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Abstract

At the beginning of Sturah al-Rim (Qur’an 30), each of the verbs ghulibat ("has been
vanquished") and sayaghlibin ("will be victorious") has been transmitted in both active and
passive forms, giving rise to two competing interpretations. According to the first, following the
mention of the Persians’ victory over the Romans, the Qur’an promises that the Romans will
soon prevail over the Persians. According to the second, following the mention of the Romans’
victory over the Muslims, the Qur’an promises that the Romans will soon be defeated by the
Muslims. The present study demonstrates that, in the opening verses of Stirah al-Rim (Qur’an
30), the opposing party to the Romans is the Muslims, referred to as al-mu’minin (“the
believers”), rather than the Persians, who are not explicitly mentioned in the text. Identifying
the Muslims as the opposing party also provides a coherent explanation for their rejoicing upon
the fulfillment of the event concerning the Romans promised by the Qur’an. Accordingly, on
the basis of contextual evidence, the preferred readings are the active form ghulibat and the
passive form sayaghlibin. On this interpretation, Siirah al-Rim was revealed during the
Medinan period, after the Battle of Mu’tah and the Muslims’ defeat in that battle. Its opening
verses therefore convey a promise of divine victory and the eventual defeat of the Romans at
the hands of the Muslims.
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Introduction

At the beginning of Surah al-Rum (Qur’an 30), in the recitation of the phrase
“ghulibat al-riim T adna al-ard wa hum min ba‘di ghalabihim sayaghlibtin” [The
Byzantines has been vanquished in a nearby land, but they, after their defeat,
will be victorious] (Qur’an 30: 2-3), the verb ghulibat has been transmitted in
two forms: one with the ghayn bearing a dammah and the lam a kasrah, and the
other with both the ghayn and lam bearing fathah. In the first reading, the verb
is in the passive voice and means that the Romans were defeated in the nearest
land. In the second, it is in the active voice, reversing the meaning: the Qur’an
reports that the Romans prevailed in the nearest land. A similar variation occurs
in the reading of sayaghlibin—with the ya’ bearing a fathah and the lam a
kasrah—and sayugh-labiin—with the ya’ bearing a dammah and the lam a
fathah. In the former, the imperfect verb is active and indicates that the Romans
will soon prevail, whereas in the latter, it is passive and indicates that the
Romans will soon be defeated. Among these readings, the one that became
widespread among the early Qur’an reciters combines the passive reading of the
first verb with the active reading of the second. In the less widespread reading,
these two forms are reversed.

According to the widespread reading, the Persians constitute the opposing
party of the Romans. Thus, ghulibat al-riim means that the Romans were
defeated by the Persians, while sayaghlabun indicates that the Romans will soon
prevail over the Persians. In the less widespread reading, however, the Muslims
constitute the opposing party of the Romans and are subsequently referred to as
al-mu’minun (“the believers”). Accordingly, ghalabat al-riim signifies the
Romans’ victory over the Muslims, while sayugh-labun refers to the Romans’
defeat in the near future. Under the widespread reading, ghalabihim is the verbal
noun annexed to an object pronoun and denotes the Romans’ defeat, whereas
under the less widespread reading, it is annexed to a subject pronoun and
denotes the Romans’ victory.

The passive reading ghulibat has historically been associated with the
Persian conquest of Jerusalem in 614 CE or Damascus in 613 CE. Similarly, the
Roman victory predicted by the active reading sayaghlabun has been associated
with the Roman victory over the Sasanians at the Battle of Nineveh in 627 CE.
By contrast, the historical referent of the active reading ghalabat is the Romans’
victory over the Muslims at the Battle of Mu’tah in 8 AH. Likewise, the
prediction of the Romans’ defeat conveyed by the passive reading sayugh-labun
can be correlated with the Muslim conquest of Jerusalem or Damascus during
the reign of the second caliph.

Research Findings
Several lines of evidence indicate that the less widespread reading at the
beginning of Siirah al-Riim is preferable to the widespread reading. The most
significant consideration is that, under the widespread reading, the identity of
the Romans’ opposing party is absent from the Qur’anic text, whereas under the
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less widespread reading, the opposing party can be identified from the text itself.
A reading grounded in the Qur’anic text and requiring no speculative reports
external to it is therefore preferable to one that depends upon such reports.

Furthermore, according to the widespread reading, the Qur’an states that
the believers will rejoice on the day of the Romans’ victory because of God’s
help. Under this reading, however, the relationship between the Romans’ victory
and the believers’ rejoicing is unclear, leading some exegetes to offer strained
explanations, including the assumption that the Romans’ victory over the
Persians coincided with the Muslims’ victory over the polytheists at the Battle
of Badr. Under the less widespread reading, by contrast, the relationship
between the Romans’ defeat and the believers’ rejoicing is straightforward and
requires no such explanation, since the Muslims’ victory naturally provides
grounds for their rejoicing. Likewise, the expression ghalabihim is more
compatible with the active reading ghalabat, because the basic grammatical
principle is that a verbal noun is annexed to its agent, whereas its annexation to
the object is not necessary.

Moreover, the expression “yawma idhin yafrahu al-mu 'miniin bi-nasr”
("Allah On that day the believers will rejoice in the help of Allah") indicates that
the believers will rejoice on the promised day because of God’s help. The
promise of divine assistance cannot naturally be understood as referring to the
victory of the Roman disbelievers, whereas the widespread reading appears to
entail precisely such an interpretation. Similarly, the expression “wa ‘da Allah
la yukhlifu Allahu wa ‘dahu” ("Allah’s promise; Allah does not break His
promise") refers to an unequivocal divine promise. It is difficult to regard
disbelieving Christians as the intended recipients of glad tidings concerning
such a specific divine promise; yet this is an implication of the widespread
reading.

Conclusion

This study favors the active reading ghalabat and the passive reading sayugh-
labiin at the beginning of Surah al-Riim. On this basis, and contrary to the
widespread position among exegetes, Sturah al-Rum should be regarded as
Medinan, since its opening verses refer to the Romans’ victory over the
Muslims, which can historically be correlated with the Battle of Mu'tah in 8
AH. During this battle, several Muslim commanders were successively killed,
after which the Muslim army withdrew and returned to Medina. No event
corresponding to a Roman victory over the Muslims can be identified during
the Meccan period. Accordingly, when determining whether a surah is Meccan
or Medinan, evidence derived from the Qur’anic text should take precedence
over transmitted or conjectural reports.
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