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Abstract:

This paper examines why no Sirah is explicitly named after Prophet Musa despite his frequent
mention in the Quran. The study addresses questions raised by classical scholars regarding the
origin and significance of Siirah names. It establishes a technical and precise conceptualization of
a Surah itself at the outset, laying out how it is distinguished from other similar literary units, and
exploring the nature of Suwar as independent yet interconnected units with divine wisdom behind
their organization. The analysis explores the origins of the primary names of Suwar, affirming that
most are known through prophetic authority, alongside the phenomenon of some Suwar having
multiple names transmitted in the scholarly tradition. Through investigation of classical sources,
the study reveals that Strah Ta-Ha is also known as "Siirah Musa" or "Stirah al-Kalim," tracing
the documentation of this alternative name by numerous early authorities. The study concludes
that while the primary name "Ta-Ha" may serve particular purposes, the transmission of "Siirah
Musa" as a secondary name demonstrates the depth of scholarly engagement with the Quran,
including its nomenclature, and the principle that absence in common usage does not imply

absence in scholarly sources.
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Question:

If Prophet Musa AS is the prophet mentioned most in the Quran, why is there not a Siirah

named after him??

Answer:

Introduction

It is interesting to note that, in the rich history of the Islamic intellectual tradition, Muslim
scholars asked all sorts of questions, and didn’t shy away from any type of academic investigation.
They would fearlessly brave the frontiers of knowledge and scholastic inquiry, even if they had
reservations that their findings could lead to problematic conclusions. Of course, with a proper
epistemological framework, as was the standard in classical Islamic scholarship, no academic
exploration could lead to an intellectual crisis, but rather only to the realization that further probing
is required. This epistemological stability and grounding allowed for something even more
interesting, which is that, often they would raise a question, and after going down the path of deep
research and investigation, if they weren’t able to find a satisfying answer themselves, they would
comfortably pass on the task of further research to fellow scholars, their own students, or later
generations. This academic intrepidity and openness, of course, didn’t mean that they were prone
to engage in fruitless endeavors, or that they lacked in adab (etiquette, comportment) of scholarly
inquiry, as is the unfortunate state of affairs of researchers in Islamic studies today. Rather, they
were keenly purposeful in their investigations, and equally keenly committed to upholding the
requirements of scholastic adab.

In this vein, we find a few classical scholars who have asked this same question, regarding
a Siirah being named after Musa .. Imam Ibn ‘Adil (d. c. 880/1475), a Damascene exegete of the
9'h century, asks the following:

One may ask: Why wasn't it [Siirah al-Qasas] called “Stirah Musa” when it only

contains the story of Musa ., from his birth all the way till Allah destroyed the

2 Questions are reproduced verbatim and have not been edited from their original form of submission.
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Pharaoh and caused the earth to swallow up Qariin,” just as Stirah Nuh and Siirah
Yusuf are named for consisting of their respective stories? It cannot be said that
this Stirah was named thus [al-Qasas] because of the mention of the word “al-
gasas” (stories, or storytelling) in the Ayah, {oamill 4lle ‘ai; 2:1a W) “When he
[Musa 2] came to him and told him the whole story,” [al-Qasas 28:25] because

Sirah Yusuf contains the word “gasas” twice: First, in the Ayah
(M‘ Gedl Slie fali 5A3) “We relate to you the best of stories” [Yusuf 12:3], and
second, ¢y SN 8ic ageatad 8 (K 5 “In their stories there is truly a lesson for
people of reason” [Yusuf 12:111]. Thus, by this reasoning, Stirah Yusuf was more
entitled to have that name. Likewise, Stirah Hud would also have been more entitled
to this name, meaning ‘Stirah al-Qasas’, since it narrates the stories of seven
prophets, whereas this one contains only a single story. It would therefore have
been appropriate the other way around: to call Siirah Hud “Strah al-Qasas” and this
one “Stirah Musa.”*
The famous polymath of Cairo and Ibn ‘Adil’s contemporary, Imam al-Suyiitt (d. 911/1505), puts
forth a similar question:
You may also ask: A number of Suwar (plural of Surah) that recount the stories of
prophets were often named after those prophets, such as Siirah Nuh, Strah Hud,
and Surah Ibrahim . . . so how come there is no Stirah named after Musa ., despite
his frequent mention in the Qur’an to the point that some have even said: “The
Quran was almost entirely about Musa .”? The Suwar that were most appropriate
to have his name would have been Siirah Ta-Ha, Suirah al-Qasas, or Strah al-A ‘raf,
since his story is treated in more detail in those three than in any other . . . That
being the case, [you must] reflect on the wisdom behind that.’
In order for us to delve into the answer to this question properly, a number of preliminary

discussions must be laid out.

3 Referring to Stirah al-Qasas 28:81.
4Ibn ‘Adil al-Hanbali, al-Lubab fi ‘Uliim al-Kitab, vol. 15 (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-Ilmiyya, 1998), 212.
5 Jalal al-Din al-Suyuti, al-Itqan fi ‘Ulim al-Qur’an, vol. 2 (Madina: Majma“ al-Malik Fahd, 2013), 369-70.
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Siarah

Firstly, we must discuss the question: What is a Sturah? Of course, there is already a
colloquial understanding of the term ‘Siirah’ in place among Muslims commonly. However, for
our purpose of understanding the workings of the names of Suwar, we must understand the concept
of a ‘Surah’, i.e. the referent itself, in a more technical, analytical manner.

Terminologically, a Sirah is defined as an independent pericope of Quranic Ayat (pl. of
Ayah) that is characterized by a distinct opening and conclusion, identified by a specific name,
comprised of three Ayat or more, and centered upon a cohesive central theme.® The Quran itself
employs the term ‘Siirah’ throughout,” however, just like the pre-Islamic Arabs did not use the
term ‘Ayah’ for their individual units of speech, ‘Siirah’ was not the term they used to use to denote
the sets composed of those units. In the context of poetry, for example, the Arabs used the term
‘bayt’ (verse, pl. abyat) for the individual units of speech, and the term ‘qasida’ (poem, pl. gasaid)
for the sets.® This difference in nomenclature is in line with the Quran’s emphatic assertions that

it is not poetry, but rather divine speech, such as in the following two Ayat:
(o8 5k 54 o3
It is certainly not the speech of a poet. [al-Hagqah 69:41]
(o o283 2R3 Y) b )74 e Ly Dl diale g

We have not taught him [the Prophet #] poetry, nor does that befit him. [This speech] is

nothing other than a message and a clear Quran. [Ya-Sin 36:69]

On a broader level, we see that the Quran established its own completely independent standards in
terms of division and style, for it is neither poetry nor prose, but rather its own unique literary

form. An Ayah, the Quran’s singular unit, is evidently not a poetic verse or a hemistich, but nor is

® Muhammad al-Tahir ibn ‘Ashiir, al-Mugaddimat al- ‘Ashr (Damascus: Dar al-Mi ‘raj, 2022), 286.
7 See for example: Bagarah 2:23, Yunus 10:38, Nur 24:1.
8 al-Suyiti, al-Itgan, 2:336.
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it a sentence; at times a single Ayah contains multiple sentences,’ whereas in others multiple Ayat
may come together to form a sentence. '’

Similarly, a Strah is not a poem, but nor is it identical to any other common division of
prose, i.e., a Siirah is not exactly a ‘chapter’ either. While they share in some respects, such as
structural unity and thematic focus, they differ in a key aspect, which is that, depending on the
type of book, chapters are either progressional and are therefore dependent on previous ones, or
they are effectively standalone sections. If they are progressional, then each chapter builds on the
previous ones and thus avoids repeating content already previously discussed, expecting the reader
to have covered them before coming to this subsequent one; if one were to attempt to read a later
chapter without covering the previous ones, he would by and large be unable to comprehend the
content of the later one. On the other hand, if the chapters of a book are standalone, then they have
no connection between them whatsoever, and therefore no significance to their sequence, other
than perhaps one that allows ease of reference. Whereas Suwar, along with the reiteration of certain
topics throughout them, simultaneously carry deep hermeneutic significance in their sequence
while holding complete thematic individuality. That is, they are at once independent and self-
contained, yet deeply intertwined and interlinked with all other Suwar, much like a necklace of
pearls, in which each pearl is a wonder by itself, yet the subtle thread that joins them together
manifests a whole new aspect of the beauty of the whole set. Correspondingly, in terms of
sequence, any Surah can be picked at random and yet be completely comprehensible, while if one
were to study them in the order they are in, they would find themselves before a whole new set of
wonders just the same. It is only the Quran’s idiosyncratic and miraculous division of Suwar that
can achieve both independence and sequential inter-relational significance at once.

Alongside its analysis in comparison with other literary standards of organization and
grouping, we must also understand the concept of a Siirah from an internal perspective, i.e. as it
relates to being a pericope of the Quran itself. The Quran is the speech of Allah the All-Wise (al/-
Hakim), and is itself the Book Full of Wisdom,!' thus it logically follows that there is deep

intentionality behind its organization and composition. For, wisdom (hikmah) is but true

% Such as in al-Baqarah 2:286.
19 Such as in al-Rahman 55:1-2.
! Siirah Yasin 36:2.
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knowledge with its most felicitous and precise application to achieve the most favorable ends, '
all of which are, with respect to Allah, the most perfect and sublime. All of nature abounds with
countless indicators of Allah’s infinite wisdom, which become manifest through deep
contemplation into its various wonders. If that is the case with Allah’s creation, it is naturally the
case all the more so with His uncreated speech. Every element of the composition of a Siirah is a
manifestation of infinite Divine Wisdom and intentionality: which Ayat are included within a
particular Stirah and which ones excluded, the exact sequence of those Ayat within one, the varying
lengths of each Siirah, and much more. Far from being a haphazard collation of mildly related
statements, each Sirah is rather a singular masterpiece, containing countless subtleties in the
workings of its internal arrangement of Ayat. Human beings, who are limited, can thus only arrive

at a fraction of the divine wisdom that the Suwar of the Quran overflow with.

Origin of Names of Suwar

The second preliminary discussion is regarding the question of the origin of the names of
Suwar. To start with, the names of many Suwar are actually known through their explicit mention

in the words of the Prophet # himself. For example,

“Recite the two shining ones, al-Bagarah and Al ‘Imran . . .,”!3

“Whoever memorizes ten Ayat from the beginning of Siirah al-Kahf . . !4
“O ‘Umar, isn’t the Ayah revealed in the summer at the end of Siirah al-Nisa“
sufficient for you?”!>

“My hair has turned gray due to [Suwar] Hud, al-Wagqi‘ah, al-Mursalat . . .”'®

The names of the Suwar that are mentioned explicitly in authentic Hadiths like these are thus
conclusively known to be from the Prophet # himself. However, there is a debate among classical

scholars whether the names of a/l Suwar are authentically attributable to him (i.e. they are all

12 Al-Raghib al-Asfahani, Mufiadat Alfaz al-Qur’an, (Damascus: Dar al-Qalam, 2020) s.v. “hikmah”; Noah Webster,
An American Dictionary of the English Language (New York: S. Converse, 1828), s.v. “Wisdom,”
[https://webstersdictionary 1828.com/Dictionary/wisdom].

13 Sahth Muslim, Book 6: Kitab Salat al-Musafirin, Chapter 42: Bab Fadl Tilawat al-Qur'an wa Sirat al-Baqarah,
Hadith #804.

14 1bid, Chapter 44: Bab Fadl Sirat al-Kahf wa Ayat al-Kurst, Hadith #809.

15 Ibid, Book 23: Kitab al-Fardid, Chapter 2: Bab Mirath al-Kaldla, Hadith #1617.

16 Jami* al-Tirmidhi, Book 48: Kitab Tafsir al-Qur an, Chapter 56: Wa min Surat al-Wagqi ‘ah, Hadith #3297.
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tawqifi), or whether some of the them were left to the Sahabah % to decide the names of those

Suwar through their own judgement (i.e. they are ijtihadi).!” The view of the majority of the
scholars classically is the former, that all of the names of the Suwar are known from the Prophet
# himself.!® Imam al-Suyiii explicitly asserts this, saying, “the names of all the Suwar have been
established by prophetic authority [as is known] through Hadiths and narrations, and were it not
for the fear of elongating I would have mentioned all of them.”!"-! There are numerous evidences
that support this view, including the aforementioned Hadiths, and the fact that there is no reason
for these Suwar to be named by the Prophet ¥ specifically, as opposed to all others. Additionally,
whenever certain Ayat were revealed to the Prophet 2, he would order his scribes, the Companions
that he had entrusted with the task of writing down the Quran, to place those Ayat in this or that
specific Stirah. Evidently, the Prophet ¥ would have to identify the Stirah that he wants the newly
revealed Ayat to be placed in, and the most natural method of identifying those Suwar would be
through their names.

Moreover, Suwar would often be referred to with their first words, which would then
become a second name for that Stirah. Of course, this is referring to the Suwar other than the ones
whose primary names already are their first words, such as Stirah Ta-Ha, Sairah al-Saffat, Strah
al-Haqqah, etc.; the second names of these Suwar would naturally be different from their first

words. This brings us to our next question.

Multiple Names of Suwar

Numerous Suwar have more than one name, as recorded in the various books of ‘Ulium al-
Qur’an (Quranic Sciences)?® and Qira’at (Modes of Recitation). A few Suwar are even now
commonly known among Muslims today to have multiple names, such as Siirah al-Tawbah being
known also as Surah Bara’ah, Siirah al-Isra’ also as Siirah Bani Isra’1l, Stirah Ghafir as Stirah al-

Mu min, and Siirah al-Dahr as Strah al-Insan. Some of these additional names even are known

17 The former, i.e. matters that are told explicitly by the Prophet # and include no scope for discussion, such as
Maghrib salah being 3 raka‘at, are known as tawgqifi. The latter, i.e. matters that are not laid down explicitly by him
and thus includes scope for scholarly judgement, are known as ijtihadr.

18 Fadl Hasan ‘Abbas, Itgan al-Burhan fi ‘Uliim al-Qur’an, vol. 1 (Amman: Dar al-Nafa’is, 2018), 438.

19 al-Suyiiti, al-Itgan, 2:347.

20 The collective discipline of all the various fields of study regarding the Quran, such as the history of its
compilation, its transmission, occasions of revelation, orthography, etc.
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from the Prophet ¥ himself in authentic Hadiths. For example, the Prophet # is reported to have
said,” “ipaladl Gy 4 233 is Umm al-Qur-’an (The Foundation of the Quran), Umm al-Kitab (The
Foundation of the Book), and al-Sab ‘ al-Mathani (The Seven Oft-Repeated).”?! Notwithstanding
the same discussion of their being tawqifi or ijtihadi, even more names are known through their
being mentioned by the Sahabah .. For example, in one narration, Sa‘1id bin Jubayr (d. 95/713),
a prominent student of Ibn ‘Abbas & (d. 68/687), inquired about the names of the following
Suwar, “Siirah al-Tawbah (The Repentance)?” Ibn ‘Abbas & replied, “That is al-Fadihah (the
Exposer) . ..” Sa‘1d asked, “Strah al-Anfal (The War Spoils)?” He replied, “That is Stirah Badr.”
Sa‘id asked, “Siirah al-Hashr (The Rallying)?” He replied, “Say: Siirah al-Nadir.”?? This same
Strah al-Tawba (or al-Fadihah) was referred to with the name ‘Bara’ah’ by another well-known

Companion, al-Bara’ b. Azib :,? which is of course also the first word of the Siirah.

Imam al-Zarkashi (d. 794/1391), firmly of the view that all the primary names of the Suwar
are tawqifi, propounds the following:" “The multiplicity of Stirah names should be investigated: Is
it based on tawgqif, or on the themes and meanings [of the Strah]? If the latter is the case, then an
intelligent person would have no difficulty in extracting numerous meanings from each Siirah that
justify deriving its name from them, which is far-fetched.”?* His argument is that, had the naming
of Suwar been permanently open for ijtihad, then there would be numerous names for each Sturah,
especially the longer ones, as each intelligent person, of which there were countless among the

Sahabah 42, would derive his own names for a Siirah based on his study and perception of its
themes and meanings. Yet we only find a very limited number of names for each Siirah transmitted
to us, and not every Siirah seems to have multiple names. This view is also supported by the
statements of the Sahabah & that attribute these names to the era of the Prophet %, thereby
implicitly attributing them to him, such as the statement of Ibn Mas‘iid « regarding Strah al-

Mulk," “In the era of the Prophet # we used to call it ‘al-Mani‘ah’.”

21 Jami* al-Tirmidhi, Book 48: Kitab Tafsir al-Qur’an, Chapter 16: Wa min Surat al-Hijr, Hadith #3124; Sunan Ab1
Dawid, Book 2: Kitab al-Salah, Chapter 348: Bab Fatihat al-Kitab, Hadith #1457.

22 Sahih Muslim, Book 53: Kitab al-Tafsir, Chapter 5: Bab fi Sirat Bara ah wa-I-Anfal wa-I-Hashr, Hadith: #3031;
Sahth al-Bukhari, Book 65: Kitab al-Tafsir, Chapter 59: Sirat al-Hashr, Hadith #4694-5. Banii al-Nadir is the name
of the Jewish tribe whose exile the Siirah discusses.

23 Sahth Muslim, Book 23: Kitab al-Fardid, Chapter 2: Bab Mirath al-Kalala, Hadith #1618.

24 Badr al-Din al-Zarkashi, al-Burhan fi ‘Uliim al-Qur’dn, vol. 1 (Beirut: Dar al-Ma‘rifa, 1990), 367.

25 Majma“ al-Zawa’id wa Manba“ al-Fawa’id, Book 29: Kitab al-Tafsir, Chapter 65: Sirat Tabarak, Hadith #11479.
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Sirah Musa

Now that we’ve established that Suwar can have multiple names, and that there is evidence
of the fact that some of these names were taught by the Prophet ¥ himself, we may now turn to
the heart of the question itself. Siirah Ta-Ha is indeed also named Siirah Musa, or Siirah al-Kalim,?®
and the authenticity of this alternate name finds strong support from a distinguished chain of
classical scholars throughout the centuries. Imam al-Suyfiti, one of the two mentioned earlier that
raised this question, mentions an answer himself, where he says, “I read in the book Jamal al-
Qurrda’ by ‘Alam al-Din al-Sakhawi (d. 643/1245) that Siirah Ta-Ha is also named ‘Siirah al-
Kaltm’.”?” Most notably, Ibn Mihran (d. 381/991), a pioneering master of the field of Qira’at in
his era, provides perhaps the earliest documented evidence, where, in his seminal work in which
he also lists his numerous asanid’® going back to the Imams of Qira’at of the earliest generations,
he explicitly lists ‘Siirah Musa’ alongside ‘Stirah Ta-Ha’ in the chapter title itself.?’ This
authoritative testimony is further corroborated by al-Fayruzabadi (d. 817/1414), the accomplished
lexicographer, mufassir, and specialist of ‘Uliim al-Qur 'an, who documents the same name in his
magnum opus Basa ‘ir Dhawi al-Tamyiz.>° Imam al-Biqa ‘1 (d. 885/1480), another masterful Hadith
scholar from the generation preceding al-Suyiti, affirms the name ‘Siirah Musa’ as a second name
for Sturah Ta-Ha in his comprehensive work on the names of Suwar, Masa ‘id al-Nazar, which he

wrote as a prolegomenon to his unique Tafsir, Nazm al-Durar fi Tandasub al-Ayat wa-I-Suwar.’!

26 ¢ Al-Kaltm’ is the title of Musa .. It literally means ‘the one spoken to, the addressee’, referring to how he was
directly spoken to by Allah on the mountain.

27 Al-Suyiti, al-Itqan, 2:370. Original source verified in: ‘Alam al-Din al-Sakhawi, Jamal al-Qurra’ wa Kamal al-
Igra’, vol. 1 (Beirut: Mu’assasat al-Kutub al-Thaqafiyya, 1999), 199.

28 Asanid, pl. of isnad and sanad, is the term for the chains of transmission of a report or a body of knowledge that
go back to its original source. In the context of Hadith, for example, a sanad is the chain of transmission that,
consisting of Hadith narrators, goes back to the Prophet #. In the context of Qira’at, asanid are the chains of
teachers through whom one has received knowledge of the subject, as transmitted from one generation to the next,
going back to the Prophet 3. As such, asanid may be understood as one’s educational pedigrees.

2 Ibn Mihran al-Nishapiri, al-Mabsiit fi al-Qira’at al- ‘Ashr (Damascus: Majma‘ al-Lugha al-‘Arabiyya, 1981), 292.
30 Al-Fayriizabadi, Basa ir Dhawt al-Tamyiz, vol. 1 (Cairo: Wizarat al-Awqaf, 1996), 311.

31 Burhan al-Din al-Biqai, Masa ‘id al-Nazar li-I-Ishraf ala Maqasid al-Suwar, vol. 2 (Riyadh: Matkabat al-Ma ‘arif,
1987), 267.
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Conclusion

It is appropriate to reiterate here that one must realize that every Divine choice regarding
the Quran is rooted in Divine Wisdom (hikmah), and this is what Imam al-Suyut1 referred to in his
aforementioned directive that, “[you must] reflect on the wisdom behind that.”*? This process of
reflection would, of course, first entail appreciating the thematic and analytical coherence of a
Stirah as a unit in general, and the significance of that, and then of Siirah Ta-Ha specifically. While
keeping in mind the scholarly discussion of Stirah names being ijtihdadi or tawqifi, one may still
attempt to deduce an underlying wisdom behind the name ‘Stirah Ta-Ha’ being primary and ‘Strah
Musa’ being secondary. One such wisdom may be the fact that the former is more unique and thus
more effective in identifying the Stirah, whereas the latter could be understood to be referring to

Surah al-A ‘raf or Siirah al-Qasas as well, as those two Suwar also detail the story of Musa . at

length, as mentioned earlier. If the names of Suwar are indeed tawqifi, as is the more compelling
position and the dominant position among the scholars classically, there may well be a hikmah
related to the meaning of the word ‘7a-Ha’ itself that warrants its position as the primary name.
Thus, considering it a Prophetic teaching, it is better to adhere to the primary name of a Siirah,
along with the fact that using an alternate name, while not intrinsically problematic at all, may
cause confusion among common Muslims who may be unaware of the alternate name and the
related entire academic inquiry. Of course, as has become clear through this study, the absence of

something in the common register does not imply its absence in scholarly sources.

32 See footnote 3.
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