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The	Qurʾān	and	the	Historico-philological	criticism:	
Pitfalls	of	hypercriticism,	deceits	of	literalism.	
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The	Qurʾān,	which	is	a	sacred	text	for	nearly	one	billion	individuals,	imposes	on	

believers	 a	 literal	 reading,	 as	 was	 the	 case	 in	 the	 past	 for	 those	 who	 read	 the	 Bible.	
However,	 the	 context	 is	 different,	 because	 scientific	 research	 has	 now	 been	 enriched	
with	tools	unavailable	–	or	still	incomplete	–	to	nineteenth	Century	scholars	who	sought	
to	 enquire	 the	 coherence	 of	 the	 Christian	 scriptures:	 linguistic,	 historico-critical,	
philological	 and	 archeological	 tools.	 For	 the	 past	 thirty	 years,	 there	 have	 been	 a	
multitude	 of	 schools	 of	 interpretation	 of	 the	 Qurʾān,	 from	 rigorous	 pietism	 to	
islamophobic	hypercriticism.	None	of	them	can	naively	claim	to	have	the	objectivity	of	a	
science	 detached	 from	 its	 geopolitical	 context.	 On	 the	 other	 hand,	 to	 renounce	 any	
textual	 criticism	 out	 of	 respect	 for	 believers	 would	 be	 nothing	 more	 than	 a	 facile	
tolerance,	another	aspect	of	censorship.	We	are	seeking	here	not	to	show	the	futility	of	
this	 or	 that	 approach	 according	 to	 a	 positivist	 vision,	 but	 rather	 to	 examine	 these	
different	schools.		
	
	
The	Qurʾān	according	to	traditional	literalism	
	

By	 traditional	 literalism,	 we	 mean	 the	 readings	 the	 Qurʾān	 preceding	 the	
introduction	 of	 historico-critical	 methods:	 this	 includes,	 on	 the	 one	 hand,	 those	
approaches	expressing	the	believers	point	of	view,	but	also,	on	the	other	hand,	studies	
carried	out	by	western	orientalists,	which	still	display	a	degree	of	 literalism.	We	must	
acknowledge	 from	 the	 beginning	 that	 the	 apologetic	 reading	 of	 the	 Qurʾān	 is	 largely	
shared	 in	 the	 Muslim	 world,	 despite	 its	 multitude	 of	 nuances1.	 However,	 Muslim	
apologists	are	not	 the	only	 to	adopt	such	a	reading:	European	 interlocutors	of	Muslim	
scholarsalso	take	up	this	Vulgate,	consciously	or	otherwise,	in	order	to	facilitate	debate	
or	to	seek	sympathy,	at	the	risk	of	simplifications	which	they	do	not	always	believe	in2.	
Secondary	school	textbooks	for	example,	consent	to	paraphrase	this	 literalism	without	
engaging	 in	 critical	 examination3.	 Today,	 reading	 the	 Koran,	 even	 translated,	 as	 it	 is	
offered	to	the	modern	reader,	so	cursive	as	if	it	were	a	simple	poetic	text	is	also	a	part	of	
literalism,	that	is	to	say	in	an	attitude	of	passive	reception	of	a	text	that	is	absolutely	not	
neutral	 and	 for	 which	 we	 refuse	 to	 consider	 the	 context	 and	 the	 intentions	 of	 the	
authors.	

Since	 codification,	 towards	 the	 ninth-tenth	 Centuries,	 of	 the	major	 interpretive	
approaches	 of	 the	Sunna	 –	 the	Muslim	 legal	 and	 exegetical	 tradition	 –	 the	Qurʾān	 has	
been	considered	to	be	of	divine	origin4.	The	Qurʾānic	verses	were	progressively	revealed	
																																																								
1	Ghaleb	 Bencheikh	 is	 here	 a	 representative	 of	 a	 “middle	 way”,	 open	 both	 to	 what	 has	 been	 obtained	
through	research,	but	a	fideist	concerning	the	fundamentals,	Le	Coran	(Paris:	Eyrolles,	2010).	
2	The	work	of	Anne-Marie	Delcambre,	Mahomet,	la	Parole	d’Allah	(Paris:	Gallimard,	1987),	is	characteristic	
of	an	almost	apologetic	approach.	
3	In	2005,	a	history-geography	textbook	caused	scandal	in	France,	because	the	publisher	hid	Muḥammad’s	
face	in	the	chapter	on	the	birth	of	Islam,	ed.	Rémy	Knafou,	Éric	Chaudron	(Paris	:	Belin,	2005),	27.	
4	Alford	 T.	Welch,	 “Ḳurʾān,”Encyclopaedia	of	 Islam.	Second	Edition	(Leiden	:	 Brill	 Online,	 1960-2005),	 al-
kuran-COM_0543	;	 Régis	 Blachère,	 “Coran,”Dictionnaire	 de	 l’islam,	 religion	 et	 civilisation	 (Paris	:	 Albin	
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to	 the	 Prophet	 Muḥammad	 from	 the	 “Night	 of	 Destiny”	 (610)	 until	 his	 death	 in	 632,	
descending	upon	him	from	their	celestial	archetype5.	This	is	the	sense	of	the	word	kitāb,	
too	often	translated	as	“book”,	but	which	in	reality	means	the	referential	text	expressed	
in	 the	 form	of	a	Qurʾān,	a	vocal	proclamation,	a	sacred	recitation,	by	order	of	God.	We	
recognize	here	the	very	notion	of	tanzīl	–	the	“descent”	of	the	Qurʾān.	“This	is	the	kitāb	
which	is	not	to	be	doubted,	a	guide	for	the	righteous”	(S.	2,	26).	

According	 to	 the	 same	 view,	 the	 companions	 of	 the	 Prophet	 are	 said	 to	 have	
learnt	 the	 revealed	 passages	 by	 heart,	 reciting	 them	 under	 the	 supervision	 of	 the	
Prophet,	 sometimes	 using	 various	 material	 aids	 (palm	 leaves,	 bone	 fragments,	
potsherds).	Tradition	does	not	hide	the	fact	that	at	the	time	of	Muḥammad	,	the	Qurʾān	
was	 first	 an	 oral	 text,	 not	 being	put	 into	 any	 form,	 having	neither	 suras	 nor	 chapters.	
There	 was	 therefore	 a	 great	 risk	 of	 its	 contents	 being	 lost,	 once	 the	 “bearers	 of	 the	
Qurʾān”	had	died.	The	 first	Caliph	Abū	Bakr	(632-634)	 is	said	 to	have	commissioned	a	
collection	of	the	entirety	of	the	suras,	and	their	transcription	into	written	form,	with	the	
help	of	Zayd,	the	former	secretary	to	the	Prophet.	Around	653,	at	Medina,	Caliph	ʿUṯmān	
(644-656)	is	thought	to	have	established	an	official	version	of	the	Qurʾān,	ordering	the	
other	versions	still	in	use	to	be	destroyed.	According	to	this	account	–	which	has	almost	
mythical	status	–	the	sacred	text	is	said	to	have	found	its	almost	definitive	form	merely	
twenty	 years	 after	 the	 death	 of	 Muḥammad,	 the	 short	 lapse	 of	 time	 guaranteeing	 its	
reliability7.	

The	 author	 of	 the	Qurʾān	 is	God	himself,	 and	notMuḥammad,	who	was	 just	 the	
faithful	 scribe,	 an	 unlettered	 receiver	who	was	 thus	 pure	 of	 all	 influence,	 all	 external	
writings,	comparable	to	Abraham,	which	moreover	was	the	name	of	his	son.	He	was	the	
“Apostle,	 the	 Unlettered	 Prophet”(al-rasūl,	 al-nabī	 al-ʾummī,	 S.	 7,	 157).	 Yet	 this	
apologetic	translation	fails	to	render	the	other	sense	of	ʾummī,	that	of	the	people	without	
Scripture,	 in	other	words,	Gentiles	 ready	 to	be	 converted8.	The	only	 exterior	 religious	
influence	which	he	is	recognised	as	having	was	that	of	the	ḥunafāʾ,	those	Arab	wisemen	
who	 were	 remote	 from	 pagan	 rituals,	 and	 were	 close	 to	 monotheism	 (S.	 20,	 133)9.	
Muḥammad	was	a	spiritual	virgin,	uncompromised	by	the	astral	religion	of	Mecca.	

In	such	an	interpretive	context,	the	Qurʾān	is	a	text	having	no	equivalent:	“If	men	
and	jinn	combined	to	write	the	like	of	this	Qurʾān,	they	would	surely	fail	to	compose	one	
like	it”(S.	17,	88).	The	later	(ninth	Century)	concept	of	’iʿjāz–	inimitability	–	attributes	a	
uniqueness	to	the	text,	both	in	terms	of	its	form	and	content.	Arabic	which	it	is	woven	is	
an	absolute	perfection,	both	noble	and	concise10.	No	human	language	can	reproduce	it,	
nor	therefore	contest	it.	Controversy	is	even	more	difficult	because	the	text	has	its	own	
life,	which	resolves	apparent	contradictions:	“If	we	abrogate	any	verse	or	cause	it	to	be	
																																																																																																																																																																													
Michel,	 1997),	 216-223.	 See	 the	 classic	 title,	 published	 in	 1920	:	 Ignácz	 Goldziher,	 Die	 Richtungen	 der	
islamischen	Koranauslegung	(Leiden	:	Brill,	1970,	reprint).	
5	Régis	Blachère,	Introduction	au	Coran	(Paris	:	G.-P.	Maisonneuve,	1947),	3	ff.We	are	using	“Prophet”	as	a	
literary	convention.	
6Extracts	from	the	Qurʾān	are	taken	from	the	Translations	of	N.J.	Dawood	(London:	Penguin	Books,	1974;	
fourth	Edition);	Richard	Bell	 (Edinburgh:	University	Press,	1937-1939),	 and	Régis	Blachère	 (Paris:	G.-P.	
Maisonneuve,	1950).	
7	Blachère,	Introduction,	27	ff.	;	Jacqueline	Chabbi,	Le	Seigneur	des	tribus.	L’islam	de	Mahomet	(Paris:	CNRS	
éditions,	2010,	reprint),	65	:	“the	representation	of	a	fixation	of	the	Qurʾānic	text	in	such	a	short	time	and	
during	a	time	which	was	so	positive	from	all	points	of	view	is	very	satisfying	for	belief.”	
8	Blachère,	6-8	;	Michel	Cuypers,	Geneviève	Gobillot,	Le	Coran	(Paris	:	Le	Cavalier	Bleu	éditions,	2007),	14-
16.		
9Ibid.,	23-24.	
10	Claude	Gilliot,	 “Langue	et	Coran	selon	Ṭabarī.	La	précellence	du	Coran,”Studia	islamica	68	(1988),	79-
106.	
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forgotten	 (more	 precisely:	make	 it	 disappear	 from	memories)	We	will	 replace	 it	 by	 a	
better	 one	 or	 one	 similar”(S.	 2,	 106)11.	 Some	 thirty	 verses	 are	 thus	 said	 to	 have	 been	
abrogated	by	God,	or	 replaced,	 some	others	purely	and	 simply	being	deleted,	perhaps	
even	late	on12.	For	example,	it	therefore	makes	no	sense	to	set	verse	2,	240	(concerning	
the	lapse	of	time	for	widows	before	remarrying,	here	of	one	year)	against	verse	2,	234	
(which	 sets	of	 a	period	of	 four	months	 and	 ten	days)	 since	 the	 latter,according	 to	 the	
commentator	Ṭabarī	(839-923),	abrogates	the	former.	In	the	same	way,	the	ban	on	being	
drunk	when	going	to	pray	(S.4,	43)	 is	considered	to	have	been	broadened	by	verses	5,	
90-91	and	2,	219	such	as	to	cover	all	forms	of	intoxication.	This	example	shows	that	the	
commentators	of	the	Qurʾān,	while	showing	literalism	in	their	overall	design	of	the	book	
(uncreated,	 inimitable,	 etc..),	 were	 often	 forced	 to	 leave	 the	 narrow	 reading	 to	 better	
explain	 difficult	 and	 ambiguous	 text13.	 Several	 levels	 of	 explication	 were	 gradually	
developed,	thereby	excluding	a	pietistic	literalism14.	

Most	 of	 the	 Orientalists	 of	 the	 eighteenth	 and	 nineteenth	 Centuries	 did	 not	
question	very	deeply	this	Vulgate	on	the	origin	of	the	Qurʾān.	Nonetheless,	even	taking	
into	account	 the	 reading	and	 the	 interpretation	methods	specific	 to	 the	 Islamic	world,	
they	developed	 important	elements	of	 critique15.	Western	scholars,	be	 they	 readers	of	
European	 translations16	or	directly	 in	Arabic,	underlined	 the	apparent	 impossibility	 to	
make	sense	of	 the	 text,	which	 is	poetic	and	difficult	 to	access;	 they	 identified	different	
registers	of	language	specific	to	each	sura	–	praise,	biblical	narrative,	description,	divine	
exhortation	 –	 and	 different	 narrators	 –	 mainly	 God,	 Muḥammad	 and	 Moses.	
Acknowledging	the	apparent	lack	of	a	plan	and	narrative	structure,	the	scholars	sought	
to	establish	the	inner	logic	of	the	text	by	using	Western	rhetorical	schemes	as	a	model.	
In	the	nineteenth	Century,	pioneers	like	Theodor	Nöldeke	or	William	Muir	established	a	
new	 classification	 of	 the	 suras	 according	 to	 their	 supposed	 date	 of	 composition	 or	
according	 to	 their	 size,	 thus	 endorsing	 the	 Islamic	 tradition	 which	 affirmed	 that	
Muḥammad	was	indeed	the	sole	receiver	or	author	of	theentire	Qurʾān17.	Two	phases	of	
composition	were	recognized:	the	sura	of	Mecca,	revealed	between	610	and	622,	and	the	

																																																								
11	The	Qurʾān	has	been	able	to	be	defined	as	a	self-referential	text,	which	defines	and	corrects	itself;	Stefan	
Wild,	Self-Referentiality	in	the	Qurʾān	(Wiesbaden:	Harrassowitz,	2006).	
12	Thus	Calif	 ʿUmar	(634-644)	is	said	to	have	authorised	the	abrogation	of	several	verses	 in	the	name	of	
God;	Alfred-Louis	de	Prémare,	Les	fondations	de	l’islam.	Entre	écriture	et	histoire	(Paris:	Seuil,	2002),	313-
316.	
13	Claude	Gilliot,	“Les	débuts	de	l’exégèse	coranique,”	Revue	du	monde	musulman	et	de	la	Méditerranée	58	
(1990),	82-100.	
14Idem,	Exégèse,	langue	et	théologie	en	Islam.	L’exégèse	coranique	de	Ṭabarī	(Paris:	Vrin,	1990).	
15	The	French	translation	of	 the	Qurʾān	by	Claude-Étienne	Savary	(1750-1788),	published	in	1782-1783,	
opens	 with	 a	 preface	 paraphrasing	 the	 Muslim	 narrative	 about	 the	 formation	 of	 the	 Qurʾān.	 The	 few	
critical	elements	concerning	the	form	and	order	of	the	suras	:	“Les	premiers	versets	qui	ont	été	révélés	à	
l’apôtre	des	Mahométans,	ceux	qui	devraient	commencer	 le	Coran	se	trouvent	à	 la	 tête	du	quatre-vingt-
seizième	 chapitre.	 Ce	 bouleversement,	 dans	 un	 ouvrage	 qui	 est	 un	 recueil	 de	 préceptes	 donnés	 dans	
différents	 temps	 et	 dont	 les	 premiers	 sont	 souvent	 abrogés	 par	 les	 suivants,	 y	 a	 jeté	 la	 plus	 grande	
confusion.	On	ne	doit	donc	y	chercher	ni	ordre,	ni	suite”	(Paris-Amsterdam	:	Dufour,	1821),	vi-vii.	
16	The	 first	 translation	 into	 an	 Europian	 language	 took	 place	 in	 1647	 and	was	 published	 in	 French	 by	
André	 du	 Reyer	 whereas	 the	 traduction	 by	 Andrea	 Arrivabene,	 published	 in	 1547,	 is	 only	 an	 Italian	
translation	of	 the	Latin	Alconarus	of	Robert	of	Ketton	 (cca	1143).	 James	D.	Pearson,	 “Translation	of	 the	
Kur’an,”Encyclopaedia	of	Islam,	al-kuran-COM_0543.	
17	Theodor	Nöldeke,	Geschichte	des	Qorans	 (Göttingen:	 1860);	William	Muir,	The	Testimony	borne	by	the	
Coran	 to	 the	 Jewish	 and	 Christian	 Scriptures	 (London:	 1855);	 idem,	 The	 Coran,	 its	 Composition	 and	
Teaching	 (London:	 1878).	 See	 the	 historiographical	 résumé	 of	 Blachère,	 240-263;	 also	 Welch,	 “Sūra,”	
Encyclopaedia	of	Islam,	sura-COM_1124.	
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suraof	 Medina,	 revealed	 after	 the	 Hegira18.	 In	 addition,	 the	 sura	 of	 the	 Mecca	 were	
assigned	 to	 three	 periods:	 the	 earlier	 sura	 (undated)	 are	 situated	 at	 the	 end	 of	 the	
Qurʾān,	they	are	short,	imitate	the	Psalms,	and	refer	mainly	to	the	Last	Judgment.	Later,	
during	 the	 second	 and	 third	 periods,	 the	 sura	become	 longer	 and	 are	 systematically	
preceded	by	three	or	four	mysterious	letters	(ALM	;	ALMS	;	ALR	;	ALMR…);	they	evoke	
biblical	 figures,	 and	 the	 memory	 of	 Jerusalem.	 The	 suraof	 Medina	 displaya	 careful	
rhetoric	 and	 contains	 a	 legal	 framework	 addressed	 toan	 established	 community	 in	
which	 Muḥammadfigures	 as	 nabī,	 “Prophet”.	 Henceforth	 the	 symbolic	 importance	 of	
Mecca	took	priority	over	Jerusalem.	

The	 Modern	 Muslim	 exegetes	 and	 believers	 had	 no	 difficulty	 accepting	 this	
classification	of	suras,	which	seemed	to	legitimise	the	story	of	the	Prophet	and	the	tanzīl	
of	the	sacred	text	in	accordance	with	the	context.	Thus,	the	1923	Egyptian	edition	of	the	
Qurʾān,	model	of	 all	 others,	 includes	a	 chronological	order	of	 surates.	However,	 it	had	
the	 deficiency	 of	 stigmatisingMuḥammad	 as	 a	 legislator	 and	 conqueror	 after	 622,	 as	
opposed	 to	 a	 persecuted	mystic	 prior	 to	 the	 Hegira,	 but	 this	 opposition	 was	 already	
present	in	the	Sīra,	the	official	biography	of	the	Prophet.		

On	their	side,	scholarswere	ratifying	this	way	the	idea	that	the	Qurʾān	was	a	self-
generated	 local	product,	owing	nothing	to	any	person	or	any	other	culture.	Despite	 its	
limits,	 this	 first	 stage	 of	 research	 shows	 that	 the	 text	 had	 its	 own	 history,	 and	 that	
different	strata	could	be	discovered	within	it.		

	
	

History-Critical	Method	(nineteenth-twentieth	Centuries)	
	
At	the	end	of	the	nineteenth	Century	and	especially	during	the	twentieth	Century,	

the	 unearthing	 of	 the	 Qurʾān	 inner	 contradictions	 and	 the	 adoption	 of	 the	 critical	
methods	 originally	 set	 for	 the	 Bible,	 enabled	 considerable	 progress	 to	 be	 made	
concerning	 the	study	of	 the	origins	of	 the	 Islamic	corpus.	The	most	representative	are	
Theodor	Nöldeke	and	the	German	School19.	Although	tradition	defended	the	unalterable	
and	closed	nature	of	the	Qurʾān,	the	study	of	the	legal	and	exegetical	texts	of	the	Sunna	
revealed	that	the	sacred	text	was	not	always	the	ultimate	reference	of	Islamic	life.	The	
Sunna	thus	has	retained	certain	autonomy,	preferring	to	refer	to	the	ḥadīṯ	rather	than	to	
the	 Qurʾān,	 thought	 to	 be	 too	 allusive	 and	 insufficiently	 normative:	 “The	 Sunna	 can	
judge	/	explain	the	Qurʾān,	but	the	opposite	doesn’t	work”20.	For	example	lapidation	for	
adultery,	applying	originally	in	the	Torah	both	to	men	and	women	but	not	found	in	the	
Qurʾān,	 was	 nonetheless	 adopted	 in	 the	 muslim	 law,	 but	 only	 for	 women.	 The	 ḥadīṯ	
compiler	Buḫārī	(809-869)	assured	that	its	origin	was	in	the	Qurʾān,	but	that	it	had	been	
abrogated;	others	made	 the	assumption	 that	 the	portion	of	 text	on	which	Muḥammad	
had	written	it	was	eaten	by	a	lamb21.	According	to	these	Muslim	exegetes,	the	Qurʾānic	

																																																								
18 	It	 already	 existed	 in	 Muslim	 tradition	 –	 from	 the	 eighth	 Century	 –	 lists	 ranking	 the	 chapters	
chronologically,	some	of	which	were	used	by	the	Orientalists,	including	Savary	in	his	translation,	or	Gustav	
Weil,	Historisch-kritische	Einleitung	in	den	Koran	(Bielefeld	:	1844)	;	Blachère,	243-252.	
19	“The	Qurʾān,”Encyclopaedia	Britannica	(London:	1891,	ninth	Edition),	XVI,	597	ff.		
20	Formula	inspired	by	al-Dārimī	(I,	153,	no	587,	quoted	by	D.	W.	Brown,	“Sunna,”	Encyclopaedia	of	Islam,	
sunna-COM_1123).	On	this	issue,	read	Claude	Gilliot,	“Tradition,”	Dictionnaire	de	l’Islam,	827-834.		
21	Cuypers-Gobillot,	31.		
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text	had	undergone	internal	changes,	as	is	furthermore	proved	by	the	Shiite	versions	of	
the	book22.	Themselves	going	against	the	literalism	of	believers.	

Placing	 the	 results	 of	 the	 internal	 textual	 critique	 in	 the	 light	 of	 the	 Caliphate	
historical	 context,	we	can	realize	 that	 the	abrogation	of	verses	was	a	valuable	 tool	 for	
Muḥammad’s	 successors	 in	 response	 to	 the	 historical	 necessities	 of	 their	 time.	 In	 this	
line	for	example,	it	is	thought	that	the	passages	uttering	pacific	tolerance	towards	non-
Muslims	have	been	abrogated	by	 the	passage	uttering	 the	use	of	sword	(S.	9,	29);	 this	
modification	 was	 perhaps	 instrumentalised	 by	 the	 Rāshidūn	 Caliphs	 (632-661)	 who	
were	at	war	with	the	Zoroastrians	in	Iran	and	the	Christians	of	the	Near-East.	Without	
wishing	 to	 do	 so,	 the	 commentators	 of	 the	 ninth-twelfth	 Centuries	 accepted	 the	
hypothesis	that	the	Qurʾān	was	constituted	progressively	and	by	human	intervention,	as	
was	 the	Sīra	 and	 the	ḥadīṯ23.	The	Sunni	mystic	 al-Ḥakīm	al-Tirmiḍī	 (died	 in	930)	 thus	
wrote	 in	 The	 Seal	 of	 the	 Saints:	 “I	 well	 know	 other	 abandoned	 verses	 of	 the	 Qurʾān,	
including	the	lapidation	for	adultery	one”.	Belief	in	tanzīl	was	not	necessarily	subject	to	
unanimous	agreement24.	

Besides	 the	 chronological	 classification	 of	 the	 suras	 between	 the	 Meccan	 and	
Medinan	 periods,	 the	 division	 of	 the	 verses	 clearly	 shows	 there	 to	 be	 a	 multitude	 of	
verseor	verse	part	displacements	within	the	same	suras	–	sign	of	a	substantial	editorial	
work,	probably	after	Muḥammad’s	death25.	In	the	second	sura,	known	as	“The	Cow”	and	
said	 to	 have	 been	 revealed	 in	 Medina	 around	 622-624,	 verses	 19-37	 have	 been	
identified	 as	 being	 of	Mecca	 origin	while	 verses	 126-129	 are	 uncertain.	 The	 idea	 of	 a	
global	 textual	 coherence	 is	 thus	 considerably	 weakened:	 it	 seems	 obvious	 that	 it	
undergone	revisions	to	the	point	of	including	later	passages	in	the	middle	of	sequences	
which	were	already	coherent	by	rhythm	and	meaning.	This	results	is	the	production	of	
certain	 heterogeneous	 assemblages26.The	 following	 verses	 (S.	 23,	 10-16)	 are	 thus	
revealing	(the	figures	indicating	the	phonetic	value	of	vowels	on	recitation	according	to	
the	rules	of	tajwīd	;	in	bold	are	the	nasalisations)	:	

	
10.	These	[believers]are	the	heirs(al-wa2riṯū4-6na),	
11.	who	will	inherit	Paradise:	they	will	dwell	in	it	for	ever	(ja2lidū4-6na).	
12.	We	first	created	man	from	the	essence	of	clay	(sula2lat	min	ṭī4-6nin)	;	
13.	then	placed	him,	as	adrop	of	sperm,	in	a	safe	enclosure	(qarār	makī4-6nin).	
14.	 The	 drop	We	 made	 a	 clot	 of	 blood,	 and	 the	 clot	 a	 lump	 of	 flesh.	 This	 We	
fashioned	into	bones,	and	then	clothed	the	bones	with	flesh,	thus	bringing	forth	
another	creation.	Blessed	be	Allah,	the	noblest	of	creators	(al-ḫa2liqī4-6na)	!	
15.	After	that,	at	length,	you	will	die	(lamayitū4-6na),		
16.	and	on	the	Day	of	Resurrectionyou	will	be	raised	up	(tubʿaṯū4-6na).	

																																																								
22	Mohammad	Ali	Amir-Moezzi,	 “Les	perceptions	chiites	du	Coran	:	retour	sur	son	 intégrité,”	Religions	et	
histoire	18	(jan.-feb.	2008),	62-65.	See	for	example	the	case	of	the	first	Sura;	Arthur	Jeffery,	“A	Variant	Text	
of	the	Fatiha,”The	Muslim	World	29	(1939),	158-162.	
23	As	is	brilliantly	shown	by	Prémare,	and	Viviane	Comerro,	Les	traditions	sur	la	constitution	du	muṣḥaf	de	
ʿUṯmān	 (Würzburg-Beyrouth	:	 Ergon-Orient-Institut	 Beirut,	 2012).	 The	 author	 analyzes	 many	
contradictions	about	the	Koran	in	Muslim	sources	before	the	tenth	Century.	
24	Mu’tazilits	theologians	desagreed	with	 idea	of	a	created	Qurʾān.	Wilfred	Madelung,	“The	origins	of	the	
controversy	 concerning	 the	 creation	 of	 the	 Koran,”	 in	 Orientalia	 hispanica	 sive	 studia	 F.M.	 Pareja	
octogenario	dicata,	ed.	J.M.	Barral	(Leiden	:	Brill,	1974),	504-525.	
25	Alphonse	Mingana,	“The	Transmission	of	the	Qurʾān,”	The	Muslim	World	7	(1917),	223-232,	402-414.	
26	These	 problems	 have	 been	 outlined	 and	 commented	 on	 by	 Angelika	 Neuwirth,	 “La	 transmission	 de	
l’Écrit	céleste,”	Religions	et	histoire	18	(jan.-feb.	2008),	44-51	;	 idem,	“Du	texte	de	récitation	au	canon	en	
passant	 par	 la	 liturgie.	 À	 propos	 de	 la	 genèse	 de	 la	 composition	 des	 sourates	 et	 de	 sa	 redissolution	 au	
cours	du	développement	du	culte	islamique,”	Arabica	47,	no.	2	(2000),	194-229.	
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The	 group	 of	 verses	 10-13/15-16	 constitutes	 a	 sequence	 of	 great	 importance,	

having	its	own	theme,	rapid	scansion,	and	coherent	two-by-two	rhymes	(10-11;	12-13;	
15-16).	But	verse	14	was	later	added	in,	being	different	in	terms	of	tone	and	length,	and	
it	was	unsuccessfully	sought	to	make	it	rhyme	with	verses	12	and	13.	

The	Qurʾānic	 corpus	 therefore	 achieved	 its	 coherence	 later	 than	 the	 traditional	
Vulgate	 would	 make	 us	 believe.	 The	 collection	 of	 the	 suras,	 their	 content	 and	 their	
organisation	cannot	postpone	the	beginning	of	the	eighth	Century,	or	even,	concerning	
the	modality	of	their	recitation,	the	tenth	Century27.	Thus,	the	Qurʾān	of	Ubayy	ibn	Kaʿb	
(died	 in	 642)	 did	 not	 include	 the	 Fātiḥa	 (S.	1),	 nor	 the	 last	 two	 suras28.	 Before	 the	
modifications	 of	 ʿUṯmān,the	main	 corpus	 of	 the	middle	 of	 the	 seventh	 Century	would	
thus	 have	 commenced	 with	 the	 second	 sura,	 and	 ended	 with	 the	 one	 hundred	 and	
twelfth.	Interestingly	enough,	the	beginning	of	the	second	sura	is	a	self-definition	of	the	
book	itself,	a	sort	of	title	or	introduction	enouncing	the	tanzīl	(trad.	from	Blachère):	

	
1. A.L.M.	
2. This	is	the	book,	in	it	is	not	to	be	doubted.	It	is	a	guide	for	the	righteous,	
3. who	 have	 faith	 in	 the	 unseen	 and	 are	 steadfast	 in	 prayer	;	 who	 bestow	 in	

charity	a	part	of	what	We	have	providedfor	them	;	
4. Who	 trust	what	 has	 been	 revealed	 to	 them	 and	 to	 others	 before	 them,	 and	

firmly	believe	in	the	life	to	come.	
	

Furthermore,	 the	 last	 sura	 of	 the	 Codex	 of	 Ubayy	 ibn	 Kaʿb	 (S.	 112)	 closes	 the	
entire	 book	 by	 repeating	 the	 very	 nature	 of	 Qurʾānic	 monotheism,	 and	 rejecting	 all	
divine	filiation	which	could	have	reminded	the	Christian	view:	
	

1. Say:	Allah	is	One,	
2. Allah,	the	Eternal.	
3. He	begot	none,	nor	was	He	begotten.	
4. None	is	equal	to	Him.	

	
This	 is	 clearly	 a	 conclusive	 sura.	 Despite	 this	 textual	 coherence,	 the	 codex	 of	

ʿUṯmān	 inserted	at	 the	beginning	 the	Fātiḥa,	which	 is	a	complete	profession	of	 faith,	a	
central	prayer	which	associates	the	essential	elements	of	the	Muslim	faith	monotheism,	
the	last	Judgment,	adoration,	and	the	rejection	of	religious	deviance	such	as	Judaism	and	
Christianity.	As	for	the	Caliphe	added	to	the	end	of	the	Codex	suras	113	and	114,	which	
constitute	additional	apotropaic	formulae	against	devil	and	bad	fortune,	perhaps	magic	
incantations29.	

Since	Theodore	Noldeke	and	Regis	Blachere’s	works	 it	 is	 shown	 that	 the	actual	
Qurʾān	 then	 is	 the	 product	 of	 a	 historical	 evolution30:	 as	 a	matter	 of	 fact,	 no	 seventh	
Century	material	evidence	has	been	preserved,	and	despite	the	orders	given	by	ʿUṯmān	
to	 destroy	 all	 versions	 different	 from	 the	 compilation	 himself	 established,	 some	
alternative	versions	continued	to	circulate	until	 the	beginning	of	the	eleventh	Century,	

																																																								
27	Blachère,	 42-52;	 John	 Wansbrough,	 Quranic	 Studies.	 Sources	 and	methods	 of	 scriptural	 interpretation	
(Oxford	:	University	Press,	1977).	
28	Arthur	Jeffery,	Materials	for	the	History	of	the	Texte	of	the	Qur’ân	:	The	Old	Codices	(Leiden:	Brill,	1937),	
1-24	;	Prémare,	302-306.		
29	Cuypers-Gobillot,	17-19.		
30	Leone	Caetani,	“ʿUṯmān	and	the	Recension	of	the	Koran,”	The	Muslim	World	5	(1915),	380-390.	
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even	 in	 Baghdad.	 The	 account	 relating	 that	 various	 toolswhere	 utilized	 by	 the	
companions	 of	 the	 Prophet	 to	 note	 down	 the	 suras	 (palm	 leaves,	 bone	 fragments,	
potsherds)	is	probably	just	a	myth	to	justify	the	need	for	an	official	compilation	and	the	
ban	it	imposed	on	any	material	archeological	research	of	the	Qurʾān31.	

Very	plausibly,	the	šahāda	itself,	the	profession	of	faith,attests	of	an	evolution.	For	
example,	the	frontispiece	inscription	of	the	Basra	Mosque	(cca	720),	ignores	Muḥammad	
and	is	more	concerned	with	the	anti-trinitarianism:	“He	has	no	equal,	praise	be	to	God,	
the	everything,	in	the	heavens	and	on	the	earth.	He	is	God,	unique;	God,	the	only	one.	He	
begot	none,	nor	was	He	begotten.	No-one	is	equal	to	Him”.	The	same	is	the	case	with	the	
Arabic	inscriptions	from	Syria	dating	from	the	beginning	of	Islam.	They	never	mention	
the	Prophet,	unlike	the	šahāda	of	the	Dome	of	the	Rock	(cca	695)	and	the	coinage	issued	
by	the	Persian	governor	Bishâpûr	in	685.	Thus	the	core	of	Muslim	doctrine	was	subject	
to	some	hesitation	until	the	period	680-72032.	

	The	purity	of	the	Qurʾān,	exempt	of	every	influence	from	its	religious	context,	was	
one	of	the	major	points	that	the	historical-critical	method	contested	from	the	end	of	the	
nineteenth	 Century	 on33.	 The	 conviction	 that	 the	 Arabs	 of	 the	 Hedjaz	 were	 pure	
polytheists	 and	 that	 Muḥammad	 was	 free	 of	 any	 pagan	 defiling	 influenceis	 not	
defendable	anymore	–	today	this	criticism	is	fully	accepted34.	The	Qurʾānis	 indebted	to	
the	genuine	literature	of	Arabia,	to	Jewish,	Christian,	Gnostic	or	Manichean	influences,	or	
even	to	elements	coming	from	Irano-Zoroastrian	religions.		

Let	 us	 acquaint	 with	 some	 of	 the	 Jewish	 features.	 For	 example,	 the	 Qurʾān	
explicitly	refers	to	the	Torah,	and	implictly	to	the	Psalmsor	the	Mishna	and	the	Talmud	
(for	example	the	talmudic	restriction	of	polygamy	to	four	women),	but	also	to	the	Jewish	
Apocrypha	 such	 as	 the	 Testament	 of	 Abraham	 (cca	 70	 B.C.):	 “There	 is	 guidance,	 and	
there	is	light,	in	the	Torah	which	We	have	revealed”	(S.	5,	44).	Certain	passages	remind	
us	of	the	songs	of	praise	of	the	Psalms,	and	the	Shema	Yisra’el	(Deut	6,	4:	“Hear,	O	Israel:	
The	LORD	our	God	is	one	LORD”)	seems	paraphrased	in	the	verse:	“Say:	Allah	is	One,	the	
Eternal	God”35.The	central	Qurʾānic	expression	Rabb	al-ʿalamīn	(“Lord	of	the	Universes”,	
S.	 1,	 2)	 could	 be	 copying	 the	 Jewish	 liturgy	 formula	 Rabûn	 ha-‘olâmîm.	 In	 order	 to	
impose	 themselves	 as	 a	 credible	 religious	 alternative	 while	 confronted	with	 a	 strong	
local	 Judaism,	 especially	 around	 Medina	 and	 the	 Fertile	 Crescent,	 Muḥammad	 or	 the	

																																																								
31	This	is	suggested	by	Alphonse	Mingana,	402-414.	
32	Blachère,	71	ff.	;	Solange	Ory,	“Aspects	religieux	des	textes	épigraphiques	du	début	de	l’islam,”	Revue	des	
mondes	musulmans	 et	 de	 la	Méditerranée	 58	 (1990),	 30-39.	 Tilman	 Nagel	 compared	 the	 šahāda	of	 the	
Dome	of	the	Rock	to	the	collection	of	ḥadīṯ	in	order	to	analyse	the	origin	of	the	profession	of	the	Muslim	
faith,	 “Die	 Inschriften	 im	Felsendom	und	das	 islamische	Glaubenskenntnis.	Der	Qurʾān	und	die	Anfänge	
des	 Hadîth,”	 Arabica	 47	 (2000),	 329-365.	 The	 Qurʾānic	 verses	 affirming	 that	 Muḥammad	 is	 the	 rasūl	
(“messanger”)	cannot	predate	the	end	of	the	seventh	Century	(S.	3,	144	;	33,	40	;	48,	29).	
33 	The	 British	 philologist	 William	 St.	 Clair-Tisdall	 studied	 the	 influence	 of	 Jewish,	 Christians	 and	
Zoroastrians	 texts	 on	 the	 Qurʾān,	 The	 Sources	 of	 Islam	 (London	:	 Society	 for	 Promoting	 Christian	
Knowledge,	1901).	
34	Arthur	Jeffery,	The	Foreign	Vocabulary	of	the	Qurʿān	(Leiden-Boston	:	Brill,	2007,	reprint),	published	in	
1938.	 The	 old	 Arabic	 patrimonial	 religion	 profoundly	 influenced	 Muḥammad;	 see	 Kurt	 Rudolph,	 “Die	
Anfänge	 Muḥammads	 im	 Lichte	 der	 Religionsgeschichte,”	 in	 Festschrift	 Walter	 Baetke,	 ed.	 K.	
Rudolph(Weimar:	Böhlau,	1966),	298-326.	
35	Angelika	 Neuwirth,	 “Psalmen	–	im	 Qurʾān	 neu	 gelesen	 (Ps	 104	 und	 136),”	 in	 Im	 vollen	 Licht	 der	
Geschichte.	Die	Wissenschaft	des	Judentums	und	die	Anfänge	der	kritischen	Qurʾānforschung,	ed.	D.	Hartwig	
(Würtzbourg:	Ergon,	2008),	157-190.	Numerous	verses	echo	Biblical	Psalms:	S.	13,	3	 (Ps	17,	2)	;	24,	42	
(98,	4-9)	;	21,	79	(148)	;	1,	7	(27,	11)	;	22,	47	(84,	11)	;	16,	118	(104,	1-24)	;	78,	1-16	(104,	5s)	;	55	(136,	
the	great	Hallel).	The	influence	of	Psalms	of	praise	had	already	been	demonstrated	by	Hartwig	Hirschfeld,	
Jüdische	Elemente	im	Ḳorân.	Ein	Beitrag	zur	Ḳorânforschung	(Berlin:	1878).		
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authors	of	the	Qurʾān	might	have	drawn	on	the	surrounding	Jewish	tradition	and	on	the	
Aramaic	literature36.		

The	Christian	influence	is	also	established,	as	least	of	its	pre-Chalcedonian	forms:	
monophysitic	(at	the	time	in	Ethiopia,	in	Syria-Palestine	and	in	the	Oasis	of	Nadjrân)	or	
nestorianism	(Mesopotamia	and	Yemen)37.	Muḥammad	or	the	writers	of	the	Qurʾān	had	
some	 knowledge	 of	 the	 Syriac	 Christian	 rites	 and	 doctrines	 and	 probably	 also	 of	 the	
apocryphal	legends	transmitted	by	merchants	and	caravan	people38.	The	Meccan	suras,	
the	 earlier	 ones,	 offer	multiple	 parallels	 to	 Christian	 themes,	 particularly	 eschatology,	
Marian	virginity	(S.	19),	and	the	importance	of	Jesus	(S.	3,	51-55;	4,	171;	5,	110;	19,	16-
33)39.	The	allusion	to	nocturnal	vigils	observed	at	the	beginning	of	Islam	reminds	us	of	
the	ascetic	practices	of	the	Syriac	monks	(S.	73,	20).	The	interpretation	of	the	Paraclete	
of	 John	 14,	 16	 as	 the	 announcement	 of	 the	 coming	 of	Muḥammad	 is	 characteristic	 of	
shifts	 in	 meaning	 between	 Christianity	 and	 Proto-Islam	 (S.	 61,	 6;	 S.	 5-15-16).	 The	
common	expression	Qurʾān	al-karīm	(“Generous	Qurʾān”)	appears	to	be	close	related	to	
that	 of	 “Gospel”	 (“Good	News”).	 Other	 similarities	 have	 been	 noted,	 showing	 that	 the	
early	 Muslims	 had	 knowledge	 of	 Christian	 apologetic	 and	 theological	 texts,	 whilst	
conferring	them	new	meaning.	Thus	the	description	of	the	Houris	(virginal	creatures)	in	
Paradise	 appears	 to	 be	 taken	 from	De	Paradiso	 of	 St	 Ephrem,	 dating	 from	 the	 fourth	
Century40	:	
	

Yes,	and	We	shall	wed	them	to	dark-eyed	houris.	Secure	against	all	ills,	they	shall	
call	for	every	kind	of	fruit	(S.	44,	54-55).	
We	have	created	 [their	Companions]	of	 special	 creation,	and	made	 them	virgin,	
pure,	beloved,	equal	in	age	(S.	56,	35-37).	
	
Whoever	 has	 abstained	 from	 wine	 on	 earth,	 for	 him	 do	 the	 vines	 of	 Paradise	
yearn.	 Each	 one	 of	 them	holds	 out	 to	 him	 a	 bunch	of	 grapes.	 And	 if	 a	man	has	
lived	in	chastity,	they	received	him	into	a	pure	bosom(De	Paradiso,	Hymn	7,	18)41.	

																																																								
36	This	 is	 the	 thesis	of	Emran	el-Badawi,	Sectarian	Scripture	:	the	Qur’ân’s	dogmatic	re-articulation	of	the	
aramaic	 gospel	 traditions	 in	 the	 late	 antique	 near	 east	 (Chicago:	 University	 Press,	 2011).	 On	 the	
relationship	with	 Judaism,	 see	Charles	Culter	Torrey,	The	Jewish	Foundation	of	Islam	 (New	York:	 Jewish	
Institute	of	Religion	Press,	1933),	62-126	(although	his	demonstration	 is	often	peremptory)	;	Michael	E.	
Pregill,	 “The	 Hebrew	 Bible	 and	 the	 Quran	:	 The	 Problem	 of	 the	 Jewish	 Influence	 on	 Islam,”Religion	
Compass	1	(2009),	643-659.	
37	Louis	Grenier,	“Le	Coran	au	risque	de	la	philologie,”Nouvelle	revue	Certitudes	12	(oct.-nov.	2002).	Among	
Christians	came	under	Muslim	rule,	many	scribes	participated	in	the	development	and	in	copying	of	the	
first	Qurʾānic	manuscripts,	without	seeing	neither	perjury	nor	treason	with	their	own	faith,	Alain	George,	
The	rise	of	Islamic	calligraphy	(London	:	Saqi	Books,	2010).		
38	This	Christian	 influence	on	the	beginning	of	 Islam	has	been	understood	since	 the	nineteenth	Century,	
notably	thanks	to	the	pioneering	work	of	Julius	Wellhausen,	Reste	arabischen	Heidentums	(Berlin:	1887).	
Joseph	 Azzi,	 Le	prêtre	 et	 le	prophète,	 aux	 sources	du	Coran	 (Paris:	Maisonneuse	 et	 Larose,	 2001,	 french	
traduction),	shows	the	contribution	to	Qurʾānic	doctrine	of	the	priest	Waraqa,	so-called	cousin	of	Ḫadīja.	
The	 author	 sets	 out	 the	 parallels	 between	 the	 Qurʾān	 interpreted	 by	 the	 Nazareen	 heretics.	 The	 short	
study	by	Samir	Khalil	Samir	summarises	well	what	is	at	stake,	“The	theological	christian	influence	of	the	
Qurʾān,”	in	The	Qurʾān	in	its	historical	context,	ed.	Gabriel	Said	Reynolds	(London	:	Routledge,	2008),	141-
162.	
39	Jacques	Jomier,	Le	Coran.	Textes	choisis	en	rapport	avec	la	Bible	(Paris	:	Le	Cerf,	1989).	
40	Tor	Andrae,	Les	origines	de	l’islam	et	le	christianisme	(Paris	:	Adrien-Maisonneuve,	1955,	fr.	trad.),	153-
154	;	Edmund	Beck,	“Les	houris	du	Coran	et	Éphrem	le	Syrien,”	Mélanges	de	l’Institut	dominicain	d’Études	
orientales	du	Caire	6	(1959-1961),	405-408.	
41 	Andrae,	 151-154	;	 see	 the	 analysis	 of	 Edmund	 Beck,	 “Eine	 christliche	 Parallele	 zu	 den	
Paradiesesjungfrauen	des	Korans,”	Orientalia	Christiana	Periodica	14	(1948),	398-405.	
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Ephrem’s	 monastic	 statements,	 a	 mystical	 vision	 of	 Paradise,	 have	 been	

interpreted	in	these	sura	referringto	a	concrete	description42.	
It’s	 prouved	 the	 Christian	 traces	 in	 the	 Qurʾān	 are	 of	 a	 heretical	 nature,	

Muḥammad	not	taking	an	interest	in	the	Rūms,	that	is	to	say	the	orthodox	Byzantines,	at	
least	 until	 the	 defeat	 at	Mutā	 in	 629.	 Christians	 are	 called	naṣārā,	 a	 term	 designating	
sects.	In	using	this	formula,	the	Qurʾān	continues	the	old	pratique	of	the	Church	Fathers	
who	in	their	turn	had	stigmatised	groups	obeying	to	different	dogmas	by	including	them	
on	lists	of	heretics:	for	example	Pseudo-Jerome	in	his	Indiculus	de	haeresibus	Iudaeorum	
or	Augustine	 in	De	haeresibus	ad	Quodvultdeum.	 Qurʾānic	 christology	do	not	 follow	an	
orthodox	 line,	 nor	 the	 Councils	 of	 Nicaea,	 Constantinople	 or	 Ephesus43.	 The	 Christian	
errors	 denounced	 in	 the	 Qurʾān	 are	 deformations	 –	 themselves	 erroneous	 –	 of	
monophysite	 or	 nestorian	 doctrine,	 such	 as	 the	 astonishing	 triad	 associating	 God	 to	
Jesus	and	Mary	(S.	5,	116),	the	rejection	of	Jesus	as	Son	of	God	and	Lord	(S.	5,	72	;	9,	31),	
and	his	crucifixion	(S.	3,	54-55	;	4,	157).	

Other	 external	 influences	 have	 been	 emphasized,	 in	 particular	 that	 of	 Greek	
culture.	 The	 marvellous	 al-Buraq	 steed	 with	 a	 woman’s	 head,	 which	 is	 said	 to	 have	
borne	Muḥammad	on	his	Night	 Journey	and	on	his	celestial	Ascension,	may	have	been	
inspired	by	the	Greek	Pegasus.	The	Qurʾān	does	not	seem	to	be	hostile	to	Greek	reason,	
certain	unfinished	syllogisms	having	been	identified,	as	well	as	polemical	argumentative	
dialogues,	 a	 genre	 absent	 from	 the	 Arabic	 literature	 before	 Islam.	 Finally,	 initiatory	
dialogues	 of	Hermes	 Trismegistus	written	 between	 the	 firstand	 second	 Centuries	 B.C.	
find	 an	 echo	 in	 the	 Qurʾān,	 which	 seems	 to	 respond	 to	 questions	 asked	 in	 the	 Greek	
text44.		

One	 hundred	 and	 fifty	 years	 of	 research	 on	 the	 Qurʾān	 thus	 completely	
invalidated	the	pietistic	reading	of	the	text	and	its	construction,	bringing	the	literalism	
of	 a	 form	 of	 naivety.	 Moreover,	 as	 they	 did	 with	 the	 Bible,	 the	 scientific	 methods	
threatened	 the	 coherence	 and	 legitimacy	 of	 the	 Qurʾānic	 text	 itself.	 Therefore,	 for	
believers,	the	Western	research	had	the	face	of	a	disrespectful	hypercritical.	
	
	
Philological	questions	
	

Since	 the	 last	 quarter	 of	 the	 twentieth	 Century,	 semantic	 and	 philological	
research	has	 sought	 to	go	beyond	 the	historical-critical	 analysis	and	 to	 reconsider	 the	
Qurʾān	as	a	whole,	with	its	internal	logic	and	its	own	“ideological	project”.	Specialists	of	
Proto-Islam	 have	 thus	 been	 led	 to	 partly	 renounce	 the	 study	 of	 possible	 strata	 of	
composition	 and	 the	 identification	 of	 external	 sources	 for	 the	 verses,	 to	 give	 more	
emphasis	to	the	Qurʾānic	language	itself	and	its	relationships	to	other	idioms.	

																																																								
42Another	 example	 is	 the	 reinterpretation	 of	 numerous	 passages	 taken	 from	 the	 Lactance	 Divine	
Institutions	 (II,	 6,	 7)	 notably	 in	 the	 suras	 against	 pagans	 inspired	 by	 the	 apologetical	 polemic	 against	
Roman	paganism	(S.	2,	170).	
43	The	 heretical	 influence	 was	 initially	 shown	 by	 Adolph	 von	 Harnack,	 Lehrbuch	 der	Dogmengeschichte	
(Tübingen:	Mohr,	1909-1910)	;	see	also	Andrae,	209-210.	
44	For	example:	“We	have	endowed	him	with	sight	and	hearing”	(S.	76,	2).	“We	created	them,	and	endowed	
their	limbs	and	joints	with	strength”	(S.	76,	28).	To	compare	with	Corpus	Hermeticum,	V,	6:	“Who	traced	
out	 the	 circles	 of	 the	 eyes?	Who	 bored	 out	 the	 nostrils	 and	 the	 ears?	Who	 opened	 [the	 portal	 of]	 the	
mouth?	Who	stretched	out	and	tied	up	the	nerves?”	
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The	 first	 Qurʾān	 manuscripts	 did	 not	 have	 the	 diacritical	 marks	 necessary	 to	
recognise	 the	 consonants45.	 This	 is	 well	 known.	 Thus,	 the	 manuscript	 of	 the	 Grand	
Mosque	of	Sanaa	(end	of	the	seventh	Century)	has	bare	letters.	From	the	eighth	Century	
onwards,	our	textual	witnesses	show	those	diacritical	marks.	Moreover,	the	vowels	were	
not	noted	either,	which	multiplied	the	reading	possibilities	of	the	sacred	text.	Until	the	
tenth	 Century,	when	 the	 Caliphs	 imposed	 seven	 canonical	 readings,	 there	were	many	
ways	 to	 vocalise	 the	 Qurʾān46.	 Philologists	 have	 put	 forward	 the	 hypothesis	 that	 this	
double	lack	of	diacritics	and	vocalisation	of	the	written	text	during	the	first	Century	of	
Islam	produced	a	multitude	of	errors47.	The	response	of	the	believer	that	the	memory	of	
the	“bearers	of	the	Qurʾān”	was	excellent	and	that	they	would	have	immediately	noticed	
any	differences	cannot	be	scientifically	sustained,	even	more	so	as	the	Qurʾānic	text	was	
at	the	time	in	a	period	of	gestation,	and	was	being	impacted	by	the	influence	of	foreign	
languages	and	doctrines,	notably	Arabic	Judaism	and	Syriac	Christianity48.	However,	at	
the	time	when	the	book	was	becoming	stable	both	in	its	content	and	its	form,	thanks	to	
written	 aids,	 these	 errors	 became	 fixed	 in	 stone	 because	 of	 the	 sacred	 nature	 of	 the	
Qurʾān.	 Certain	 passages	 whose	 meaning	 remains	 unclear	 are	 in	 reality	 the	 result	 of	
erroneous	 editing.	 In	 order	 to	 find	 what	 their	 original	 version	 might	 have	 been,	
Christoph	 Luxenberg	 has	 established	 semantic	 parallels	 with	 Hebrew	 and	 Syriac	
literature,	which	were	known	in	the	Hedjaz	and	impregnated	the	Qurʾān49.	This	would	
give	an	explanation	for	the	following	mysterious	verses	of	sura	68	(trad.	from	Blachère):	
	

10.	Nor	yield	to	the	wretch	of	many	oaths,	
11.	the	mischief	making	slanderer,	
12.	the	opponent	of	good,	the	wicked	transgressor,	deep	in	sin,	
13.	bully	and,	moreover,bastard	(zanīmin).	
14.	Even	though	he	possessed	enough	money	and	children.	

	
The	last	two	verses	appear	to	contradict	each	other,	as	the	term	zanīmin	(Form	1,	

below),	 refers	 to	 bastards,	 not	 only	 those	who	 intrude	 into	 a	 family	 line,	 but	 also	 the	
absence	of	 affiliation.	 Luxenberg	 therefore	 thinks	 that	 there	was	 an	 error	 in	diacritics	
placement.	By	going	back	to	the	bare	form	(2)	and	taking	inspiration	from	the	Aramaic-
Syriac	RTAM	(“twaddling”,	“to	speak	without	clarity”),	he	proposes	a	different	structure	
for	 the	word	 (Form	3),	 and	 is	 able	 to	 retranslate	 verse	 13,	 giving	 it	 a	 real	 logic	 in	 its	
sense:	“arrogant	furthermore	twaddling(ratīmin)50”.	
	

Form	1	 Form	2	 Form	3	

																																																								
45 	François	 Déroche,	 Les	 manuscrits	 du	 Coran.	 Aux	 origines	 de	 la	 calligraphie	 coranique	 (Paris	:	
Bibliothèque	nationale,	1983).	
46	Blachère,	102-131.	
47	For	example	David	Margoliouth,	 “Textual	Variations	of	 the	Qurʾān,”	The	Muslim	World15	(1925),	334-
344	;	Blachère,	78	ff.	
48	Sidney	Griffith,	 “Christian	Lore	and	the	Arabic	Qurʾān,”	 in	The	Qurʾān	in	its	historical	context,	109-134,	
shows	that	jacobite	literature	in	Syriac	language	may	have	influenced	the	Coran,	particularly	in	the	legend	
of	“Companions	of	the	cave”.	The	parallels	between	Syriaque	and	the	Coranic	Arabic	were	also	suggested	
by	William	Montgomery	Watt,	“Two	Interesting	Christian	Arabic	Usages,”	in	Early	Islam.	Collected	Articles	
(Edinburgh:	University	Press,	1990),	71-74.	
49	The	Syro-Aramaic	Reading	of	 the	Qurʾān.	A	 contribution	 to	 the	Decoding	of	 the	Language	of	 the	Qurʾān	
(Berlin:	Hans	Schiler	Publischers,	2007,	engl.	trad.).	
50	Ibidem,	76-79.	
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The	 variants	 of	 vocalisation	 also	 themselves	 reveal	 numerous	 differences	 in	

meaning	 which	 Islamic	 tradition	 sought	 to	 hide	 or	 minimise.	 Thus	 verse	 64,	 11b	 is	
generally	translated	as	:	“He	guides/drives	the	hearts	of	those	who	believe	in	Him	(yahdi	
qalbahu	 –	 Form	 1,	 below)”.	 Here	 God	 is	 the	 active	 being	 who	 reassures	 his	 faithful	
follower.	However,	an	alternative	vocalisation	which	has	been	suggested	puts	 it	 in	 the	
passive	:	“Whoever	believes	in	God,	his	heart	is	at	peace	(yahdaʾu	qalbuhu	–	Form	2)”51.	
The	 differences	 clearly	 affect	 the	 meaning,	 and	 even	 the	 theological	 approach	 of	 the	
Qurʾānic	God.		

	

Form	1		 	 	 Form	2	

	 	 	
	

In	 contrast	 with	 the	 historical-critical	 school,	 philological	 school,	 a	 more	
synchronic	 approach	 aims	 to	 acknowledge	 the	 Qurʾān	 own	 rhetorical	 coherence.	
Without	 contesting	 the	 existence	 of	 strata	 of	 composition,	 these	 studies	 consider	 the	
Qurʾānic	textus	receptus	as	a	whole,	whose	internal	characteristics	should	be	considered,	
and	 linked	 to	 the	 Arabic	 context	 and	 to	 a	 particular	 style	 of	 expression.	 Thus	 the	
difficulties	 of	 a	 “Western	 method”	 of	 linear	 approach	 have	 been	 surpassed	 by	 the	
discovery	 of	 symmetry	 in	 the	 suras,	 functioning	 on	 mirrored	 thematic	 compositions,	
reinforced	by	 strings	 of	 rhymes	 and	 rhythm	 specific	 to	 tajwīd.	Many	 suras	 form	pairs	
whose	subjects	meet	or	on	the	contrary	oppose,	 for	instance	the	sura	112	of	the	belief	
and	the	sura	111	of	impiety.	

Thus	 in	 sura	 101,	 known	 as	 “The	Disaster”,	 theme	A	 of	 the	 first	 verse	 finds	 its	
counterpart	 in	 the	 last	 verse;	 verses	 2	 and	 3	 offer	 the	 same	 theme	B,	which	 is	 found	
again	 in	 10;	 it	 is	 the	 same	 for	 the	 couple	 of	 verse	 4-5,	 paralleled	 in	 verses	 6-9.	 This	
interlocking	process	is	confirmed	by	the	finals:	
	

1.	The	Disaster	[Theme	:	A1	–	final	:	al-qāriʿa]	
2.	What	is	the	Disaster	?	[B1	–	māl-qāriʿa]	
3.	Would	that	you	knew	what	the	Disaster	is	?	[B2	–	wa	mā4-5ʾādrā2ka	mal-qāriʿa]	
4.	On	that	day	men	shall	become	like	scattered	moths	[C1	–	al-mabṯū4-6ṯi]	
5.	and	the	mountains	like	tufts	of	carded	wool.	[C2	–	al-manfū4-6ši]	
6.	Then	he	whose	scales	are	heavy	[C’1a	–	mawā2zīnuhu]	
7.	shall	dwell	in	bliss	;	[C’1b]	
8.	but	he	whose	scales	are	light,	[C’2a	–	mawā2zīnuhu]	
9.	the	Abyss	shall	be	his	home.	[C’2b]	
10.	Would	that	you	knew	what	this	is	like?	[B’	–	wa	mā4-5ʾādrā2ka	ma	hiya]	
11.	It	is	a	scorching	fire.	[A’	–	nāru	ḥāmiya]	

	

																																																								
51	Blachère,	206-207.	
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A	 certain	 number	 of	 sura	 respect	 this	 type	 of	 subtle	 prosody	 masked	 by	 an	
apparent	 disorder	 which	 can	 be	 reduced	 to	 the	 three	 following	 layouts:	 ABC/A’B’C’;	
ABC/C’B’A’;	 ABC/x/A’B’C’52.	 The	 verses	 that	 articulate	 the	 passage	 of	 a	 sequence	 or	 a	
theme	 to	 another	 are	 thus	 the	 most	 important.	 In	 the	 long	 description	 of	 the	 carnal	
delights	of	Paradise	(S.	55,	46-76),	the	central	verse	give	the	real	ethical	message	of	the	
Qurʾān:	 "What	 is	 the	 reward	 of	 well	 if	 not	 well	 itself?”	 (55,	 60).	 As	 said	 by	 Michel	
Cuypers,	“the	statements	that	occupy	in	the	center	[of	a	sura	or	a	sequence]	sometimes	
prove	to	be	more	universal	and	fundamental	that	the	special	rules	surrounding	them”53.	
The	 inconsistency	 of	 the	 text,	 so	much	 repeated,	would	 be	 to	 overlook.	However,	 this	
rhetoric	 is	 not	 that	 easy	 to	 exhume	because	of	 the	 early	 recomposition	of	 the	Qurʾān:	
numerous	 introductions	and	 inversions	of	verses	and	semi-verses	break	up	 this	 initial	
structure54.	 Irony	 of	 the	 relationship	 between	 supercritical	 and	 literalism:	 the	 thesis	
Cuypers,	 fed	 two	 centuries	 of	 historical	 and	 philological	 Western	 critics,	 obtained	 in	
February	2009	 International	Book	Award	 granted	by	 the	 Islamic	Republic	 of	 Iran,	 “as	
one	of	the	best	new	works	in	the	field	of	Islamic	studies”.	By	giving	back	the	Qurʾān	its	
internal	consistency,	hypercritical	is	reconciled	with	literalism.	

The	term	Qurʾān	 itself	has	been	subject	to	particular	attention55.	It	is	mentioned	
sixty	five	times	in	the	Code,	and	actually	takes	two	forms:	a	proper	noun	indicating	the	
celestial	sacred	text	–	 the	kitāb	–	of	which	 it	 is	 the	 faithful	and	complete	expression;	a	
verbal	noun	build	upon	the	root	QRʾ,	and	indicating	the	reading,	the	recitation,	and	more	
precisely,	a	series	of	successive	acts	of	proclamation	carried	out	by	Muḥammad56.	 It	 is	
this	form	which	is	used	by	Salima	al-Jarmī	in	referring	to	the	ritual	prescriptions	of	the	
Prophet:	“I	collected	from	him	many	Qurʾāns	(qurʾānan	kaṯīran)”57.	Through	the	period	
of	 enunciation	 of	 the	 suras,	 the	 first	 sense	 progressively	 took	 superseded	 the	 second.	
The	term	itself	seems	to	be	inspired	by	the	Syriac	Qeryâna	which	means	the	reading	of	
Scriptures	 during	 Christian	 liturgy58.	 Noting	 this	 parallel,	 philologists	 have	 sought	 to	
compare	 the	 language	 of	 the	 Qurʾān	 more	 systematically	 with	 Syriac,	 and	 have	
concluded	 that	 there	 is	 a	 strong	 impregnation	 of	 this	 latter	 liturgical	 language	which	
might	 have	 been	 thought	 to	 be	 completely	 foreign	 to	 the	 Arabic	 context59.	 The	 terms	
sūra	(“sura”)	and	āyāt	(“verse”)	thus	have	their	equivalent	in	Syriac	:	sûrtâ	(“passage	of	
scripture	 read”)	 and	 âthâ	 (“sign	 or	 mark	 of	 scripture”).	 These	 elements	 lead	 us	 to	
redefine	the	very	nature	of	the	Qurʾān.	It	is	no	longer	a	book	to	be	read	or	recopied,	but	a	
recitation	of	a	liturgical	nature,	like	a	lectionary	or	the	Diatessaron	of	the	manicheans	of	
Persia.	This	hypothesis	enables	us	 to	explain	 the	difficulties	of	 the	 text,	as	 lectionaries	
are	compilations	of	prayers,	songs	and	sacred	texts	(psalms,	pericopes)	which	when	put	

																																																								
52	We	 are	 adopting	 the	 analysis	 of	 Angelika	 Neuwirth,	 Studien	zur	Komposition	der	mekkanischen	Suren	
(Berlin-New	York:	De	Gruyter,	1981).	
53	La	 composition	du	Coran	 (Paris	:	 Gabalda,	 2012),	 174.	 In	 a	masterful	 demonstration,	Michel	 Cuypers,	
updated	construction	and	the	 logic	 in	 the	 fifth	sura,	Le	Festin.	Une	lecture	de	la	sourate	al-Mâ’ida	 (Paris	:	
Lethielleux,	 2007).	 Particularly	 severe	 against	 non-believers,	 it	 condemns	 Jews	 and	 Christians.	 But	 the	
Semitic	structure	reveals	a	central	Sura	verse	–	which	is	the	key	Qurʾānic	rhetoric	–	in	contradiction	with	
the	whole	chapter	and	grants	salvation	to	all	(S.	5,	69).	
54	Cuypers-Gobillot,	47-51	;	Blachère,	169-181.	
55 	Daniel	 Madigan,	 The	 Qur’ân’s	 Self-Image.	 Writing	 and	 Authority	 in	 Islam’s	 Scripture	 (Princeton:	
University	Press,	2001).	
56	Chabbi,	66	ff.	
57	Prémare,	283.	
58	Luxenberg,	70-74.	
59	Claude	 Gilliot,	 “Le	 Coran,	 production	 littéraire	 de	 l’Antiquité	 tardive	 ou	 Mahomet	 interprète	 dans	 le	
lectionnaire	arabe	de	La	Mecque,”	Revue	des	mondes	musulmans	et	de	la	Méditerranée	129	(2011),	31-56.	
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back	 to	 back	 do	 not	 offer	 the	 coherence	 of	 an	 ensemble60.	 Recitation	 is	 based	 not	 on	
meaning	but	on	tajwīd.	

In	accordance	with	 this	 interpretation,	 the	 role	of	Muḥammad	 in	 the	writing	of	
the	Qurʾān	could	be	reconsidered,	in	particular	by	reworking	verses	12,	1-2	(traduction	
R.	Bell):	 “These	are	 the	signs/verses	 (āyāt)	of	 the	book	(kitāb)	 that	 is	 clear.	Verily	We	
have	 sent	 it	 down	 as	 an	 Arabic	 Qurʾān	 (qurʾānanʿarabiyyan),	 mayhap	 you	 will	
understand”61.	This	literal	translation	indicates	that	the	Qurʾān	came	down	from	heaven	
to	enlighten	spirits,	but	 that	 it	pre-existed	 in	Arabic.	However,	 taking	 inspiration	 from	
Syrian	vocabulary,	another	translation	could	be	proposed:	“These	are	the	signs/letters	
(āyāt)	 of	 the	 elucidated	 Scripture	 (kitāb).	 We	 have	 sent	 them	 down	 asan	 Arabic	
lectionary	(qurʾānan	ʿarabiyyan)	so	that	you	may	understand	it.”	The	role	of	Muḥammad	
would	 then	 have	 been	 to	 comment	 on	 a	 liturgical	work	 (qurʾānan)	which	 beforehand	
was	in	a	foreign	language	and	translate	it	 into	Arabic	for	the	purposes	of	clarity62.	The	
Prophet	would	have	based	his	preaching	on	translations	of	biblical	or	apocryphal	texts.		

Other	passages	might	confirm	such	an	interpretation,	such	as	verse	3,	7	(trad.	R.	
Bell):	“He	it	is	who	has	sent	down	to	to	you	the	book	(kitāb);	in	it	are	clearly	formulated	
(muḥkamāt)	verses;	theseare	the	foundation/essence	of	the	book	(umm	al-kitāb);	others	
are	 ambiguous	 (mutašābihāt)”.	 God	 gave	 to	 the	Prophet	 the	 celestial	Qurʾān,	 of	which	
certain	 verses	 must	 be	 clarified	 by	 other,	 clearer	 verses.	 Concerning	 the	 difficult	
passages,	 they	 are	 a	 test	 for	 believers.	 They	 are	 not	 to	 be	 commented	 on,	 as	 only	 the	
Qurʾān	 can	 explain	 the	Qurʾān.	However,	 a	 translation	of	 this	 verse	 inspired	by	 Syriac	
vocabulary	gives	us	a	completely	different	meaning:	“He	it	is	who	has	sent	the	book/the	
referential	 text	 (kitāb)	 down	 to	 you.	 Of	 it,	 a	 part	 precise/well-known	 writings/texts	
(muḥkamāt)	which	are	the	Proto-Scripture/the	primary	text	(umm	al-kitāb),	and	a	part	
of	 other	 writings,	 which	 are	 alike	 in	 meaning/having	 a	 similar	 sense	 (mutašābihāt,	
according	to	the	Syriac:	“the	same”,	“similar”,	“same	meaning”)63.	By	taking	inspiration	
from	Syriac,	 the	verse	 indicates	 that	 the	Qurʾān	 is	 the	 fusion	of	 two	 corpora:	 a	 sacred	
scripture	in	the	form	of	a	lectionary	in	a	foreign	language	and	its	commentary	in	Arabic	
accomplished	by	Muḥammad	to	clarify	 its	meaning.	According	 to	such	analyses,	which	
are	perhaps	rather	too	bold,	Muḥammad	was	firstly	the	reciter	and	interpreter	in	Arabic	
of	 a	 lectionary	 originally	written	 in	 Syriac	 or	 Aramaic.	 The	 instance	 in	 the	 Qurʾān	 on	
defending	 the	 perfection	 of	 its	 Arabic	 language	 (S.	 16,	 103;	 14,	 4;	 41,	 44)	 could	 be	 a	
means	to	hide	its	origins	and	affirm	that	it	is	free	of	all	exterior	influence64.		

The	 word	 kitāb	 itself	 also	 reveals	 the	 ambiguities	 inherent	 to	 the	 vocabulary	
denoting	the	sacred	text65.	Too	often	simply	translated	as	“book”,	it	is	in	fact	a	concept	
born	from	a	long	term	evolution	throughout	the	seventh	Century.	Before	the	end	of	the	
Century,	the	word	made	possible	the	rendering	of	the	contrast	between	peoples	having	
received	Revelation	from	peoples	did	not,	 the	Gentiles	(ahl	al-kitāb/ʾummiyyūn).	There	
were	thus	multiple	kitāb;	but	soon	the	word	came	to	indicate	just	one	kitāb,	(S.	18,	49),	
the	Qurʾān,	an	exact	and	unique	replica	of	the	celestial	archetype.	The	notions	of	Qurʾān	
and	kitāb,	became	a	single	one,	 signifying	 the	closed	nature	of	 the	sacred	 text	and	 the	
																																																								
60Ibidem,	34.	
61	Luxenberg,	105-106.	
62	For	a	fuller	explanation,	see	Claude	Gilliot,	“Le	Coran,	production	littéraire”	(35-48).	
63	Luxenberg,	106-108.	
64	Muḥammad	speaks	“in	a	clear	Arabic	language”	(16,	103	:	bi-lisānin	ʿarabiyyin	mubīn),	however	mubīn	is	
not	 an	 adjective,	 but	 an	 active	 participle:	 “in	 Arabic	 language	 cleared”,	 that	 is	 to	 say	 interpreted.	 The	
exegetes	 and	 lawyers	 of	 the	 Sunna	 also	 defended	 the	 excellence	 of	 the	 Qurʾānic	 language,	 for	 example	
Ṭabarī,	Claude	Gilliot,	“Langue	et	Coran	selon	Ṭabarī,”	Studia	Islamica	68	(1988),	79-106.	
65	Chabbi,	74	ff.	
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rejection	of	earlier	writings,	 thereafter	assimilated	or	 forgotten.	The	concept	was	 thus	
the	 result	 of	 a	 complete	 ideological	 and	 scripturalagenda.	 From	 then	 on,	 questions	
related	to	the	difficulties	of	reading	the	Qurʾān	and	the	apparent	absence	of	a	plan	could	
find	no	answer;	on	the	contrary,	they	became	the	guarantee	of	its	inimitability.	Once	it	
was	 closed	 towards	 the	 end	 of	 the	 seventh	 Century,	 commentators	 could	 no	 longer	
integrate	 new	 passages	 into	 it,	 nor	 modify	 verses,	 and	 had	 to	 use	 existing	 material,	
which	 limited	 their	 freedom	 when	 confronted	 by	 the	 text.	 Therefore	 the	 sciences	 of	
ḥadīṯ,	Sīra	 and	 jurisprudence	were	born	 in	 order	 to	 conform	a	Qurʾānic	 corpus	which	
had	become	untouchable	 and	poorly	 adaptedto	 the	 social	 and	political	 realities	 of	 the	
eighth-tenth	Centuries66.	

The	Syriac	linguistic	influence	appears	to	be	so	striking	that	philologists	sought	to	
transpose	 their	 semantic	 conclusions	 into	 the	 historical-social	 framework,	 a	 transfer	
which	was	 particularly	 hazardous	 in	 the	 case	 of	 the	 thesis	 of	 Édouard-Marie	 Gallez67.	
The	 latter	 situates	 the	 birth	 of	 Proto-Islam	 within	 the	 framework	 of	 Judeo-Nazarene	
communities	of	Syria-Palestine	–	even	that	of	Medina	–	who	were	waiting	for	the	return	
of	Christ.	Allied	to	the	Arab	tribes	influenced	by	their	messianic	message,	they	launched	
an	attack	on	Jerusalem	in	638	in	order	to	reconstruct	the	third	temple	and	bring	about	
the	Parousia68.	The	 failure	of	 the	Messiah	to	return	 led	the	tribes	 in	question	to	assert	
their	 independence	 from	 the	 sect,	 and	 to	 refocus	 on	 Mecca	 and	 their	 Arab	 identity,	
whilst	 retaining	 some	 of	 the	 religious	 inspiration	 and	 sacred	 texts	 transmitted	 by	 the	
Judeo-Nazarenes.	 Here	Muḥammad	was	 a	 simple	 pawn	 in	 this	 alliance	 which	 had	 no	
future,	 or	 even	 a	 person	 entirely	 invented	 for	 the	 occasion69.	 This	 was	 a	 seductive	
hypothesis,	but	the	methodological	errors	of	the	author	and	certain	positions	taken	by	
him	discredited	his	work,	although	it	was	well	researched	and	argued70.		

The	 critical	 philology	 of	 Jacqueline	 Chabbi	 does	 not	 go	 as	 far,	 and	 offer	
stimulating	perspectives	concerning	the	birth	of	the	Qurʾān.	Her	approach	to	the	text	is	
to	 insert	 it	 into	 the	 nomadic	 mentalities	 of	 the	 Hedjaz,	 pregnant	 within	 the	 earliest	
Muslim	communities71.	However,	the	conquest	and	integration	of	a	large	number	of	the	
great	Persian,	Mesopotamian,	Syrian	and	Egyptian	cultural	centers	would	have	made	a	
large	 number	 of	 typically	 tribal	 and	 peninsular	 references	 incomprehensible,	 thereby	
needing	to	be	reinterpreted.	Sura	114,	 the	ending	one,	would	be	a	kind	of	echo	of	 this	
tribal	Proto-Islam:	

	
1.	Say:	I	seek	refuge	in	the	Lord	of	Men	(rabb	an-nās),	
2.	the	King	of	men	(malīk	an-nās),	
3.	the	protector	of	men,	
4.	from	the	mischief	of	the	slinking	prompter	
5.	who	whispers	in	the	hearts	of	men	;	
6.	from	jinn	and	men.	

																																																								
66	Blachère,	“Coran”(220-223).	
67Le	messie	et	son	prophète.	Aux	origines	de	l’islam	(Paris	:	Éditions	de	Paris,	2005).	
68	The	 importance	of	 Jerusalem	in	 the	 inital	plans	of	 Islam	and	Muḥammad	has	also	been	underlined	by	
Prémare	(131-172).	
69	The	 polemical	work	 of	 Laurent	 Lagartempe	 echoes	 this,	Petit	 guide	du	Coran.	Tout	 ce	que	 vous	devez	
savoir	de	ce	que	dit	vraiment	le	Coran	(Paris	:	Consep,	2003).	
70	The	conclusion	of	 the	 first	 tome	reveals	 the	distance	taken	by	the	author	towards	historical	methods:	
“The	Judeo-nazarean	faith	takes	the	believer	into	a	world	which	does	not	exist	–	which	has	never	existed	
even	–	but	which	should	exist.	The	Communist	faith	functioned	in	the	same	way”	(516).	
71	This	thesis,	which	underlines	the	importance	of	the	milieu	of	the	time,	is	not	new,	see	Nasr	Abou	Zeid,	
Critique	du	discours	religieux	(Paris:	Sindbad,	Actes	Sud,	1999),	also	Prémare.	
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Whereas	 current	 exegesis	 understands	 the	 first	 verses	 to	 be	 recognition	 of	 the	

universal	God	of	Islam,	Jacqueline	Chabbi	shows	that	the	rabb	has	firstly	a	local	meaning,	
indicating	 the	 lord	of	 the	 tribal	 camp	(rabb	al-dār).	The	malīk	 refers	 to	a	wider,	 inter-
tribal	 reality,	 to	 a	 chief	who	has	managed	 to	 impose	 himself	 above	his	 natural	 group,	
over	several	cities	and	wells	at	the	same	time72.	According	to	such	an	interpretation	of	
this	 late	sura,	 the	original	 Islam	did	not	have	universalist	pretentions,	and	might	have	
been	a	sort	of	Arabic	henotheism73.	But	its	victories	beyond	its	peninsular	and	nomadic	
context	 led	 the	new	masters	of	 the	 community	 to	widen	 the	Qurʾānic	 vocabulary.	The	
word	rabb	was	thereafter	associated	to	the	only	God.		

	
	

Conclusion	
	

All	 the	perspectives	which	have	been	referred	to	 in	 this	paper	have	accelerated	
the	 challenge	 of	 the	 facts	 concerning	 the	 Qurʾān	 over	 the	 past	 Century.	 Scientific	
research	has	gone	well	beyond	simple	 form	critique	 to	criticise	 the	very	nature	of	 the	
Qurʾān,	 its	 formation,	 and	 its	 author.	 The	 general	 public,	 which	 is	 easily	 affected	 by	
simplistic	 polemics	 concerning	 the	 violence	 of	 Islam	 or	 the	 place	 of	 women,	 knows	
nothing	 of	 this	 radical	 re-reading.	 Historians	 themselves	 remain	 apart	 from	 these	
analyses,	 which	 originate	 firstly	 from	 the	 work	 of	 philologists	 and	 Arab	 language	
specialists.	All	use	methods	of	comparative	linguistics	to	deduce	therein	social,	religious	
and	political	phenomena.	By	taking	support	from	intertextuality,	from	parallels	between	
different	corpora	–	such	as	between	the	Qurʾān	and	the	Syriac	–	they	conclude	that	there	
were	direct	human	contacts	between	Muḥammad	or	his	companions	and	foreign	groups.	
However,	for	the	historian,	ideological	or	intellectual	parallel	is	not	necessarily	the	sign	
of	 a	human	connection	or	 relationship	between	groups	 that	have	nothing	 in	 common:	
place	of	 life,	attitudes	and	language74.	Only	archeology	provides	tangible	real	historical	
evidence,	which	 confirm	 some	 of	 the	 assumptions	mentioned,	 including	 that	 of	 a	 late	
establishment	of	the	Muslim	profession	of	faith.	Philology	decrypts	speech	and	Qurʾānic	
project	only	through	language,	while	the	historian	needs	material	witnesses	that	lack	for	
the	origins	of	 Islam.	Because	of	 these	shortcomings,	 the	 life	of	Muḥammad	couldn’t	be	
written	 according	 to	 historical	 methods	 and	 his	 biography	 would	 be	 revealed	 as	
something	impossible75.	

Finally,	 this	 passionate	 field	 of	 study	does	 indeed	pose	 the	delicate	question	of	
the	social	responsibility	of	the	historian	or	the	researcher.	For	no-one	is	ignorant	of	the	
current	 risks	 run	 by	 those	 who	 contest	 the	 Muslim	 Vulgate,	 which	 is	 scrupulously	
defended	 by	 extremist	 groups.	 Should	 the	 consensus	 be	 challenged	 in	 the	 name	 of	
scientific	progress?	Does	the	historian	have	the	vocation	to	be	a	mediator?	In	respect	of	
the	Qurʾān	–	and	it	alone	–	critique	can	easily	appear	to	be	hypercriticism.	

	

																																																								
72	Chabbi,	277	ff.	
73	Ibidem,	54-55.	
74	The	thesis	of	Ch	Luxenberg	 implies	 that	 the	Syriac	 language	was	common	 in	Mecca,	 that	no	historical	
source	 confirms.	 Read	 the	 critical	 review	 of	 Viviane	 Comerro	 de	 Prémarre	 dans	 Bulletin	 critique	 des	
Annales	islamologiques	24	(2008),	63-65.	
75	Jacqueline	Chabbi,	“Histoire	et	tradition	sacrée	:	la	biographie	impossible	de	Mahomet,”	Arabica	43,	no	1	
(1996),	189-205.	
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Summary	

The	 Qurʾān	 is	 the	 subject	 for	 more	 than	 a	 century	 of	 critical	 works	 that	 have	
challenged	into	question	a	given	text	supposed	immutable.	Scientific	research,	fueled	by	
philology	and	biblical	criticism,	 tried	to	 find	periods	of	composition	and	rhetoric	Book	
consistency.	 In	 doing	 so,	 it	 also	 discovered	 the	 vagaries	 of	 formatting	 the	 Qurʾān,	 its	
Arabian	 and	 foreign	 sources,	 showing	 that	 it	was	 from	 the	 beginning	 a	 dialogue	with	
other	 texts	 before	 the	 official	 interpretations	 give	 it	 its	 unalterable	 status	 and	 final	
composition.	

The	 article	 presents	 the	 status	 of	 these	 critical	 researches	 for	 a	 non-specialist	
public,	 different	 interpretative	 schools	 competing	 since	 the	 nineteenth	 century	
(historical-critical	 school,	 philological	 school,	 etc..).	 To	 show	 the	pitfalls	 then	highlight	
the	 political	 and	 social	 problems	 of	 a	 serene	work	 on	 the	 Koran	when	 you	 leave	 the	
pietistic	literalism.	
	
Keys	
Qurʾān,	Muḥammad,	critical	history,	islam,	historiography	


