2017), 124-127.
%9 Witztum, “Variant Traditions,” 25.
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Adam remains a subordinate. This being the case, Q 20:117-124 does not necessarily have to

be later than 7:19-25, and mulk certainly does not derive from malakayni.
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APPENDIX 2:

The Inner-qur’anic Development of the Female Image

Early Meccan period

Q 78:33:
“full-
breasted*

kawa b

“of equal

age

atrab

(23.36
transcriptio

n letters)

Q 56:22-23,
35-37:
“white, large-
eyed women”

hiar ‘n

“well-
protected
pearls”

lu’lu’ maknin

“We have
specially
created”

inna
ansha ’nahunn

ainsha’a

“virgins”

abkar

“passionate
lovers”

‘urub

“of equal age”

atrab

Q 37:48-
49:
“limiting
their
glances”
qasirat al-

rarf

“large-
eyed”

n

“well-
protected
eggs”
bayd

maknin

(31.2
transcriptio

n letters)

Q 55:56, 58,
70,72, 74:
“limiting
their
glances”
qasirat al-

rarf

“untouched
before by
man or jinn”
lam
yarmithhunn
a insun
gablahum

wa-la jann

“corundum
and coral”
al-yaqit

wa’l-marjan

C‘good’J
khayrat

“fair”

hisan

“white

women”’

Q 44:54:
“and we
married them
to the white,
large-eyed
women”
wa-
zawwajnahu
m bi-Adarin

m

(36.61
transcription

letters)

Q 52:20:
“and we
married them
to white,
large-eyed
women”
wa-
zawwajnahu
m bi-harin

m

(38.35
transcription

letters)
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(26.78

transcription

har

letters) “reserved in
pavilions”
maqsirat fi
I-khiyam
(32.97
transcription
letters)
Later Meccan period
Q38:52: | Q 36:56: Q Q 43:70: Q 40:8-9: Q 40:40: Q
“limiting | “they and 20:117 “youand | “those who | “whoever, | 7:19—
their their -124: your are male or 25:
glances, of | spouses” Adam spouses” | righteous of female, Adam
equal age” | hum wa- and his | antum wa- their does good | and his
gasirat al- | azwajuhum | spouse | azwajukum | forefathers, | deedsand | spouse
rarf atrab (zawyj) spouses, has faith” | (zawj)
(55.01 (61.78 and wa-man
(51.98 transcriptio | (61.04 | transcriptio | descendants ‘amila (104.27
transcriptio | n letters) transcri n letters) ”? salikan min | transcri
n letters) ption wa-man dhakarin ption
letters) salaka min aw untha | letters)
aba’ihim wa-huwa
wa- mu’'min
azwajihim
wa- (89.20
dhurriyatihi | transcriptio
m n letters)
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(89.20 and Q 16:97
transcriptio
n letters) (93.41
transcriptio
and Q 13:23 | n letters)
(126.16
transcriptio
n letters)

Medinan period without referring to transcription letters per verse

Q 2:25, 3:15,
and 4:57:
“pure
spouses”
azwaj

musahharah

Q 3:195: “I will not
allow the deeds of any
one of you to be lost,
whether you are male or
female”
lad udi ‘u ‘amala ‘amilin
minkum min dhakarin aw
untha
Q 4:124: “whoever, male
or female, will do good
deeds and has faith”
wa-man ya ‘mal mina ’l-
salihati min dhakarin aw

untha wa-huwa mu 'min

Q 2:35-
39: Adam
and his
spouse

(zawj)

Q 9:72: “the
believers, both
men and women”
al-mu 'minma

wa’l-mu "minat

and Q 33:35,
48:5, and 57:12—
13

Q 66:11: the
wife of
Pharaoh
imra’at

fir ‘awn
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