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Abstract

Self-similarity is the most pervasive feature of the Qur'an and demands an explana-
tion. Western scholarship generally maintains that self-similarity indicates the Qur’an’s
oral origins. In contrast, this article argues that self-similarity is evidence of an initial
written origin of the Qurian that played a crucial role in giving the text its distinct
identity and safeguarding it from corruption. The article is divided into three sections.
The first introduces the concept of self-similarity, briefly defining it and reviewing
Western scholarship that has dealt with self-similarity. The second section examines
how self-similarity functions within the Qur’an by analyzing eleven samples of parallel
passages, thereby substantiating the study’s central claim. The third section concludes
that the Quran was not subject to later editing and that the ‘Uthmanic Codex was
copied from an earlier written exemplar.

Keywords

Quran — textual integrity — ‘Uthmanic Codex - canonization — standardization —
San@’ Palimpsest
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Introduction

The Qur’an defines itself as a self-similar book, “God has sent down the most
beautiful discourse: a Book [that is] self-similar, oft-repeated (allahu naz-
zala ahsana al-hadithi kitaban mutashabihan mathaniya).! This definition
not only highlights the Quran’s most pervasive feature but also implies that
its self-similarity is both intentional and intrinsic to its design. The term
mutashabihan can denote both similarity and confusion. In this context, it

1 Quran 39:23. The English translations of the Qurianic texts are taken, with the necessary
changes made, from six sources: 1-Sahih International, 2-Pickthall, 3-Yusuf Ali, 4-Shakir,
5-Arberry, and 6-Khattab.
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refers to the strikingly similar passages repeated throughout the Qur’an, which
can sometimes be so alike that they confuse the reader. To elucidate this mean-
ing, the adjective mutashabihan is modified by “oft-repeated (mathaniya),
indicating that the intended confusion arises not from ambiguity of meaning
but from the close resemblance in the appearance of passages.

Essentially, self-similarity and repetition are synonymous in the Qurian.
Words, phrases, ayas, and entire passages are repeated, creating a tapestry
of self-similar elements woven throughout the text. While repetition is often
viewed as a compositional flaw, the phrase “the most beautiful discourse
(ahsana al-hadith)” suggests that the Quran’s beauty lies precisely in its
self-similarity.2 This perspective challenges the common negative perception
of repetition and redefines our understanding of its role in the text. This article
will show that self-similarity, as a central phenomenon, reflects not only the
original formation of the Qur'an but also plays a pivotal role in preserving its
textual integrity.3

1 The Impact of Self-Similarity on Modern Scholarship

The self-similarity of the Quran has profoundly impacted modern Western
scholarship. Leading theories on its formation and origins are essentially
reactions to the text’s repetition. For instance, John Wansbrough’s radical
hypothesis posited that the Qur’an crystallized centuries later than traditional
accounts maintain and emerged within Mesopotamian sectarian communi-
ties rather than the Hijaz. This theory was heavily influenced by Wansbrough’s
interpretation of the phenomenon of repetition in the Qur'an. He viewed it as
evidence of an “organic development” from originally separate collections of

2 Theodor Néldeke criticized repetition in the Qur’an, particularly during its second Meccan
period, arguing that it rendered the style dull, prosaic, and downright boring. See Theodor
Noldeke et al., The History of the Qur'an. ed. and trans. Wolfgang H. Behn (Leiden and Boston:
Koninklijke Brill, 2013), 117.

3 Inmy PhD thesis, I demonstrated that repetition forms the foundation of siira unity, provid-
ing numerous examples and a detailed analysis of three complete saras: al-Tawbah (Q 9),
Yusuf (Q 12), and al-Kahf (Q 18). See Jawhar M. Dawood, Lexical Cohesion in the Qur'an. The
Surah: Disjointed or Interwoven? (PhD. Diss, University of Aberdeen, 2019). I further elabo-
rated on the thesis in my Arabic monograph, Nazm al-Qurian, with extensive examples, a
particular emphasis on the narrative structure in the Quran, and a more detailed analysis of
three complete siiras: al-An‘am (Q 6), al-Kahf (Q 18), and Yasuf (Q 12). See Jawhar M. Dawood,
Nazm al-Quran: Qira’a Jadida fi Tajanusi Iqa‘ihi wa-Talahumi Bin@ihi (Beirut: Mominoun
Without Borders Institution for Publication and Distribution, 2022).
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107 BEYOND THE ‘UTHMANIC CODEX

logia, arguing that a more unified text would have reduced such redundancy.*
He further argued that the very high frequency of formulae and formulaic sys-
tems in the Qur’an “could indicate not only a long period of oral transmission
but also of oral composition.”

However, this hypothesis has not gained universal acceptance. For example,
Fred Donner disagreed with Wansbrough’s notion that the Qur’an crystallized
centuries after the Prophet’s lifetime, but he found common ground in the
idea that its formation could have occurred within a shorter timeframe — thirty
years rather than two hundred.® Additionally, both scholars concurred that the
Qur’an may have originated through oral composition, with Donner offering
a vivid analogy: “different recordings of a politician’s stump speech delivered
over a few days or weeks.””

Devin]J. Stewart critiqued Wansbrough'’s hypothesis, particularly his analysis
of the Shu‘ayb story in Strat al-Shu‘ara (Q 26:178-88). Wansbrough considered
this version to be the least coherent and potentially the earliest, suggesting
a primitive origin.® However, Stewart argued convincingly that each retell-
ing of the Shu‘ayb story is tailored to fit the context in which it appears.® He
suggested that Wansbrough’s misinterpretation stemmed from analyzing the
stories in isolation.!” Partially agreeing with Donner’s analogy of oral compo-
sition, Stewart offered his own refined and more realistic version: a sermon
(khutba) where producing different versions of the same Prophetic stories may
have involved written, oral, or mental preparation rather than an impromptu
performance.!!

Wansbrough's hypothesis has not been entirely dismissed. What has been
challenged is only the aspect lacking support from textual evidence or histori-
cal data — specifically, the proposition concerning the temporal and spatial
shifting of the Quran’s origins. This facet of his hypothesis has been defini-
tively discredited following the discovery of Qur'anic manuscripts dated to the

4 John Wansbrough, Quranic Studies: Sources and Methods of Scriptural Interpretation,
trans. Andrew Rippin (Amherst, NY: Prometheus, 2004), 50.

5 Wansbrough, Quranic Studies, 48.

6 Fred M. Donner, Narratives of Islamic Origins: The Beginnings of Islamic Historical Writing
(Gerlach Press, 2021), 37.

7 Fred M. Donner, “The Qur’an in Recent Scholarship: Challenges and Desiderata,” in The
Quran in Its Historical Context, ed. Gabriel Reynolds (London: Routledge, 2007), 34.

8 Devin J. Stewart, “Wansbrough, Bultmann, and the Theory of Variant Traditions in the
Quran,” in Quranic Studies Today, ed. Angelika Neuwirth and Michael Anthony Sells
(London: Routledge, 2016), 27.

9 Ibid., 28.
10  Ibid, 30.
11 Ibid, 45.
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first century of Islam.!> However, the other aspect, linked to oral composition,
continues to be the subject of study in contemporary scholarship. Scholars
still employ it as a powerful tool, not only to explain self-similarity, but also to
explore the Quran’s origins.

A notable illustration of this phenomenon is the work of Islam Dayeh, who
closely examined the intertextuality of seven adjacent suras in the mushaf,
traditionally referred to as the hawamim (Q 40, 41, 42, 43, 44, 45, 46), all com-
mencing with the disconnected letters fa-mim.!® Employing the formulaic
theory of oral composition pioneered by Milman Parry (d. 1935) and later
expanded by his disciple Albert Lord (d. 1991),'* Dayeh studied parallel phrases
and sentences that appear in these siras. His objective was to discern traces
of oral composition within these siras by analyzing the recurring patterns
of specific expressions. Dayeh saw a striking resemblance between the con-
cept of self-similarity (mutashabih) in the Quran and Parry’s formulaic the-
ory, despite the latter being designed to function exclusively under the same
metrical conditions, which do not actually apply to the Qur’an since it lacks
metrical systems.’®> Milman Parry defined the formula in Homeric poems as
“a group of words which is regularly employed under the same metrical condi-
tions [emphasis added] to express a given essential idea.”’® Nonetheless, Dayeh
argued that residues of oral literature and formulaic language are discernable
in the Qur’an, while simultaneously acknowledging the theory’s limitations
and advising caution in its application to the Quran.’”

12 Onmultiple historical, orthographic, paleographic, and codicological studies challenging
Wansbrough’s hypothesis, see Hythem Sidky, “On the Regionality of Qur'anic Codices,”
Journal of the International Quranic Studies Association 5, no. 1 (December 20, 2020);
133—210.

13 Islam Dayeh, “AL-HAWAMIM: Intertextuality and Coherence in Meccan Surahs,” in The
Qurian in Context: Historical and Literary Investigations into the Quranic Milieu, ed.
Angelika Neuwirth, Nicolai Sinai, and Michael Marx (Leiden: Brill, 2009), 468.

14  Ibid.

15  Devin J. Stewart argued that the Qur'an exhibits a form of accent-based metrical struc-
ture, or saj" However, his argument is not convincing because accent-based meter is a
literary concept of his own development that does not have any precedent in the Arabic
language. Indeed, he arbitrarily rejected the established prosody of al-Khalil b. Ahmad
al-Farahidi (d. 170 AH / 791 CE) and proposed a new triad of prose, poetry, and saj to
replace the traditional dichotomy of prose and poetry. See Devin J. Stewart, “Saj‘ in the
Quran: Prosody and Structure,” Journal of Arabic Literature 21, no. 2 (January 1990);
101-139.

16 Milman Parry, “Studies in the Epic Technique of Oral Verse-Making. 1. Homer and
Homeric Style,” Harvard Studies in Classical Philology 41 (1930), 80.

17  Dayeh, “al-Hawamim,” 469f.
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109 BEYOND THE ‘UTHMANIC CODEX

Another significant example is Andrew G. Bannister, who rigorously
attempted to apply Milman Parry’s theory to the Qur’an in his book An Oral-
Formulaic Study of the Qurian. Utilizing a computerized database encompass-
ing the entire Qurianic corpus, he observed the recurrence of specific phrases,
such as al-ladhina amana wa-‘amila, ‘ala kulli shay’in qadir and fi sabil illah,
throughout the Quran. From this observation, he deduced that the Quran
exhibits a highly formulaic nature, although none of these phrases possesses
any metrical value — a criterion essential for a text to be classified as formulaic
according to Parry’s definition.!®

The primary focus of the book, however, was to explain the variations found
in the seven retellings of the Iblis and Adam story in the Qur’an. The author
posited that these variations arise from the oral composition of the story at
speed under the pressure of performance, thereby bearing “the hallmark of
being performance variants.”’® However, Bannister fell into the same analyti-
cal pitfall as Wansbrough did. Like Wansbrough, Bannister analyzed the differ-
ent versions of the story in isolation rather than examining them within their
contextual framework. Instead of considering the stories in their respective
contexts, he juxtaposed them and compared them with one another, making
no effort to explain why, for instance, Iblis employs one diction in one sitra and
a different one in another sura.2°

The fact that Bannister fell into the same analytical pitfall as Wansbrough is
indicative of the challenges persisting in Western scholarship’s understanding
of self-similarity in the Quran over the past fifty years. While there are dif-
fering viewpoints and ongoing debate, Wansbrough’s hypothesis of oral com-
position continues to be the prevailing assumption, even among scholars like
Devin Stewart, who advocated for examining the different versions of the same
story in the Qur’an within their specific contexts. A notable dissenting voice is
Angelica Neuwirth, who cautiously suggested that later siras, characterized
by complex structure and devoid of mnemonic technical devices, may have

18  Andrew G. Bannister, An Oral-Formulaic Study of the Quran (Lanham, Maryland:
Lexington Books, 2014), 149ff.

19 Ibid, 30, 271.

20  Nicolai Sinai devoted some attention to the diction of the Adam-Iblis story, but his pri-
mary focus was on exploring thematic intertextuality between the Quran and Jewish-
Christian traditions. When it comes to lexical overlaps, he also juxtaposed the different
versions instead of considering them within their respective siras. Moreover, he relied
mainly on the mean verse length of a sira, which is a rather mechanical criterion, to
determine whether the version of the story is early or late. Nicolai Sinai, The Quran: A
Historical-Critical Introduction (Edinburgh: University Press, 2017), 150ff.
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been immediately fixed in writing or may even have been written composi-
tions from the outset.?!

Building on Neuwirth’s suggestion, this article proposes a new paradigm
aimed at enhancing our understanding of the nature and function of self-
similarity in the Qur’an, particularly its role in preserving the integrity of the
text. The article argues that it is possible to arrive at the original form of the
Quran through a careful analysis of self-similarity features and demonstrate
that the individual sairas, as they exist today, emerged as unified, independent
textual units much earlier than the commonly accepted ‘Uthmanic transcrip-
tion date around 30 AH / 650 CE.22

The method used to achieve this involves closely examining self-similar
texts within the diction of the Qur’an as a whole and within the diction of indi-
vidual siiras. Through textual evidence, the article demonstrates that the struc-
ture of the Qur’anic text is so complex that it could not have been the product
of oral composition or transmission. The text exhibits a highly sophisticated
level of planning and organization, suggesting that it was a written composi-
tion from the outset. It bears the hallmark of a book that had a detailed blue-
print for its actual composition.

2 Self-Similarity at Work in the Qur’an

While maintaining its overall diction, each sira within the Qur’an exhibits its
own distinct diction. For instance, the phrase “al-ladhina amanu wa-‘amili
al-salihati” is characteristic of the Qurianic diction, appearing fifty times
in Meccan and Medinan suras. Conversely, the phrase “al-ladhina amaniu
wa-‘amil al-salihati” followed by “sa-nudkhiluhum” is specific to Surat al-Nisa’
(Q 4:57,122), as it is not attested elsewhere. Similarly, in a more subtle manner,
the phrase “alladhina amana wa-‘amili al-salihati)” preceded by the particle
“fa-) appears twice in Surat al-Hajj (Q 22:50, 56) and is not found elsewhere in
the Qur’an.

These examples illustrate how the Qur’an creates its diction through repeti-
tion. Major themes in the Qur’an, such as prophetic narratives, eschatology,

21 Angelika Neuwirth, “Structural, Linguistic and Literary Features,” in The Cambridge
Companion to the Qur'an, ed. Jane Dammen McAuliffe (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2006), 101.

22 Behnam Sadeghi and Mohsen Goudarzi presented a similar argument, though for differ-
ent reasons and conclusions, based on their comparative analysis of the upper and lower
texts of the San@’ Palimpsest. See Behnam Sadeghi and Mohsen Goudarzi, “San@’ 1 and
the Origins of the Qur'an,” Der Islam 87, no. 1-2 (February 1, 2012), 8.
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polemics, creation signs, and affirmations of the revelation (to use Neuwirth’s
turn of phrase), are constantly repeated.?2 These themes are expressed in very
similar, though not quite identical, words, phrases, and syntactic structures.?*
It is from this endless repetition that self-similarity in the Quran emerges,
leading to the birth of the distinct Qur’anic diction. It is also because of this
endless repetition that readers see the Quran everywhere within it.

To appreciate the intensity of repetition in the Quran, it is important to
note that the Qur’an contains approximately 78,000 words, with around 1,850
unique lexical entries, including about 455 hapax legomena. Proper nouns are
not included in this count.?® The ratio of unique words to total words is 401,
meaning that each unique lexical entry is repeated forty times on average.2%
This limited range of vocabulary produces a text with the size and scope of the
Qur’an, explaining why the Qur’an is so self-referential.

This high level of repetition performs at least two functions. First, it creates
an unmistakable textual identity for the Quran, making it instantly recogniz-
able and distinct from any other text. This unique identity helps safeguard the
Quran from being confused with other writings. Second, it establishes fixed
phrases that recur throughout the Qur’an, allowing only specific word combi-
nations and precluding those that are not used in the text.

The second function requires illustration that will be provided through
three examples: two from the San@ Palimpsest and one from literary
sources. The first is the fixed phrase “confirming that which (musaddigan
li-ma),” which appears eleven times in both Meccan and Medinan siras and
is invariably followed by “with you/them (ma‘akum/hum)” or “before it/me
(bayna yadayhi/ya).” One instance of this is Q 5:46, which reads: “confirming
that which came before him in the Torah (musaddigan li-ma bayna yadayhi
min al-tawrati).” However, the reconstructed lower text of the San@ Palimpsest
violates this universal rule in Q 5:46 by reading: “confirming that which We
have sent down (musaddigan li-ma anzalna),”®” suggesting a departure from
the Qur’anic style that is more likely an error.

The second example is the fixed phrase “after what has come to you [singu-
lar/plural]/him/them (min ba'di ma ja‘'aka/j@atkum/jaat’ hu/jaat’ hum),” which
recurs twelve times in Meccan and Medinan suras and is always followed

23 Neuwirth, “Structural, Linguistic and Literary Features,” 108.

24  Donner, “Recent Scholarship,” 35.

25  Wansbrough, Quranic Studies, 117.

26 Ibid.

27  Behnam Sadeghi and Uwe Bergmann, “The Codex of a Companion of the Prophet and the
Qur’an of the Prophet,” Arabica 57, no. 4 (2010), 431.
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by “of knowledge (min al-im)” or by “knowledge (al-%m)” or “clear proofs
(al-bayyinat).” One such occurrence is Q 2:209, which reads: “after clear proofs
have come to you (min ba'di ma ja‘atkum al-bayyinatu).” The lower text of the
San@’ Palimpsest deviates from this norm in Q 2:209 and reads: “after guidance
has come to you (min ba'di ma jaakum al-huda),”*® which indicates a deviation
from the Quranic style and suggests a potential error.

The third example is the word “path (sirat),” which recurs forty-five times in
the Quran. Whenever it is associated with guidance, the only verb that comes
with it is “to guide (hada),” which appears twenty-three times, as in “Guide us
to the straight path (ihdina al-sirata al-mustaqim).” However, it never appears
associated with any other synonyms such as “to guide (arshada)” or “to show
(bassara).” Therefore, the readings “Guide us to the straight path (arshidna
al-sirata al-mustagim)” and “Show us the straight path (bassirna al-sirata
al-mustagim)” — attributed to Ibn Masd (d. 32 AH / 653 CE) and Thabit
al-Bunani (d. 127 AH? / 745 CE), respectively — could not have been part of the
Quran as tradition claims because they break the law of fixed phrases.??

Having outlined these broad concepts, the article will now examine specific
cases of self-similarity within the Qur’an, spanning various siras and themes.
It will analyze eleven selected samples — restricted to this number due to space
constraints — that feature uniquely parallel ayas sharing a common theme and
interlinked vocabulary. Despite these intricate relationships, each aya retains
its distinct lexical characteristics, anchoring it firmly within its respective sira.

2.1 Q 5:36,13:18, 39:47
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28  Ibid., 430. These two examples are not sufficient to claim that every deviation in the lower
text of the San@’ Palimpsest follows the same pattern. Further research is required to gain
deeper insights into the nature of the lower text and its deviations from the Qur'anic text.

29  Makki b. Hammash al-Qaysi Ibn Abi Talib, al-Ibanah ‘an M‘ani al-Qiraat (Cairo: Dar
Nahdat Msir I'al-Tab‘ wa al-Nashr, n.d.), 126.
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These three ayas are from three different suras. The first belongs to a Medinan
sura, while the second and third are from Meccan suras. Despite their differing
suras and historical periods, they convey the same message: even if disbeliev-
ers possessed the entire world and its equivalent with it, offering it as ransom
to escape the severe punishment of Judgment Day, God would not accept it
from them.

Structurally, the three ayas follow a similar pattern, each having three sec-
tions. The first section describes the identity of those who will be punished
(disbelievers or wrongdoers), the second presents the concept of ransom, and
the third describes the impending punishment. At the center of the three ayas
is the phrase “all that is in the earth and its equivalent with it (ma fi al-ardi
Jjami‘an wa-mithlahi ma‘ahu),” which is unique to these three suras and is not
found elsewhere in the Qurian.

Additionally, the three @yas employ similar words and phrases. The first and
second ayas share the words “punishment (‘adhab)” and “Day of Resurrection
(yawm al-giyama).” The second and third share the word “severity (si’),” while
all three share the verb “to offer as ransom (iftada).” They are so similar in
theme, vocabulary, and rhyme that they could readily interchange positions,
with the first aya replacing the second or third without disrupting the overall
flow of the respective suras. The key question here is: How were these ayas
assigned to their respective suras? To answer this question, we must examine
each aya within its respective sura.

In Q 5:36, the passive verb “to be accepted (tuqubbila)” is used in the phrase
“it would not be accepted from them (ma tuqubbila minhum).” Remarkably,
this sira also contains the identical passive verb “and it was accepted from one
of them ( fa-tuqubbila min ahadihima)” in Q 5:27, creating a unique symmetry
that is exclusive to this sira. In other words, the past tense passive form of this
verb tuqubbila appears only in these two ayas in the Quran. In Q 1318 there is
the phrase “severity of reckoning (s&’ al-hisab).” Interestingly, the exact phrase
s’ al-hisab reappears in Q 13:21 within the same sura, forming yet another dis-
tinctive symmetry unparalleled elsewhere in the Quran. In Q 39:47 there is
the phrase “the severity of punishment on Judgment Day (s&’i-I-‘adhabi yawm
al-qgiyama).” The same phrase sii-l-‘adhabi yawm al-qiyama surfaces in a dif-
ferent context in Q 39:24, also within the same sira, constructing yet another
unique symmetry. Moreover, in Q 39:24, the phrase “and it was said to the
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wrongdoers (wa-qila li-1-zalimina)” resonates, echoing the phrase li--ladhina
galamu in Q 39:47 and unifying the identity of those deserving severe punish-
ment in both @yas. In a similar manner, Q 5:36 refers to “those who disbelieved
(al-ladhina kafarw),” for the sura has a higher frequency of the root &-f-r com-
pared to the other two suras combined.

It is clear from this analysis that, despite thematic and lexical similarities
among the three ayas, each aya is intricately tied to its respective sura and
cannot be interchanged without disrupting the symmetry it forms with its
counterparts. Evidently, each aya is meticulously crafted to harmonize with
the diction of its sira. For instance, ‘adhabi yawm al-giyama and sw’i-I-‘adhabi
yawm al-qiyama are so similar in theme and vocabulary that they could, in
theory, be interchanged without significant semantic impact. However, such
an interchange is not possible because it would disturb the symmetry of their
respective suras, as pointed out earlier.

This precision suggests a sophisticated level of planning and organization,
indicating that the Quran was a written composition rather than an orally
improvised text, and that it was composed according to a detailed blueprint,
ensuring each component was placed precisely within the text. Moreover, the
seamless integration of an aya from a Medinan sira with Meccan ayas, while
preserving textual integrity, is of profound significance. It provides reassurance
to scholars like Nicolai Sinai, who speculate about the preservation of early
revelations in the consciousness of early Muslims, particularly prior to the
‘Uthmanic transcription.3° By now, the answer to our earlier question about
the criterion used in the Quran to assign ayas to their respective siras must
be clear. That criterion is the diction of each sira, which strictly governs which
ayas belong to it and which do not. This assertion will further be reinforced by
the cases that follow.

2.2 Q 7:16, 15:39, 38:82, 17:62
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30 Sinai, The Qurian, 150ff.
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These four ayas are from different retellings of the Adam-Iblis narrative found
in four separate siras. They are part of the famous dialogues between God
and Iblis, featuring the reported speeches of the latter, as evident from their
initiation with the verb “He said (gala).” These ayas were selected for analysis
because, out of the seven retellings of the narrative in the Quran, they are
the only instances where Iblis vows to tempt and lead human beings astray,
driven by his desire for vengeance following his expulsion from Paradise. What
is remarkable about Iblis’ speeches across these four ayas is his employment of
different language in each instance, carefully selecting vocabulary that aligns
with the diction of the respective sira.

In Q 716, Iblis declares “for leading me astray, I will certainly sit in wait for
them on your straight path ( fa-bima aghwaytant la-aq‘udanna lahum sirataka
al-mustaqim).” This statement exhibits his clear defiance, demonstrating his
unwavering determination to execute this threat. Indeed, his threat will come
to pass. In Q 7:86, Shu‘ayb makes a striking allusion to this threat by borrow-
ing Iblis’ words, stating “And do not sit in every path, threatening and avert-
ing from the way of Allah those who believe in Him and seeking to make it
crooked (wa-la taqudu bi-kulli siratin tiu‘iduna watasudduna ‘an sabili-llahi
man amana bihi wa-tabghiinahda ‘iwajan).” Shu‘ayb borrows two words from
Iblis’ speech: “to sit (ga‘ada)” and “path (sirat),” implying remarkably that his
people are not only following the path of Iblis but also acting as his agents on
earth, thus fulfilling his primordial threat to mankind. While the word ga‘ada
appears twenty-one times and sirat forty-five times in the Qur’an, it is only in
these instances (Q 7:16 and 86) that they co-occur, forming an exclusive con-
nection between the two ayas and the two narratives. Moreover, both Iblis and
Shu‘ayb employ these words only in these two places in the Qur’an, indicating
a deliberate selection of vocabulary in these two sections of the sura. Indeed,
understanding the significance of Shu‘ayb’s allusion requires an understand-
ing of Iblis’ initial threat at the beginning of the sira.

In Q 15:39, Iblis makes a vow: “my Lord, for leading me astray, I will certainly
adorn ‘the path of error’ for them on the earth, and will mislead them all (rabbi
bi-ma aghwaytani la-"uzayyinanna lahum ft al-ardi wa-la-ughwiyannahum
ajma‘in).” In this statement, Iblis adopts a new strategy for tempting humans:
he will adorn the path of error to make it appealing to them. This declara-
tion directly challenges God’s earlier statement in Q 15:16 and 17: “And We have
placed in the heaven great stars and We have adorned it for beholders. And We
have protected it from every cursed devil (wa-lagad ja‘alna fi al-sama’ burujan
wa-zayyanndaha li al-nazgirin. Wa-hafiznaha min kulli shaytanin rajim).” 1t is evi-
dent that Iblis is confining his deceitful activities to the earth since he will not
have access to heaven, as it is protected from every cursed devil. Moreover,
his adornment activities to lead people astray stand in sharp contrast to God’s
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adornment of the sky with stars to guide people to the right path. Interestingly,
the decoration of the heaven with stars and its protection from devils is not
mentioned in all the saras that contain the Adam-Iblis narrative, except in
Surat al-Hijr.

In Q 38:82, Iblis defiantly announces: “by Your Glory, I will surely mislead
them all (gala fa-bi-izzatika la-’ughwiyannahum ajma‘in).” This aya has puz-
zled commentators, as Iblis appears to both glorify and defy God in the same
breath. The phrase fa-bi-izzatika is commonly understood to mean that Iblis
is swearing by the Glory of God. However, reading this phrase in conjunction
with Q 38:2: “But those who disbelieve are in self-glory and dissension (bali
al-ladhina kafari fi ‘izzatin wa-shigaq)” can shed some light on the meaning of
the aya. Iblis seems to be saying that he will tempt humans to lay claim to God’s
glory in revenge for his own lost glory. With this interpretation, Q 38:2 can be
seen as the actual fulfillment of Iblis’ primordial threat. This interpretation is
further reinforced by the fact that God is described as al-‘aziz in two places in
the same sira (Q 38:9 and 66). Furthermore, the word zzah does not appear in
all the suras that contain the Adam-Iblis narrative except in Surat Sad.

In Q 17:62, Iblis defiantly states: “do You see this one You have honored
above me? If You delay me until the Day of Resurrection, I will surely bring his
descendants under my sway, except for a few (qala a-raytaka hadha al-ladht
karramta ‘alayya la-in akhakhartani ila yawmi al-giyamati la-‘ahtanikanna
dhurriyyatahi illa galila).” The first notable aspect in this text is Iblis’ justifica-
tion for his resentment, citing that God has honored (karrama) Adam above
him. This directly references God’s declaration in Q 17:70: “Indeed, We have
honored the children of Adam (wa-lagad karramna bani adama).” The phrase
bani adama is significant here because Iblis’ anger in this sura is directed
specifically at Adam’s descendants, unlike in the other three ayas where he
threatens to “mislead them all” in general. Remarkably, the verb karrama, in
this geminated form, with the doubled (r), appears exclusively in these two
positions (Q 17:62 and 70), connecting the ayas both lexically and thematically.
Furthermore, Iblis uses the hapax legomenon “to put a bit in a horse’s mouth
(thtanaka)” instead of “to tempt (aghwa),” possibly alluding to God’s response
in Q 17:64 to his defiance: “and assault them with your horses (wa-ajlib ‘alayhim
bi-khaylika)”

Moreover, he says: “if you delay me (la-’in akhakhartant)” where one would
expect him to say: “if you respite me (la-’in anzartani),” for “respite me (anzgirni)”
is the word he employs in the other suras (Q 7:14; 15:36; 38:79). The reason for
this seems to be that the word al-akhirah, which carries the meaning of delay-
ing, recurs seven times in this sira. Lastly, while this aya can be assigned to
Strat al-Isra” almost mechanically due to its rhyme élla qalila, which appears
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four times within the same sura, the selection of individual words within the
aya cannot be purely mechanical; it is strictly governed, as we saw, by the
sura’s diction.

Thus, a close examination of the four speeches of Iblis reveals that the vari-
ous retellings of the story of Adam and Iblis are not integrated into their respec-
tive suiras solely by the common speech marker wa-ihd, as a superficial analysis
of the texts might imply.3! Rather, they are interwoven into their respective
contexts through an intricate web of words, phrases, and themes. With these
complex features, they bear the hallmark of a written text whose composition
exhibits a sophisticated level of planning and execution, not a text that was
produced hastily under the pressure of live performance.32 This contrasts with
the process described by Milman Parry, who highlights the limitations faced by
oral poets compared to those who write out their lines:

Unlike the poet who writes out his lines, — or even dictates them, — he
[the oral poet] cannot think without hurry about his next word, nor
change what he has made, nor, before going on, read over what he has
just written. Even if one wished to imagine him making his verses alone,
one could not suppose the slow finding of the next word, the pondering
of the verses just made, the memorizing of each verse. Even though the
poet have an unusual memory, he cannot, without paper, make of his
own words a poem of any length.33

2.3 Q 7:82, 27:56, 29:29
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31 Bannister, Oral-Formulaic Study, 3ff.
32 Ibid., 75f.
33 Parry, “Studies in the Epic Technique,” 77.
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These three ayas are part of various renditions of the story of Lot in the Qur’an,
narrated in three different siiras. They all share one common phrase: “But his
people’s only response was to say (wa-/fa-ma kanajawaba qawmihiilla an galir).”
In the first two ayas (Q 7:82, 27:56), this phrase is followed by the imperative
verb “drive out (akhrijii),” whereas in the last aya (Q 29:29), it is followed by the
imperative phrase “bring upon us the punishment of Allah (Zitina bi-‘adhabi
Ulahi),” which deviates from the norm. The purpose of this deviation is to mir-
ror the phrase “like the punishment of Allah (ka-‘adhabi Uahi)” that appears
in Q 29:10 but not in the other two siras, establishing a unique connection
between the two distantly located ayas within the same sira. Additionally, the
root k-r-j, which appears thirteen times in Strat al-A'raf and six times in Strat
al-Naml, does not appear at all in Sarat al-‘Ankabut. This provides another rea-
son why Sarat al-‘Ankabut avoids the use of the standard expression “drive out
(akhrija).” Interestingly, the word “abomination (munkar),” found in Q 29:29,
also appears in Q 29:45 in association with “indecency ( fahsha’), connecting
the two ayas firmly. Notably, while the word munkar occurs once in Q 7157, it
is in connection with “what is right (maaf).” However, since it occurs only
once in Strat al-Araf, it lacks the cohesive power it holds in Siirat al-‘Ankabit.

2.4 Q 27:83, 41:19
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These two ayas share striking similarities, beginning with “when We gather
(wa-yawma nahshuru)” and ending with “and they will be [driven] in rows
(fa-hum yizaun),” both focusing on the gathering of people on the Day of
Judgment. However, they differ in the phrases that separate these bookends.
Despite their resemblance, each aya is firmly anchored within its respective
sura through distinct lexical features. First, Q 27:83 is linked to its szra through
two key elements: the recurring phrase fa-hum yizaun, which also appears in
Q 2717, and the phrase “from every (min kull), found three times in this sura
(Q 2716, 23, 83) but absent from Sarat Fussilat. Second, Q 41:19 is uniquely con-
nected to its stira by the phrase “the enemies of Allah (a‘da@’ allah),” which also
appears in Q 41:28, establishing an exclusive link between the two ayas, as it is
not found elsewhere in the Qur’an.

When considering the question of interchangeability, these two ayas are
particularly intriguing because of their confusing similarities. They are so alike
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that one could be placed in the other’s position without disrupting the flow of
the narrative in either sira. This is facilitated by three factors: first, their identi-
cal beginnings (wa-yawma nahshuru) and endings ( fa-hum yiza‘un); second,
their shared eschatological message; and third, the fact that both are followed
by the phrase “Until, when (hatta idha)” in Q 27:84 and 41:20. This makes the
interchange not only smooth and plausible but also particularly tempting for
the transcriber.

Nevertheless, despite the striking similarities that could have easily con-
fused transcribers, each aya was accurately placed within its respective sira.
This suggests that the assignment of ayas to their siiras was not the result of
a conscious decision by those who transcribed the text. Rather, it points to a
faithful preservation of the text as it was originally dictated by the Prophet.

2.5 Q 6:56, 40:66
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The first halves of both ayas are identical: “Say: ‘T am forbidden to worship
those you invoke besides Allah’ (qul innt nuhitu an a’buda al-ladhina taduna
min duni llahi).” However, the second halves contain distinct lexical features
that firmly anchor each aya within its respective sira. In Q 6:56, the phrases
qul la and wa-ma ana appear five and three times, respectively, throughout
Surat al-Anam, but are absent in Sarat Ghafir. Conversely, in Q 40:66, the
phrase “clear proofs from my Lord (al-bayyinatu min rabbi),” spoken by the
Prophet, echoes bi-"lbayyinati min rabbikum in Q 40:28, which is delivered by
a believer from Pharaoh’s people (mu’min min ali fir‘awn) in defense of Moses.
The Prophet’s use of this phrase suggests a deliberate emulation of Moses in
addressing his own people. Notably, the phrase al-bayyinat (in this plural form
with the definite article al) followed by “from [the] Lord (min rabb)” occurs
only in these two ayas (Q 40:28 and 66) across the entire Qur’an, establishing a
unique lexical and thematic connection.

Despite these intricate parallels, each aya is precisely placed within its
respective sira. This exact allocation suggests that the text was fixed in writing
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from the outset, ruling out the possibility of later editing or redaction.34 It
further indicates that subtle elements, such as bayyinat min rabb, were highly
likely beyond the discernment of early transcribers of the text during or after
the lifetime of the Prophet. Additionally, there is no evidence in the literary
sources to suggest that these transcribers were aware of these linguistic fea-
tures or that they arranged the ayas within the suras based on such knowledge.

2.6 Q 28:60, 42:36
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These two texts are among the most perplexing self-similar @yas in the Qur’an.
It is easy to confuse one with the other and mistakenly place it in the wrong
stira. Their opening statement, “And whatever you have been given is the enjoy-
ment of this worldly life (wa-/fa-ma atitum min shay’in fa-mata‘u al-hayati
al-dunya),” adds to the confusion. In the first aya, the phrase “its adornment
(wa-zinatuha)” appears, whereas it is absent in the second. As is often the case,
the resolution to this confusion lies in the diction of each suara. The open-
ing statement of Q 28:79, which depicts Korah’s ostentatious display of his
worldly possessions, states: “and he came out before his people in his adorn-
ment (fa-kharaja ‘ala qawmihi fi zinatihi).” This not only justifies the presence
of wa-zinatuha in Q 28:60 but also enhances our understanding of the aya.
Indeed, it is only by referencing Q 28:79 that we can fully appreciate the depth
of Q 28:60. In contrast, the term “adornment (zina)” or any derivative of its root
does not appear in Strat al-Shara.

Furthermore, the two ayas share the identical statement: “and what is
with Allah is better and more lasting (wa-ma ‘inda Uahi khayrun wa-abqa).”
However, they diverge after this statement. Q 28:60 concludes with the rhetori-
cal question: “will you not use reason (a-fala ta‘qilun?).” Although the phrase

34  Francois Déroche, who appears to be unaware of these intricate lexical features, argued
that “the suras were assembled, through an editorial process operating on them individu-
ally that gradually modified their original configurations.” See Francois Deroche, The One
and the Many: The Early History of the Qur'an (Yale University Press, 2022), 38.
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a-fala appears three times in Surat al-Qasas, it is absent from Surat al-Shuara.
Additionally, the root “g-{ is not found in Strat al-Shara. Conversely, Q 42:36
ends with the statement: “for those who believe and rely upon their Lord
(li-alladhina amana wa-‘ala rabbihim yatawakkalun).” This statement parallels
a similar one spoken by the Prophet that concludes Q 42:10: “that is Allah, my
Lord, upon Whom I rely, and to Him I return (dhalikumu Uahu rabbi ‘alayhi
tawakkaltu wa-ilayhi unib),” linking these two ayas and encouraging Muslims
to follow the Prophet’s example. In contrast, the root w-k-{ is not present in
Sarat al-Qasas.

2.7 Q 2:119, 35:24
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In these two relatively brief ayas, there is an intriguing interaction between
a Meccan and a Medinan aya. This interaction exemplifies the Qurianic
blueprint, where a segment from a Meccan aya is integrated into a new aya
in a Medinan sura. The opening statement, “Indeed, We have sent you with
the truth as a bearer of glad tidings and a warner (inna arsalnaka bi-al-haqqi
bashiran wa-nadhira),” is borrowed from Q 35:24 and used as the opening state-
ment for Q 2:119. Despite their shared opening, the ayas retain their distinctive-
ness through the specific diction of their respective siras. In the latter part of
Q 2:119, the phrase “and you will not be asked (wa-la tusalu)” creates a unique
symmetry with the identical phrase “and you will not be asked about what they
used to do (wa-la tusaluna ‘amma kanu ya‘malin)” found in Q 2134 and 141.
The syntactic structure of wa-la tusalu exhibits its cohesive power through its
exclusive appearance in these three locations within Stirat al-Bagarah (Q 2:119,
134, 141).3°

35  Nafi‘and Ya‘qub read this as “and do not ask (wa-la tas'al)” in the imperative form instead
of the passive form, while the rest of the Readers read it as “and you will not be asked
(wa-la tus'alu)” in the passive form. The latter not only makes more sense but also aligns
with the fact that all the Readers read Q 2134 and 141 in the passive form. See Ahmad
b. Muhammad al-Banna, Ithaf Fudal@’ al-Bashar bi- al-Qira‘at al-Arba‘ata Ashar (Beirut,
Lebanon: ‘Alam al-Kutub, 1987), 414.
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Similarly, in the latter part of Q 35:24, lexical elements anchor it to its
respective sura. First, the term “a warner (nadhir)” appears six times in Sarat
Fatir, while it is found only once in Strat al-Baqarah, thereby lacking the same
cohesive power in the latter. Second, the word nadhir co-occurs with the term
“nation/nations (umma/umam)” in Q 35:24 and 42, marking the only instances
in the Qur’an where these two words are used together, thereby establishing
a distinctive connection between the ayas. Consequently, while Strat Fatir
retains its Meccan character, the Medinan Surat al-Baqarah adeptly integrates
the borrowed Meccan statement into its broader context. This sophisticated
level of interaction between two siras from different periods and contexts
indicates a meticulously controlled organization of the Qur’an as a whole.

2.8 Q16:58, 43:17
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These familiar ayas share nearly identical wording and structure, differing only
in their middle part. Both @yas condemn the disgraceful manner in which peo-
ple in Pre-Islamic Arabia reacted to the news of the birth of a female. Q 16:58
reads: “And when one of them is given the good news of [the birth of] a female,
his face grows dark, as he suppresses his grief (wa-idha bushshira ahaduhum
bi-al-untha zalla wajhuhu muswaddan wa-huwa kagim).” Q 4317 reads exactly
the same, but instead of “of a female (bi-al-untha),” it reads: “of what which
he attributes to the All-Merciful (bi-ma daraba li al-rahmani mathalan).” This
difference in wording, as it is clear by now, stems from the unique diction of
each sura.

The word “female (untha)” is chosen in Q 16:58 because the same word
appears in Q 16:97, affirming the equal entitlement of both males and females
to a good life in this world and generous rewards in the hereafter for their
good deeds. While the word “females (inath)” is mentioned in connection
with angels in Q 4319, the singular form “female (untha)” is not found in the
same sura. Similarly, the phrase bi-ma daraba li al-rahmani mathalan is used
in Q 4317 because the word al-rafiman is frequently used in this sura, which
has the second highest concentration of the word (seven times) in the Qur’an,
with the highest being in Stirat Maryam (sixteen times), while it is not found
anywhere in Stirat al-Nahl.
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These two ayas offer an interesting example of how a meaning expressed con-
cisely in one aya is further elaborated upon in another by splitting the shorter
aya into two and inserting additional details in the middle. Q 35:5 reads:
“(“O mankind, indeed the promise of Allah is truth, so let not the worldly
life delude you and be not deceived about Allah by the Deceiver (ya ayyuha
al-nasu inna wa'da Uahi haqqun fa-la taghurrannakumu al-hayatu al-dunya
wa-la yaghurrannakum bi-llahi al-gharar).” Similarly, Q 31:33 begins with
“O mankind (ya ayyuha al-nasu),” but it diverges, inserting the following state-
ment: “fear your Lord and dread a day when no father will avail his son, nor
will a son avail his father whatsoever (ittaqu rabbakum wa-"khshaw yawman la
yajzt walidun ‘an waladiht wa-la mawlidun huwa jazin ‘an walidihi shayan).” It
then resumes from where it diverged and continues to the end. If we were to
remove this inserted statement, both ayas would become identical, suggesting
that the insertion might be a later interpolation that could be omitted without
leaving a gap.36

36  For instance, Nicolai Sinai suggested that Q 37:102 could be removed from its context
without leaving a jarring gap in the narrative. However, contrary to this claim, such arbi-
trary removal does indeed disrupt the coherence of the text. Specifically, in Q 37:105,
the term “dream (ru’ya)” cannot be fully understood without reference to the preceding
phrase “I have seen in a dream (inni ara fi al-manami)” in Q 37:102, which serves as an
anaphoric reference. See Sinai, The Qurin, 92ff. Likewise, Sinai maintained that Q 3:7—9
were only embedded in the sira at a late editorial stage to justify the Quran’s ambiguity.
See Ibid., 55. However, what has escaped his notice is that these three verses are tied to the
sura through an intricate network of lexical connections. For instance, the phrase “those
well-grounded in knowledge (al-raskhiina fi al-ilmi)” appears in Strat Al Imran twice
(Q 3:7,162) and is unique to the diction of this sira. Another example is the phrase “for
a Day about which there is no doubt (li-yawmin la rayba fihi),” which also appears twice
in the siara (Q 3:9, 25) but is not attested elsewhere in the Qurian. It is difficult to imag-
ine that the alleged editors were aware of these subtle lexical features while inserting
these verses into the sira. Moreover, removing Q 3:7—9 would create a clear thematic gap,
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However, a close examination of the sura’s diction reveals that this inser-
tion is an integral part of the sira, reinforcing a message previously conveyed
in an earlier aya. Q 3114 reads: “And We have commanded man to ‘honor’ his
parents. His mother bore him in weakness upon weakness, and his weaning is
in two years. So be grateful to Me and to your parents. To Me is the final return
(wa-wassayna al-insana bi-walidayhi hamalathu ummuhu wahnan ‘ala wahnin
wa-fisaluhu ft ‘amayni ani ‘shkur liwa-liwalidayka ilayya al-masir).” This aya not
only emphasizes the duty of honoring parents but also places the obligation of
gratitude to God on par with that of parents. It concludes with a subtle admo-
nition that the ultimate reckoning lies with God, implying accountability for
how people treated their parents in worldly life. Q 31:33 echoes this theme,
affirming that children and parents, despite their close bond in this world,
will not be of benefit to one another on the Day of Judgement. The unique
lexical connection lies in the mention of parents and children, “parent/child
(walid/mawlud),” in both ayas (Q 3114, 33), while these terms are absent in
Surat Fatir.

2.10 Q18:36, 41:50
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These two ayas present a very interesting case. While in the previous case one
aya is split into two to be stuffed with additional details, in the present case
an independent aya is modified to be part of another aya in a different sura.
This is assuming that Starat al-Kahf is earlier than Surat Fussilat. Conversely,
if it is assumed that Strat al-Kahf came later, a portion of an aya is used to
compose an independent, new aya. Regardless of the chronology of the suras,
both ayas depict a portrait of human arrogance under the influence of wealth

disrupting the flow of the narrative. In the Qur’an, the phrase “Verily, those who disbe-
lieve (inna alladhina kafari) which begins Q 3:10, appears most frequently in Sarat Al
‘Imran (five times out of eighteen occurrences). This phrase often follows an allusion to
those who believe, as exemplified in Q 3:10.
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and good life. In Q 18:36, the owner of the Two Gardens says: “nor do I think
the Hour will ‘ever’ come and even if I am returned to my Lord, I will surely
find better than this as a return (wa-ma azunnu al-sa‘ata g@’imatan wa-la-’in
rudidttu ila rabbi la-ajidanna khayran minha munqgalaba).” In Q 41:50, a man
who has tasted God’s mercy after passing through hardship says: “and I do not
think the Hour will ‘ever’ come; and if I am returned to my Lord, for me there
will be with Him the best’ (wa-ma agunnu al-sa‘ata ga’imatan wa-la-’in ruji‘tu
ila rabbi inna li ‘indahti la-al-husna).” Interestingly, both rudidttu and rujitu
are perfect synonyms and can be used interchangeably without causing any
change in meaning.

The question here is: Why is rudidttu assigned to Q18:36 and ruji‘tu to Q 41:50,
despite their perfect synonymity? And why has none of the widely accepted
readings (gira’at mashhira) or the irregular readings (giraat shadhdha) ever
interchanged the two words?3” The answer lies in the diction of the sura, as
demonstrated throughout the previous cases. Q 18:36 employs rudidttu rather
than ruji‘tu because the root r-d-d is an essential element of the sura’s diction.
Firstly, the phrase “then he shall be returned to his Lord (thumma yuraddu ila
rabbihi)” appears in Q 18:87 where Dhii al-Qarnayn borrows the words of the
owner of the Two Gardens. This borrowing is unique because it is only in these
two ayas that the verb radda, both in its active and passive forms, is used fol-
lowed by the phrase ila rabb in the entire Quran.

This uniqueness is achieved even though the root r-d-d recurs fifty-nine
times in the Qur’an, and despite the occurrence of “And then they are returned
to Allah, their true Lord (thumma ruddu ila Uahi mawlahumu al-haqqi)” in
Q 6:62, where ruddu is followed by ila Uahi, not ila rabbihim. This indicates
that the phrase ila rabb is reserved for the exclusive use of Surat al-Kahf.
Furthermore, we find in the same sura (Q 18:64): “so they returned, following
their footprints (fa-rtadda ‘ala atharihima qasasa)” where fa-rtadda can be
replaced with fa-rajad. However, this substitution has not occurred because
raja‘a is not part of the diction of Strat al-Kahf.

In contrast, the verb rujitu is used in Q 41:50 because it echoes the phrase
“and to Him you will be returned (wa-ilayhi turjaan)” in Q 41:21, which gives a
vivid description of an eschatological scene, implying that the arrogant man in

37  None of the primary sources of giraat mentions these two words as having different word-
ing. See Aba Bakr b. Ahmad Masa b. al -‘Abbas Ibn Mujahid, Kitab al-Sab‘ah fi al-Qira‘at
(Cairo: Dar al-Ma‘arif, n.d.), 390, 578; Muhammad b. Muhammad Ibn al-Jazari, al-Nashr

ft al-Qira‘at al-Ashar (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-Tlmiyya, n.d.), 1785, 1895; al-Banna, Ithaf,
214, 445.
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Q 41:50 will face on the Day of Judgement the same fate as that of the people
described in Q 41:21.

The assignment of the perfectly synonymous terms rudidttu and rujitu
to their respective suras, adhering strictly to each sura’s specific vocabulary,
reveals profound insights into the origins of the Qurian. Firstly, it clearly
demonstrates that the diction of each sira strictly controls the vocabulary
selection process. Furthermore, it challenges the commonly held traditional
Islamic view that early Muslims used synonymous words interchangeably
while reciting the Qur’an. This strict control suggests that the Qur’an has not
been a “multiform text,” as true multiformity would require the interchange-
able use of synonyms.38

If such precise synonyms as rudidttu and ruji‘tu cannot substitute for each
other within identical thematic contexts, it follows that less precise synonyms,
such as halummea, ta‘ala, aqbil, ilayya, gasdi, nahwi, and qurbi, intended to con-
vey the meaning of “draw near” or “come close,” would have even less chance
of substitution.3® Moreover, the structural constraints of Quranic composi-
tion, particularly its rhyming patterns, further limit the use of synonyms. For
instance, words like al-fil, ababil, sijjil, and kawthar lack suitable alternatives
that can maintain not only their semantic value but also their rhythmic har-
mony within the text. This holds true for numerous other words, particularly
proper nouns.

2.11 Q6:83,12:6
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38 Yasin Dutton vehemently defended the traditional Muslim view that the Qur’an, prior
to the ‘Uthmanic transcription, existed as a multiform text. See Yasin Dutton, “Orality,
Literacy and the ‘Seven Ahruf’ Hadith,” Journal of Islamic Studies 23, no. 1 (2012): 1—49.

39  These are synonymous words provided by al-Tabari in defense of his interpretation of
the tradition of “the Seven Modes of Reading (al-ahurf al-saba)” and his theory that the
Quran was recited in different forms before ‘Uthman selected only one form and made it
into one mushaf. See Abu Ja‘far Muhammad b. Jarir al-Tabari, Jami‘al-Bayan ‘an Ta’awil Ay
al-Quran (Cairo: Dar Hajr I’1-Tiba‘a wa’l-Nashr wa’l-Tawzi‘ wa-'I-Ilan, 2003), 1:52.
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These two ayas offer a unique opportunity to examine one of the most confus-
ing instances of self-similarity in g@ya-concluding sentences. The first (Q 6:83)
concludes with “Indeed, your Lord is Wise, Knowing (inna rabbaka hakimun
‘alim),” and the second (Q 12:6) with “Indeed, your Lord is Knowing, Wise
(inna rabbaka ‘alimun hakim).” These two concluding sentences have the same
syntactical structure, the same number of words, and the same divine attri-
butes: ‘alim and hakim. The only difference is the order of these attributes. In
Q 6:83, hakim comes first, while in Q 12:6, alim comes first. The latter order is
the more common one in the Qur’an. Since both ‘alim and hakim are divine
attributes and both end in -im, changing their order would not have any sig-
nificant semantic or rhythmic effect on the aya. Yet, the diction of the sira
is so sensitive that it does not allow even the transposition of these identical
divine attributes.

The intentional design behind assigning hakimun ‘alim to Surat al-An‘am
and ‘alimun hakim to Surat Yasuf is evidenced by the fact that the same word
order of these attributes is found in different positions within each sara. In
Suarat al-An‘am, inna rabbaka hakimun ‘alim is at the end of Q 6:128, which is
identical to the final sentence in Q 6:83. This phrase is unique to this sira and
does not appear elsewhere in the Qur’an. Moreover, in Q 6:139, “Indeed, He is
Wise, Knowing (innahii hakimun ‘alim)” is found with hakim occurring first.

On the other hand, in Sarat Yasuf, innahit huwa al-‘alimu al-hakim is found
in two distinct positions, Q 12:83 and Q 12:100, with @lim occurring first in
both cases. It is noted that the final sentence in Q 12:83 is uttered by Joseph’s
father Jacob as an expression of hope, while the one in Q 12:100 is spoken by
Joseph himself at the fulfillment of that hope when the family is reunited in
Egypt after years of separation. Furthermore, the phrase innahii huwa al-‘alimu
al-hakim is unique to Surat Yusuf and is not attested elsewhere in the Qurian.

Thus, the two divine attributes appear three times in each sira in the same
order, clearly demonstrating that the siira’s diction does not allow the substitu-
tion of perfectly synonymous words, such as rudidttu and ruji‘tu that we saw
earlier, nor the transposition of identical words, such as ‘alim and hakim, as in
the present case. This high sensitivity of the sura’s diction indicates that the
Qur’an was a rigidly fixed text from its inception, a finding that contradicts the
commonly held view, both in Muslim tradition and modern scholarship, that
the Qur'an was originally recited in different forms. One version of the famous
hadith al-ahurf al-sab‘ah states that the Prophet permitted the use of alterna-
tive aya-concluding phrases so long as the general sense of the text was main-
tained and no aya of mercy was concluded with punishment or vice versa.
According to this tradition, phrases such as ghafiiran rahima, ‘azizan hakima,
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and ‘aliman hakima were all valid alternatives to complete an aya.*® Evidently,
in view of our analysis, this tradition is incompatible with the Qur’an’s diction
and is likely a later fabrication to justify the multiplicity of the reading tradi-
tions (gira‘at).#

In modern scholarship, these aya-concluding sentences have been the sub-
ject of considerable debate and speculation. In his now somewhat outdated
book, Introduction to the Qurian, W. Montgomery Watt referred to these sen-
tences as “detachable phrases.”*?> Angelika Neuwirth called them clausulae
that recur at the end of long ayas in late Meccan and Medinan siras, offering
an interpretive addition to or a comment on the content of the aya.*® More
interestingly, Francois Déroche paid significant attention to these clausulae
and argued that, in the later editorial process, they “provided the flexibility
needed to integrate [...] ready-made phrases into the body of the Qur’anic
revelations.”#* Drawing on literary sources, especially the version of hadith
al-ahruf al-sab‘ah mentioned earlier and manuscript evidence, Déroche pos-
ited that the clausulae were not only used in the editorial process to give the
suras their final form but were also spontaneously inserted into passages dur-
ing recitations.*>

In support of his argument that the Qur’an was fluid in the first decades of
Islam,*¢ Déroche adduced numerous examples of discrepancies between the
‘Uthmanic text and early manuscripts, namely Parisino-Petropolitanus and
the San@’ Palimpsest. For instance, using the latter, he observed that Q 9:11 (in
Fol. 5v, line 11) ends with “that you might reason (la‘allakum ta‘qilin),” whereas

40  This version of hadith al-ahurf al-sab‘a is transmitted on the authority of Aba Hurayra
(d. 59 AH / 679 CE) and Ubayy b. Kab (d. 30 AH / 649 CE). See Yusuf b. ‘Abd Allah al-Nimri
Ibn ‘Abd al-Barr, al-Tamhid li-ma fi al-Muwatta’ min al-Ma‘ant wa’l-Asanid (London:
Mu’assasat al-Furqan li-l-Turath al-Islami, 2017), 5:594.

41 After a careful examination of the chain of transmission (isnad) and body text (matn) of
the different versions of this hadith, Shady Hekmat Nasser declared this version to be a
later fabrication. See Shady Hekmat Nasser, The Transmission of the Variant Readings of
the Quran: The Problem of Tawatur and the Emergence of Shawadhdh (Leiden and Boston:
Brill, 2013), 28.

42 W.Montgomery Watt and Richard Bell, Introduction to the Qurian (Edinburgh: Edinburgh
University Press, 1970), 71.

43 Angelika Neuwirth, The Quran and Late Antiquity: A Shared Heritage (Oxford University
Press, 2019), 195; Angelika Neuwirth, Scripture, Poetry, and the Making of a Community
(Oxford, New York: Oxford University Press, 2015), 391.

44 Francois Déroche, The One and the Many, 217.

45  Ibid., 238.

46  1Ibid., 199.
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in the Qur’an it ends with “for a people who know (ligawmin ya‘lamin).” He
highlighted that the phrase la‘allakum ta‘qiluin appears eight times in the
Qur’an and the verb ta‘qilun twenty-four times, preceded by a-fala in thirteen
cases.*” However, he said nothing about the Qur’anic phrase ligawmin ya‘lamun
in Q 911, leaving the reader with the impression that la‘allakum ta‘gilun is the
formula that the Qur’an’s diction supports.

To fully grasp Déroche’s approach to textual analysis, his methodology must
be carefully scrutinized. Notably, he did not compare clausula to clausula, i.e.,
wa-nufassilu al-ayati li-qawmin ya‘lamun from the Quran to yufassilu Uahu
al-ayati la‘allakum ta‘qilin from the manuscript. Instead, he divided the latter
into two segments and then compared the truncated phrase la‘allakum ta‘giliin
with its parallels in the Quran, implying that this is the correct concluding
phrase compatible with Qur’anic diction. However, he did not apply the same
methodology to the Qurianic clausula. This approach appears to be driven by
two main factors. First, truncating the clausula allows him to adjust the data
to produce a result that aligns with his hypothesis. Second, applying the same
procedure to the other clausula would yield the opposite result.

If we apply the same procedure, we find that the phrase “for a people who
know (li-gawmin ya‘lamiin)” appears eight times in the Qur’an, out of which it
is preceded in five cases by the verb “to detail (fassala)” and the word “signs
(ayat).” In other words, if we compare “and We detail the signs for a people who
know (wa-nufassilu al-ayati li-qawmin ya‘lamun)” in Q 9:11 with its parallels in
the Quran, “We have detailed the signs for a people who know (gad fassalna
al-ayati li-gawmin ya‘lamun)” is found in Q 6:97, “thus do We detail the signs
for a people who know (ka-dhalika nufassilu al-ayati li-gawmin yalamun)”
in Q 7:32, and “He details the signs for a people who know (yufassilu al-ayati
li-qawmin ya‘lamun)” in Q 10:5. In contrast, the phrase “that you might rea-
son (la‘allakum ta‘ilin),” which also appears eight times in the Qur’an, is
never preceded by the verb fassala. Rather, it is preceded by the word “signs
(ayat)” in four instances (Q 2:73, 242; 24:61; 57:17), by the verb “to make clear
(bayyana)” in three cases (Q 2:242; 24:61; 57:17), and by the phrase “an Arabic
Qur’an (qurianan ‘arabiyyan)” in two cases (Q 12:2; 43:3). This means that in the
Quranic diction, the phrase la‘allakum ta‘qilun is associated with the words
bayyana, ayat, and quranan ‘arabiyyan, but never with the verb fassala.

Thus, contrary to Déroche’s result, an equal application of the same proce-
dure to the two clausulae yields a result that clearly favors the aya-concluding

47  Francois Déroche, The One and the Many, 211.
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phrase wa-nufassilu al-ayati li-qawmin ya‘lamin (Q 9:11) found in the Quran
today and clearly rules out the phrase la‘allakum ta‘qilun. Moreover, the verb
“to reason (‘agala)” is not part of Sarat al-Tawbah’s diction, which further dem-
onstrates that la‘allakum ta‘qilin cannot belong to that sura.

Conclusions and Implications

The Qur’an defines itself as self-similar, and this self-similarity, in turn, shapes
its identity, safeguarding its textual integrity and distinctiveness. By utiliz-
ing self-similarity as a framework for analysis, we gain fresh insights into the
Qur’an’s original form and the arrangement of its passages across various siras.
This analytical framework offers a deeper understanding of the Qur’anic text’s
unique structure and composition, revealing the complexity of its design.

The analysis of the eleven cases examined in this study strongly suggests that
the Qur’an was a written text from its inception, rather than orally composed
and transmitted. Such textual precision, with its elaborate lexical patterns,
could not have been achieved through oral composition and transmission.
The text’s rigidly fixed nature thus challenges theories of fluidity, multiple
forms, later codification, canonization, and editorial intervention.*8 Instead,
the transcription and canonization of the Qur’an likely occurred simultane-
ously, functioning as both a single process and two interrelated aspects of the
same phenomenon. In its consonantal text (rasm), the Quran as we have it
today appears to have emerged as a canonized text from the start. In contrast,
the reading traditions (giraiat) — an elaborate layer of orthographic and reci-
tational details applied to the rasm by later generations — took centuries to
stabilize and did not generally alter the consonantal script.

Furthermore, it seems that the ‘Uthmanic Codex was copied from an ear-
lier, meticulously organized written exemplar, possibly on uniform material
such as leather, as opposed to the disorganized assortment of materials like
palm branches, stones, and bones often mentioned in traditional accounts.*?
This calls into question the authenticity of the traditional Qurianic collection

48 Stephen J. Shoemaker, Creating the Qurian: A Historical-Critical Study, First Edition
(Oakland, California: University of California Press, 2022), 204—229; Dutton, “Orality,
Literacy and the ‘Seven Ahruf’ Hadith,” 42—4s5; Nicolai Sinai, “Process of Literary Growth
and Editorial Expansion in Two Medinan Surahs,” in Islam and Its Past: Jahiliyya, Late
Antiquity, and the Qurian, ed. Carol Bakhos and Michael Cook (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2017), 69—106.

49  Noldeke et al., History, 232.
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narrative, as transmitted by Muhammad b. Muslim b. Shihab al-Zuhr (d.
124 AH [ 741-42 CE).50

The minor verbal discrepancies found in a few locations within the
Regional Codices (masahif al-amsar) sent by ‘Uthman to major cities seem
to be scribal errors. These discrepancies, which affect only grammatical par-
ticles and pronouns — such as min (Q 9:100), huwa (Q 57:24), fa- (Q 42:30), and
wa- (Q 3133)% — but never a complete word, can be explained using the self-
similarity model applied in this study. Similarly, the discrepancies observed
between the lower text of the San@’ Palimpsest and the ‘Uthmanic Codex can
also be accounted for using the same method.

In summary, the findings of this study significantly complicate “the most
cherished dream”? of those seeking to produce a critical edition of the Quran,
making it exceedingly difficult, if not impossible, to achieve. In light of these
findings, the search for the Ur-Qur’an appears to be futile, as the Qur’an in its
present form closely corresponds to the text recited by the Prophet, despite the
discrepancies noted earlier. Any edition that alters the delicate equilibrium of
the current text risks invalidating the integrity of a new critical edition.

For example, the phrase “O my people, worship Allah; you have no deity
other than Him (ya gawmi ‘budii ‘lldha ma lakum min ilahin ghayruhu)’
appears eight times in the Qur’an across three suras (Q 7:59, 65, 73, 85; 11:50,
61, 84; 23:23) spoken by Noah, Hud, Salih, and Shu‘ayb. However, in Q 29:36,
Shu‘ayb deviates from this pattern, saying, “O my people, worship Allah and
expect the Last Day (ya qawmi ‘budu ‘llaha wa-rji al-yawma al-akhira).
Instead of using the familiar phrase, Shu‘ayb draws from an earlier verse in the
sura (Q 29:5): “Whoever should hope for the meeting with Allah — indeed, the
term decreed by Allah is coming (man kana yarju liga'a Uahi fa-inna ajala lahi
la-atin).” Both verses share the theme of hope and anticipation for the Final
Day and employ the verb “to hope (raja),” which appears twenty-two times in

50  IbnShihab al-Zuhri (d. 124 AH / 741-42 CE) is the solitary transmitter of the fullest account
of the collection of the Qur’an. See Ibn ‘Abd al-Barr, al-Tamhid, 613. Furthermore, after
an extensive study of the isnad and matn of the narrative of the collection of the Quran,
Harald Motzki identified al-Zuhri as the common link where different transmission lines
intersect. See Harald Motzki, “The Collection of the Qur’an. A Reconsideration of Western
Views in Light of Recent Methodological Developments,” Der Islam 78, no. 1 (January 1,
2001), 22.

51 Abl ‘Amr ‘Uthman b Sa‘ld al-Dani, al-Mugni‘ ft Ma‘rifat Marsum Masahif Ahl al-Amsar
(Riyadh: Dar al-Tadmuriyya, 2010), 571ff.

52 Donner, “Recent Scholarship,” 43.
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the Quran and twice in Sarat al-‘Ankabtt (Q 29:5, 36), but never in the other
suras where ma lakum min ilahin ghayruhu is used.>3

Thus, what might initially seem like a textual aberration is, in fact, a carefully
crafted structural choice aimed at preserving the sura’s textual and thematic
integrity. This level of precision is something those hoping to produce a critical
edition of the Quran must consider before committing precious resources —
both material and human - to such a project.
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1 Introduction
In his reflection on the history of Christianity in Arabia and Arabia Felix,

Kenneth Cragg highlighted the vagaries of tensions detected in the extant
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data on the connections between the Orthodox Christianity of the east that
spread in the territories of Roman Arabia, and the rather far from orthodox,
tendentiously Gnostic, Christianity that existed in the south (Arabia Felix)
two centuries before the eve of the birth of Islam.! Cragg acknowledges that
Nestorian and Monophysite versions of Christological orthodoxy were evident
during that era in Najran. Yet, he related that such versions of Christian faith
did not fall on interested ears among the Arab inhabitants of Arabia, whose
cultural worldview did not “admit of orthodoxy at all.”> Cragg related that
the Aramaic-speaking Syrian missionaries who conveyed Monophysite and
Diaphysite convictions injected them with cemiticized — El-Kasaite-like views
of prophetism similar to those witnessed in the message of Muhammad and
the Qur’an. Despite this attempt, Cragg concluded, the developments gleaned
from this era demonstrate the orthodox faith’s “seeming incapacity ... to root
itself authentically within Arab consciousness.”® Why did these Christological
orthodox discourses fail to find home in the Arabic sphere and soul? Because,
Cragg confirmed, “That vital sense of ‘God in Christ’ — of the incarnation and
the cross — did not translate into Arab acceptance since it came in partly alien
form and was harnessed to external interests, which sought to impose them-
selves politically on a subject, or a hostage, people.”*

Craig believes that Christians of Arabia on the eve of Islam held a belief
loaded with “aspects of Gnostic teaching, with its Neoplatonic antecedents in
the Greek world.”® Ultimately, Cragg’s understanding seems to be that Christian
theological trends, in all forms and after every school of thought or discursive
form, lost the battle of making the Arabs — and the Muslims for that matter —
embrace the Christian Christ as God’s Word incarnate and crucified. Ignaz
Goldziher, another exponent of this conviction, articulated this dire theologi-
cal defeat even more explicitly when he said, “Consider ... how alien [ Christian
thought] was to the main body of the Arab people, despite the support it found
in some districts of Arabia ... we must be convinced of the antagonism of the
Arabs to the idea which [Christianity] taught.”®

1 Kenneth Cragg, The Arab Christian: A History in the Middle East (Louisville, Kentucky:
Westminster/John Knox Press, 1991), 38—40.
Cragg, The Arab Christian, 38.
Cragg, The Arab Christian, 39. “Somehow, these elements in the context of Christian faith
failed to encompass in the Arabic sphere and in the Arab soul the Christology that, in
Christian terms, monotheism necessitated and where prophethood found consummation.”

4 Ibid.

Cragg, The Arab Christian, 42.

6 Ignaz Goldziher, Muslim Studies, ed. S.M. Stern (Chicago: Aldine Publishing, 1968), 1:21.

(23
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Has Christianity truly totally failed in making the Arabs of Arabia and the
ensuing Muslim world pay attention to its theological voices, as both Cragg,
Goldziher, and others, seem to suggest? What if Islam did not really antagonize
the Christian christological soundings and the Muslim scripture, the Qur’an,
correlated with Christian christological views and tried to propose its own
christological interpretations, rather than conjuring up a frank and absolute
rejection of Christian Christology altogether? What if the Qur'an intermar-
ries mainline and marginal Christological approaches, instead of dismissing
Christology and deeming it a theological foe? In other words, what if instead of
Goldziher’s ‘antagonism’ and Cragg’s ‘alienation, the Qur'an opted for ‘recon-
ciliation’ and ‘revision?’

In the ensuing sections, this article shall demonstrate that opting for ‘revi-
sion’ and ‘reconciliation’ is a considerable stance that is characteristic of how
the Qur’an approaches Jesus’s crucifixion in Sira al-Nisa’ 4:157-158. As will be
seen, scholars are divided in their speculations on which Christianity these
verses have in mind when rejecting Jesus’s crucifixion. Some opt for tracing
ideas derived from heterodox Christian trends, while others tend to believe
that these versus respond directly to orthodox Christianity. Through an analy-
sis of Q 4:157-158, this article shall show that the Qur'an’s concern might have
been neither exclusively implementing heterodox views nor responding to
orthodox ones. Rather, the Qur’an attempts to develop a theological approach
that resonates with a particular Christological trend adopted by the Qur’an as
amore appropriate revised interpretation of the fate of “Allah’s Word and Spirit
from Him.” The Qur’an might be suggesting that its reconciliatory version asso-
ciates Jesus in a particular manner with God’s divinity, without needing to
endorse the theological belief in his divine sonship.

It is important for readers to realize that this article does not pursue a
comparative tour de force of the different interpretations of the crucifixion of
Christ in Christian and Muslim commentaries from early Islam. Neither does
this article aim to display a historiological exposition of the genesis and devel-
opment of the controversy over the crucifixion that arose between Christians
and Muslims in the early ages of Islam. These topics have been covered in an
earlier publication.” This article merely aims to discuss the possibility that the

7 Najib George Awad, “If His Crucifixion Was Figurative as You Claim, then So Be It': How
Two Christian Mutakallims from the Abbasid Era Used An-Nisa@’ 4157-158 in Dialogues with
Muslims,” Journal of Eastern Christian Studies 68, nos. 1-2 (2016 ); 53-80. On the development
of the ad intra Christian understanding of the crucifixion of Christ within the process of the
evolvement of Christian Christological reasoning, see Martin Hengel, The Cross of the Son
of God (London: scM Press, 1986); Martin Hengel, Studies in Early Christology (Edinburgh
& New York: T&T Clark, 1995); and James D.G. Dunn, Christology in the Making: A New
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Qur’anic stance on the crucifixion is neither an echo of Christian orthodoxy
nor of Christian heterodoxy. Rather, it is a unique Islamic theological reason-
ing inspired by the ad intra textual rationale of the Qur’an, one that aspires to
bring the controverting Christians to a third option that can reconcile their dif-
ferences over this subject. By means of its unique Christological solution, the
Quran reflects a perception of the crux of the disagreement among orthodox
and heterodox Christian factions over the crucifixion and its Christological
connotations. The Qur’an also plays the role of a ‘reconciler’ and ‘mediator’
between these two sides by inviting them for a ‘common word’ or third-way: an
‘Islamic’ Christology-like interpretation.

2 Did Muslims Know Heterodox Christologies
from Antique Christianity?

In his discourse against Christianity, known with the name of The True Doctrine
(Logos Alethes), the second-century Greek philosopher Celsus attacked the
Christian belief in the divinity of Jesus Christ and harshly ridiculed His minis-
try and death. Celsus expressed his rejection of the disturbing news that Jesus,
who claimed to be the Son of God, “have been afraid of death,’® and that “He
was eager to escape and hide after His condemnation” like a coward insignifi-
cant human imposture.® Celsus argued that if Jesus was immortal god, then
He will not fear death because He cannot die in the first place: He can simply
avoid all this and disappear.!? Yet, Celsus insisted, Jesus is not a god or a son
of God because He did not deliver Himself from the shame of suffering and
death: “Where He a god, He should not have died.”"! “What is plain,” Celsus
eventually confirmed, “is that this Jesus was a mere man.”? Not just any man,
Celsus satirically commented, but a man crucified; the thing that makes the
religion of the Christians directed at a person (Jesus) who is “surely no better
than dog or goat worship at its worst.”3

Testament Inquiry into the Origins of the Doctrine of the Incarnation (Grand Rapids,
Michigan: Eerdmans, 1996).

8 Celsus, On the True Doctrine: A Discourse Against the Christians, trans. Joseph Hoffmann
(New York & Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1987), 59.

9 Celsus, On the True Doctrine, 61.

10 Celsus, On the True Doctrine, 62—3.

11 Celsus, On the True Doctrine, 65.

12 Celsus, On the True Doctrine, 69.

13 Celsus, On the True Doctrine, 71, emphasis added.
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Origen of Alexandria responded to this anti-Christianity discourse in his
text Against Celsus (Contra Celsum). In his response, Origen demonstrated that
Celsus refuted Jesus’s divinity by assessing this divine identity’s plausibility in
light of Jesus’s crucifixion. For Celsus, Origen noticed, if Jesus was truly divine,
he could have not been exposed to a shameful, human death as a criminal on
a cross. Origen claimed that, at one point, Celsus stated the following: “But if
[Jesus] was really so great, He ought, in order to display his divinity, to have dis-
appeared suddenly from the cross.” Jesus, that is, “should have demonstrated
His divinity by being transported, either at the time of His capture or later, from
the cross.”# For Celsus, Origen related, Jesus did not do that and was exposed
to the shame of crucifixion and death. Therefore, Jesus cannot be divine, or
even the promised Messiah, as the Christians allege. Since Jesus’s crucifixion
was real, His claimed divinity is, then, phantasmal and false.

In his apology, Origen conceded Celsus’s rhetorical claim that Jesus could
have disappeared before they nailed Him to the cross, and He could have fooled
His capturers as He is divine. Origen principally concurred with the implica-
tion that Jesus did not have to fear anything or any man because He was sent by
God to the world, and, in His ministry, He could make Himself known and con-
cealed as well at different occasions, leave alone the fact that His whole nature
was hidden even to those who knew Him, as if part of Jesus did not appear
to them.!> Therefore, Origen initially conceded that Jesus’s divinity enabled
Him to disappear from the crucifixion and to misguide His capturers. This not-
withstanding, Origen’s option was elsewhere, for he claimed that “it was not to
the greater advantage of the whole purpose of the incarnation that He should
have suddenly disappeared physically from the cross.” Instead, Origen con-
firmed, Jesus accepted to appear on the cross to fulfill human salvation via his
humanity.!” Origen went farther to argue that although Jesus was capable of
disappearing from the cross, had the Gospels said that “He disappeared sud-
denly from the cross, unbelievers would have pulled it to pieces, and would
have accused Him as follows: Why did He disappear after arriving at the cross,
when He did not do this before His passion?”!8

14  Origen, Contra Celsum, trans. Henry Chadwick (Cambridge & New York: Cambridge
University Press, 1953). See also Martin Hengel, “Crucifixion in the Ancient World and the
Folly of the Message of the Cross,” in The Cross of the Son of God, ed. Martin Hengel, trans.
John Bowden (London: scMm Press, 1986), 93—188, 109 and note 7.

15 Origen, Contra Celsum, 2:68, 1.

16 Origen, Contra Celsum, 2:68, 4.

17 Origen, Contra Celsum, 2:69, 5.

18 Origen, Contra Celsum, 2:70.
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The ‘Origen-vs-Celsus’ controversy is not the subject of this study. Never-
theless, its relevance to the subject of this article lies in the very interesting fact
that the Muslim religious book, the Quran, also speaks about Isa b. Maryam’s
fate at the hands of the Jews and in relation to a crucifixion incident. in Sira
al-Nisa’ 157-158, the Quran states that the Jews claim that they tortured the
Word of Allah (kalimatahu), Tsa b. Maryam, and that He was exposed to death
by crucifixion. In direct response to this allegation, the Qur’an adamantly
affirms that the Jews neither killed Jesus nor crucified Him (wa-ma qatalithu
wa-ma salabithu). Instead, it only appeared to them to be so (wa-lakin shub-
biha lahum). These textual attestations invited for the development of serious
studies on early Islam and the history of Qur’an which concede that Muslim
views of Jesus originated from an intimate, first-hand communication and
mutual interaction with the Jews and Christians of the Arab Peninsula dur-
ing late sixth and early seventh centuries CE.!° Scholars of historical Christian
theology do also affirm that some first and second-century Christian trends
of thought claimed that Jesus, the divine Son of God, was not exposed to the
human shamefulness of dying on a cross because his humanity was phantas-
mal. Scholars do believe that such trends never vanished from history.2° They
persisted in various forms and versions among some Christian groups who
resided in the remote outskirts of the heartland of the late-antique Christian

19  See, for example, Najib G. Awad, Orthodoxy in Arabic Terms: A Study of Theodore Abu
Qurrah’s Theology in Its Islamic Context (Berlin & Boston: De Gruyter, 2015), 267-91;
Sidney H. Griffith, “Answers for the Saykh: A ‘Melkite’ Arabic Text from Sinai and
the Doctrines of the Trinity and the Incarnation in ‘Arab Orthodox Apologetics)” in
The Encounter of Eastern Christianity with Early Islam, ed. Emmanouela Grypeou,
Mark Swanson, and David Thoams (Leiden: Brill, 2006), 277-309; Sidney H. Griffith,
“Muhammad and the Monk of Bahira: Reflections on a Syriac and Arabic Text from Early
Abbasid Times,” Oriens Christianus 79 (1995); 146-174; Sidney H. Griffith, The Church in the
Shadow of the Mosque: Christians and Muslims in the World of Islam (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 2008), 6-11; Karl Heinz Ohlig, “Syrian and Arabian Christianity and the
Qur’an,” in The Hidden Origins of Islam: New Research into Its Early History, ed. Karl-Heinz
Ohlig and Gerd-R. Puin (Amherst: Prometheus Books, 2010), 361—401.

20 See for instance Aloys Grillmeier, s.J. & Theresia Hainthaler, Christ in Christian Tradition:
From the Council of Chalcedon (451) to Gregory the Great (590-604), trans. John Cawte
and Pauline Allen (London: Mowbray/Louisville, Ken: Westminster John Knox Press,
1995), 2:2; W. Montgomery Watt, Islamic Philosophy and Theology (Edinburgh: Edinburgh
University Press, 1964), 77-8; Harry A. Wolfson, The Philosophy of the Kalam (Cambridge,
MA /London: Harvard University Press, 1976), 337—348; James W. Sweetman, Islam and
Christian Theology: A Study of the Interpretation of Theological Ideas in the Two Religions
(Cambridge: James Clark & Co., 1945/2002), 111, 57—62; Bart D. Ehrman, Lost Christianities:
The Battle for Scripture and the Faiths We Never Knew (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2003); Hugh J. Schonfield, The History of Jewish Christianity: From the First to the Twentieth
Century (London: Duckworth, 1936/2009).
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world and its central urban capitals like Constantinople, Rome, Jerusalem,
Antioch, Damascus, and Alexandria. Scholars went even as far as arguing that
these groups found also shelters in regions like the Arab Peninsula and Arabia
Felix. This conviction paved also the way for exploring a possible continuity
between the Qur’an and ancient Judaism and emerging Christianity concern-
ing the theme of the Jews’ killing of (their) prophets.?! Gabriel Said Reynolds
has even traced the existence of the same theme in early Syriac Christian liter-
ature before the Qur’an, like in Ephrem (fourth century), Jacob of Serugh (sixth
century) and in the text of Lives of the Prophets (sixth century). He argued for
this Syriac tradition’s direct influence on the Quranic stance.?2

The questions that still divide scholars today are: Which versions or trends
of Christian theology did these abovementioned groups articulate and prolif-
erate? Which Christian theology does the Quran engage with and react to (or
even for)? The classical answer to this question that still occupies some ground
in modern scholarship is that Islam in Arabia encountered Gnostic, Docetic,
and Jewish editions of Christian reasoning. Such trends, it is believed, go back
to the earliest years following the birth of Christianity and represent minority
heterodox and heretic discourses in their theological interpretations of Jesus
Christ, especially His passion and crucifixion.

Quite known, and much studied, is the essay Francois De Blois published
two decades ago on the Christians the Quran knew of and spoke about.
There, De Blois tread onto an etymological track chasing after the linguistic
Qur’anic use of the term Nasrant and whether it connotes mainline, orthodox,
Christians or not.23 De Blois demonstrated that the Qurianic term Nasara indi-
cates that the Christianity known by early Islam in Arabia was not the main-
line orthodox one, for this term was never used as a self-designation for these
orthodox Christians, nor has it ever been synonymous to Christians in any
other language, save Arabic. To the contrary, De Blois affirmed, “From the later
part of the fourth century onwards, the name ‘Nazoraeans’ is used by Christian
authors specifically to designate one or more of the supposedly heretical sects

21 Gerald Hawting, “Killing the Prophets and Stoning the Messengers’: Two Themes in the
Quran and their Background,” in The Qurian’s Reformation of Judaism and Christian-
ity: Return to the Origins, ed. Holger M. Zellentin (Oxon & New York: Routledge, 2019),
303-17, 312.

22 Gabriel Said Reynolds, “On the Qur'an and the Theme of the Jews as Killers of the
Prophets,” Al-Bayan: Journal of Qurian and Hadith Studies 72 (2009); 23758, 222ff.

23 Francois De Blois, “Nasrani’ (Nadwpatos) and Hanif (é%vids): Studies on the Religious
Vocabulary of Christianity and Islam,” Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies
65, n0. 1 (2002); 1-30.
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of the type which in modern theological literature are usually called Jewish
Christians.”24

These heretic Christians, De Blois related, believed in Jesus’s messianic iden-
tity and his divine sonship, and they read the Gospel of Matthew in Hebrew.
However, they were loathed and cursed by the Jews. So, the nomenclature
‘Nazoraeans, De Blois wrote, “was the Jewish name ... first and foremost for
the Christians in the Synagogue with whom, naturally, Jews had most intimate
contact.”?5 De Blois also noted that, when it comes to the use of Nazoraeans as
Nasara in the Qur’an, the etymological water becomes muddy. What can be
certain, according to him, is that the Qur’anic term does not name the main-
line catholic Christianity of the Melkites, Jacobites, and Nestorians. Applying
the Quran’s Nasara to this Christianity was a latter business performed in
the Abbasid era, when “Muslims came into extensive contact with Catholic
Christians, [so] they decided to transfer the Quranic name ‘Nasara’ to these
Christians.”?6 This later historical implementation aside, De Blois concluded,
one must glean from the Qur’anic use’s resonation with extra-Qur’anic histori-
cal Christian data that, “the ‘Nasar@’ of the Quran were indeed Nazoraeans ...
it is consequently likely that there was a community of Nazoraean Christians
in central Arabia in the seventh century, unnoticed by the outside world.”?” Be
that as it may, if the Prophet Muhammad happened to know anything about
orthodox, mainline Christian thought (‘Pauline Christianity’, in De Blois’s
terms), such acquaintance must have “come merely from hearsay, or from con-
tacts with Catholic (Melkite or Jacobite) Christians during his travels to Syria.”28
In Arabia, De Blois stated, Islam’s prophet and scripture were exclusively in
living contact with “forgotten fossils” of Christianity.2?

Beside De Blois’s proposal of defining the heterodox Christianity that con-
tacted Islam as Nazoraean Christianity, scholars also lean towards suggesting
that the “forgotten fossil” of Christian thought the Quran interacts with is
Docetism. One must point out here that there is a general consensus among
scholars that the ambiguous and still unknown origin of this Christian trend
challenges the postulated Muslim familiarity with it. One of the best studies
on this subject in the past two decades was the essay by Ronnie Goldstein and

24  De Blois, “Nasrani,” 2. In a footnote on the same page, De Blois reflects his belief in the
inadequacy of this expression in the special historical sense that concerns us here [i.e., in
his study]. Thus, De Blois ends up suggesting, “it is perhaps better to put the words ‘Jewish
Christians’ in inverted commas.”.

25  De Blois, “Nasrani,” 3.

26  De Blois, “Nasrani,” 13.

27 De Blois, “Nasrani,” 16.

28 De Blois, “Nasrani,” 27.

29  Ibid.
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Guy Stroumsa published in 2007. In this study, the authors proposed that the
etymological roots of the terms ‘Eidwlon’ and ‘Dokesis’ invite readers to realize
a Greek, but also Jewish (Old Testament) origin to Docetism.3? What is of inter-
est to the current study is Goldstein’s and Stroumsa’s exposition of the core
(Gnostic-like) theological views of Docetism. Ultimately, they stated that the
Docetists rejected “Jesus’s passion on the cross” and sought a theological expla-
nation for it by suggesting that Jesus Christ was not crucified. Instead, the one
who suffered and was hanged on the Cross was Jesus’s “phantom” or “double
(eidwlon)."® The Docetists borrowed the idea of eidwlon from Greek thought
and literature where, according to Goldstein and Stroumsa, it is “systematically
used ... to solve theological problems related to myth and its interpretation.”2
The mythical hero or semi-divine figure did not suffer or die; his/her “double
(eidwlon)” did so. The Docetists used the very same idea in their explanation
of Jesus’s passion and crucifixion. This is what Goldstein and Stroumsa detect
in various extant texts with Docetic content found in the Nag Hammadi man-
uscripts, e.g., texts like Treaties of the Great Seth; The Revelation of Peter; The
Letter of Peter to Philip; First Revelation of James; and others.33 In the Revelation
of Peter, for example, a narration on the Crucifixion demonstrates that the
Jews crucified Jesus’s double, who appeared to them to be Jesus-like, while
Jesus Himself stood invisibly laughing as He watched them drowned in
their deception:

When He said this, I [Peter] saw Him [Jesus] apparently being arrested
by them [the Jews]. I said: ‘What do I see, Lord? Is it really you they are
seizing, and are you holding on to me? And who is the one smiling and
laughing above the cross? Is it someone else whose feet and hands they
are hammering’

The Savior said to me: ‘The one you see smiling and laughing above
the cross is the living Jesus. The one into whose hands and feet they are
driving nails in his fleshly part, the substitute (shebi) for Him. They are
putting to shame the one who came into being in the likeness of the liv-
ing Jesus. Look at Him and look at me.34

30 Ronnie Goldstein and Guy G, Stroumsa, “The Greek and Jewish Origins of Docetism: A
New Proposal,” Zeitschrift fiir Antikes Christentum 10, no. 3 (2007); 423—41.

31 Goldstein and Stroumsa, “The Greek and Jewish Origins,” 425.

32 Goldstein and Stroumsa, “The Greek and Jewish Origins,” 429.

33  Goldstein and Stroumsa, “The Greek and Jewish Origins,” 429—30.

34 Marvin Meyer, trans., “The Revelation of Peter: NHC VI1.3,” in The Nag Hammadi: Scrip-
tures, ed. Marvin Meyer (New York: HarperCollins Publishers, 2007), 487—98, 81.3-82.3,
495-96.
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The other Docetic text called The First Revelation of James reports Jesus as
affirming the following: “Never did I suffer at all, and I was not distressed.
These people did not harm me. Rather, all this was inflicted upon a figure of
the rulers.”35 One can go father in tracing the implementation of the idea that
Jesus was not crucified but His double appeared to the Jews as if He is Christ.

Goldstein and Stroumsa not only find this view in Docetic texts, but also in
patristic heresiographical ones as well, e.g,, in Irenaeus of Lyon’s Against the
Heresies, or the Valentinian Christological text called Acta Ioannis.3® The two
scholars detected therein a striking similarity with the idea conveyed vis-a-vis
the terms “eidwlon” and “dokesis” in Greek literature: “While the substitute suf-
fers indignity, the hero is transferred into safety. In some of the traditions, he
(or she) is carried up into heaven.”3” Be that as it may, Goldstein and Stroumsa
proposed that

Some among the earliest Christians, as we have seen, could not believe
that Jesus had suffered on the cross. Their quandary was similar to that
of Greeks seeking to salvage mythical figures through the device of the
Eidwlon. We may postulate, then, that this device offered them a ready-
made solution, which stands at the very root of Docetism.38

For early Christianity, these Docetic-Gnostic ideas were used to tackle the
problems Christians faced in association with the divinization of the figure
of Jesus Christ. Goldstein and Stroumsa related that they used them to state
that: “Jesus did not really suffer Himself ... His eidwlon suffered in His place,
while He went up to heaven. It is the substitute of the divine figure, its eidwlon,
who suffered.”3?

Is it possible that such ideas of Jesus’s crucifixion reached Arabia and were
spread among the Christians there? It has already been realized by Mathias
Zahniser that Muslim commentators of the Quran conveyed a belief that
early Christians in Syria and Egypt were seriously skeptical about Jesus’s cru-
cifixion. Some of them not only questioned its historicity, but also rejected its

35  Wolf-Peter Frank, trans., “The First Revelation of Kames: NHC v.3; Codex Tchacos 2,” in
The Nag Hammadi: Scriptures, 321-30, 30.16—32.28, 327.

36 Goldstein and Stroumsa, “The Greek and Jewish Origins of Docetism: A New Proposal,”
43031

37  Goldstein and Stroumsa, “The Greek and Jewish Origins of Docetism: A New Proposal,”
434.

38  Goldstein and Stroumsa, “The Greek and Jewish Origins of Docetism: A New Proposal,”
435.

39 Goldstein and Stroumsa, “The Greek and Jewish Origins of Docetism: A New Proposal,”
440.
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occurrence altogether on theological grounds: It disgraces Jesus’s status as the
Christ. The interesting factor in this regard is the Muslim commentators’ attri-
bution of such a stance among the Christians to sects and groups beyond the
boundaries of Docetism alone:

Some of the many sects denying the crucifixion included the followers of
Saturninus, the Marcionites, Docetists, followers of Bardesanes, Tatianites,
followers of Carpocrates, followers of Mani, and the Valentinians. Along
with many others, none of these sects could accept in any way that Christ
was actually nailed to or died on the cross.*?

Qur’anic commentators claim that Muslims were familiar with the abovemen-
tioned Christian explanations that “while going to the place of crucifixion, Jesus
and Simon the Cyrene were made tolook like each other [i.e., the ‘eidwlon’ idea].
Jesus then hid Himself to laugh in derision over his misguided persecutors.”#!
Against such claims’ spreading among Muslims, Mathias Zahniser confirms
that only a minority among Christians rejected the crucifixion of Jesus. The
earliest known form of Christianity believed in the crucifixion and confirmed
its occurrence. The very few who did not do so, Zahniser emphasized, “were
not closer in time and space than the vast majority of Christians who recog-
nized the canonical Gospels as scripture and based their faith in past on the
death and resurrection of Jesus the Messiah.” These abovementioned Egyptian
and Syrian rejecting figures, Zahniser argued, “came to the scene later than the
communities that formulated Christianity in the principal cities of Jerusalem,
Antioch, Rome and Alexandria.”4?

Whether those who rejected the crucifixion of Jesus were a majority or
minority in early Christianity is not the central question here. Far more rele-
vant is the fact that the views of those Christians on the impossibility of Jesus’s
crucifixion might have found their way to the context of Arabia and Arabia
Felix, before and during Islam. For, if they did get through, the Muslims would
have been possibly able to meet and listen to Christians from that region who
adopted various Christological views. It is acknowledged that at least “by
the dawn of the seventh century Christians had long been pressing into the
Arabian heartland from all sides. Arabia was literally surrounded by Christian

40  AH. Mathias Zahniser, The Mission and Death of Jesus in Islam and Christianity
(Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2008), 95. Whether one can trace these trends to the Arab
Peninsula in the seventh century and provide historical evidence of their presence is still
an open-ended discussion among scholars.

41 Zahniser, The Mission and Death of Jesus, 96.

42 Zahniser, The Mission and Death of Jesus, 114.
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enclaves, in the towns and villages of south Arabic, in Ethiopia and Egypt, in
Sinai, Palestine, Syria, Mesopotamia and in Iran."+3

In interlocution with this awareness, Sidney Griffith diverged from the prev-
alent trend of associating the Qur’anic stances with heterodox Christianity,
which is believed by earlier scholars to be based on the fact that the Late
Antique Arab Peninsula was a shelter for heretics, or was “haeresium ferax,”
that is “heresies’ fertile ground"** Griffith deconstructs the heterodoxy the-
sis by targeting one of its primary re-articulations in recent scholarship:
Francois De Blois’s hypothesis on the Nazoraeans and his take on Christianity
in Arabia. Contrary to De Blois, Griffith argues that it is hard to prove that
Arabian Muslims were exposed to the theological views of non-orthodox
Christians. Rather, it is more tenable to verify that Muslims were in touch with
the mainline orthodox views of their contemporary Melkites, Jacobites, and
Nestorians.*5 Griffith reveals his serious skepticism about the Muslims’ exclu-
sive exposition to Gnostic, Jewish-Christian trends, and he questions the belief
in their later encountering with orthodox Christianity when they embarked
on their conquests (futihat) outside Arabia. Instead, he stipulated that the
people of Arabia, at least from the 4th century ck, were fully in touch with
the Greek-, Syriac- and Ge’ez-speaking Christian orthodoxies of the Melkites,
Jacobites, and Nestorians:

By the time of the Qur’an, knowledge of the Christian Bible, the Christian
Creed, and Christian liturgy had already spread orally among the Arabs,
presumably transmitted first from those Arabs living on the Arabian
periphery, who were in more immediate contact with those Syriac
and Ge’ez-speaking Christians whose faith and practice of the Quran
echoes.46

43  Sidney H. Griffith, The Bible in Arabic: The Scriptures of the ‘People of the Book’ in the
Language of Islam (Princeton & Oxford: Princeton University Press, 1979); Theresia
Hainthaler, Christliche Araber vor dem Islam (Leuven: Peeters, 2007).

44  Two of the oldest scholarly theses on this conviction trace to the end of the nineteenth
and very beginning of the twentieth centuries. Gustav Weil, The Bible, the Koran and the
Talmud or Biblical Legends of the Muselmans (New York: Harper, 1846 ); Richard M. Zwemer,
Arabia: The Cradle of Islam (Edinburgh: Anderson and Ferrier, 1900). Irfan Shahid also
echoed the same conviction and speaks about “Arabia the land of heresies.” Irfan Shahid,
Rome and the Arabs (Washington, DC: Dumbarton Oaks, 1984).

45  Griffith, The Bible in Arabic, n—13.

46 Griffith, The Bible in Arabic, 15. See also C. John Block, “Philoponian Monophysitism
in South Arabia at the Advent of Islam with Implications for the English Translation
of ‘Thalatha’ in Quran 4.a71 and 5.73,” Journal of Islamic Studies 23 (2012); 50—75; John
Bowman, “The Debt of Islam to Monophysite Christianity,” in Essays in Honor of Griffith
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Arabia, that is, was not simply a shelter for all non-orthodox Christological and
theological Gnostic- and Docetic-like trends of Christian belief that renegaded
to Arabia seeking refuge from persecution and suppression. Rather, it was also
exposed to the orthodox Christian, creedal-faith holders in the churches of
Jerusalem, Antioch, Constantinople, Rome, and Alexandria.

Methodologically speaking, Griffith conjured up his conclusion by means
of reversing the hermeneutical strategy that is usually followed to determine
the identities of the Christians whom the Muslims could have interacted with
in Arabia: Speculating first about the Christians who influenced the Qur’an
and whose ideas drove it to criticize the Christian belief-system. Griffith
turned this approach upside-down by starting with the Qur’anic rhetoric on
Christianity and then discerning in this rhetoric the identity of the Christianity
the Qur’an has in mind. By this, Griffith endeavored to circumvent the trap of
treating the Qurian as if it “had no agenda of its own and was borrowing words,
phrases, themes and narratives rather than commenting on them from its own
point of view."#” Griffith believed that by pursuing such reversed hermeneu-
tical methodology, observers can question the presumption that the Quran
and the Prophet Muhammad had a rudimentary or distorted knowledge of
Christianity.#8 It is important to add here that such an approach also questions
the claim that distortion is due to the exclusive and narrow Muslim exposure
to heretic Christian thought and that it has nothing to do with the dominant
orthodox one.

Rather than taking the Quran’s criticism of basic Christian doctrines, e.g.,
Trinity, Christology, Incarnation and Crucifixion, as “reports or echoes of the
views of heterodox Christians living in the Quran’s milieu” — whose pres-
ence in that location, according to Griffith, has “no historical evidence at
all” — Griffith now deemed such criticism expressive of a polemical discourse
“directed at these doctrines and their customary formulae as they were actu-
ally professed by the very Melkite, Jacobite and Nestorian Christians whose
increasing infiltration into Arabia in the first third of the seventh century is
historically attested.”* The mistake scholars trap their investigation method-
ologically into, Griffith opined,

Wheeler Thatcher 1863-1950, ed. E.C.R. Maclaurin (Sydney: Sydney University Press, 1967),

191—216.
47  Griffith, The Bible in Arabic, 24.
48  Ibid.

49  Griffith, The Bible in Arabic, 36. Griffith here is standing against a legion of scholarly the-
ses. In addition to the proposal of Francois De Blois, displayed above, Griffith also dis-
agrees with the thesis of Joachim Gnilka, Die Nazarener und der Koran: Eine Spurensuche
(Freiburg: Herder, 2007).
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Is the hermeneutical one of failing to notice the Qur’an’s polemical rheto-
ric against the Christian doctrines it critiques and consequently interpret-
ing its language in these critical passages as evocations of or reflections
of the teachings of Christian communities not otherwise known to have
been in the Quran’s world. In other words, the [scholars’] misreading of
the pertinent Qur’anic passage became their evidence for postulating the
lingering presence of Christian groups in Arabia at a time when no other
evidence supports their presence there and abundant evidence indicates
that the communities whose doctrines the Qur’an directly criticizes in its
own very effective rhetorical style were present.>°

Is what Griffith thought-provokingly proposes truly the case? This question
remains open for discussion and this article is not the place to attend to it.
What matters is how can all this “orthodoxy-or-heterodoxy” scholarly discus-
sion invite a re-reading of Q 4:157-158 and furnish for the attempt to discover
a plausible interpretation of the Qur’an’s own rationale and theological stance
on the crucifixion in a proper exegetical, and far from eisegetical, manner.

3 The Qur’anic Investment in the “Phantasmal Appearance” Idea

In the light of the above data on the possible theological Christian stances,
it is plausible to presume that the Qur’anic speech on Jesus’s crucifixion as a
phantasmal incident is used to advocate for Jesus’s identity as God’s ‘Kalima’
(God’s Word). This possibility plausibly explains why the Qur’anic text does
not speak directly about “imagination,” but on “similitude,” Instead. This pos-
sibility conceded, the ‘phantasmal appearance’ terminology may also be mir-
roring the Muslim reaction to certain theological views, which the Arabian
Christians could have articulated to respond to Arabian Jewish refutations of
Jesus’s Messianic-divine identity. One can here equally pause at the possibility
that such a phantasmal appearance option was echoed by the Jews themselves
as an invocation of a polemical argument against Jesus’s divinity, which is rem-
iniscent of Celsus’s logic and Origen’s response to it.

50  Griffith, The Bible in Arabic, 37. See also Griffith’s application of this proposed methodol-
ogy in Sidney Griffith, “Syriacism in the Arabic Qur'an: Who Were ‘those Who Said Allah
is Third of Three’ According to al-Ma’idah 73?,” in A Word Fitly Spoken: Studies in Medieval
Exegesis of the Hebrew Bible and the Quran, ed. Meir M. Bar-Asher, et al (Jerusalem: The
Ben Zvi Institute, 2007), 83-110; Sidney Griffith, “A/-Nasara in the Qur'an: A Hermeneutical
Reflection,” in New Perspectives on the Quran: The Qurin in its Historical Context, ed.
Gabriel S. Reynolds (London & New York: Routledge, 2011), 301-322.
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What catches the attention regarding the ‘phantasmal appearance’ idea in
this debate is the following: Celsus and Origen in the second century CE and the
Quran in the seventh use the very same idea, yet each employs it to serve a dif-
ferent argument. In The True Doctrine by Celsus and Against Celsus by Origen,
we have a suggestion of the possibility of Jesus escaping from the cross either as
evidence that Jesus’s divinity is genuine since, as a divine Being, He can escape
death (Origen), or as a demonstration that Jesus’s divinity is impossible, for
had He been divine, He would have disappeared from the cross (Celsus). From
this, Celsus concluded that, since Jesus did not transport Himself away from
the crucifixion, and since divinity can never be inflected with such a human
shameful death-experience, Jesus can never be divine and could have never
been heavenly because His crucifixion was real. To this refutation of Jesus’s
divinity, Origen responds by affirming that, if anything, Jesus is the first and
foremost truly divine Logos and heavenly being. The Christian Docetic view
agrees with Origen on this point. Yet, the Docetists add an extra justification:
Jesus’s crucifixion was nothing but imaginary and phantasmal, for His divinity
could have never permitted Him to experience such a human fate as death on
a cross. Both Origen and Docetism adopted a Logos-Christology discourse, yet
they differed from each other in the understanding of the crucifixion which
they derived from it.

This is the theological background of the earliest use of the idea of ‘phan-
tasmal appearance’ to speak about Jesus’s crucifixion, whether to attack Jesus
(Celsus) or to advocate for Him as divine Logos (Origen and Docetism). Now,
the very interesting and thought-provoking twist is the one which, centuries
later, the Qur’an conjured up in its implementation of the very same idea to
offer its own understanding of Jesus’s fate and identity. The Qur’an relates
that the Jews boasted about killing and crucifying the Christians’ Prophet. The
Qur’an rejects and antagonizes this allegation, so it uses the idea of ‘phantas-
mal appearance’ to affirm that Jesus was never exposed to such a shameful
death on a cross. The question here is: What does the Qur’an want to say about
Jesus’s identity vis-a-vis the emphasis that the Jews did not crucify the real
Jesus, for it just appeared to them to be imaginatively so (as the Arabic phras-
ing seems to suggest)? Does the Qur’an reflect a Docetist answer to Celsus-like
logic? Is it, then, implicitly conceding the Logos-Christology presumptions
of the Docetists, but also Orthodox Christians (like Origen), who centralize
Jesus’s substantial relatedness to the divine in terms of the “God’s Word” idea?
If this was the case, then the Qurian is trying to back Jesus’s substantial related-
ness to the realm of divinity by emphasizing what the Docetists emphasized in
conceding that Jesus’s crucifixion was just an appearance or phantasmal. The
Docetists sacrificed the historicity and factuality of Jesus’s crucifixion in the
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service of proving His identity as God’s Logos. Could that same rationale be the
one behind the Quran’s rejection of the Jewish claim and its insistence that
Jesus was not really crucified: It just appeared to be so to the Jews (shubbiha
lahum)?

Scholars usually take for granted that Islam does not accept the Christian
creedal, orthodox Christology, and it does not view Jesus as divine or eternal
in any ontological, metaphysical sense. Jesus is a human being; He is God’s
human servant like Adam; and He is God’s messenger like the prophets of the
Old Testament and like the Prophet Muhammad. Be that as it may, it is not
surprising that no one has yet expressed readiness to consider deeming the
Quranic refutation of the crucifixion in Q 4:157-158 as a Muslim revision of
the defense of Jesus’s Logos-based divine identity, which both Docetism and
Orthodoxy accept. The logic behind the skepticism toward such a proposal
might simply be the following: If for the Docetists the crucifixion’s phantasmal
nature is a proof of Jesus’s divine origin, it cannot be the case in the Eyes of the
Qur’an, for Jesus’s divinity is categorically rejected in Islam.

However, if the Qur'an refuses to defend Jesus’s divinity, and it categorically
and unexceptionally refutes it, why would it then use the specific claim of the
phantasmal crucifixion, which was used originally (as Origen’s text informs us
at least) to betray nothing else than this very divinity? One initial, ad intra
Quranic, answer to this question might be that “crucifixion is God’s instrument
for punishing the infidels and evildoers [see, for instance, Q 5:33; 7: 123-124;
and 12:41]. [Crucifixion] cannot be the fate of God’s messengers who call the
infidels to surrender to God ... the Qur’an just cannot accept that God would
allow his messengers to be exposed to the most shameful and scandalous
death ever.”5!

As accurate this interpretation as is, there is an additional theological rea-
son behind the Qur’anic choice. A possible additional explanation of such a
choice is the fact that, for Docetist and patristic Christian Christology, Jesus’s
divine identity is ultimately spoken of as a demonstration that Jesus is God’s
Logos, God’s Word. Speaking of Jesus as “divine” serves the ultimate purpose of
stating that Jesus is God’s eternal Word. The distinction between the Docetic
and the patristic stances here lies in the fact that, for orthodox Christology, this
belief serves the ontological discourse on Jesus’s divinity that was developed in
the fourth and fifth centuries, where Jesus’s divinity was understood in terms
of an ontological causal relation of origin: Father-Son/begetting-begotten

51 Najib George Awad, “If His Crucifixion Was Figurative as You Claim, then So Be It,” 57.
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connection.’? That context relates that the fourth and fifth-century patristic
discourse on divinity was used to interpret that Jesus is primarily and meta-
physically “of one substance with the Father (homoousios),” which prevailed
over the stress on Jesus as Logos and made the latter, at some stages of the his-
tory of Christian doctrine, an ancillary theological understanding founded in
and conditioned by the former.

To the contrary, ‘divinity’ for Docetism was not primarily, if ever, struc-
tured upon such an ontological-causal, Homoousios-centered connotation.
Homoousios was not an acceptable theological expression of divinity for them.
Such an understanding of Jesus’s relation to God’s divinity in association with
the notion of Homoousios would also never be something Islam might concede
and adopt. Nevertheless, the association of the understanding of Jesus’s rela-
tion to God’s divinity with the notion of Logos seems to have been accepted
by Islam, as it was also embraced by patristic Christian theology. What invites
such a possibility is that the Quran in its own rhetoric speaks about ‘Isa b.
Maryam as no other than “the Word of God and a Spirit from Him (kalimat
Allah wa-rihun minhu),” as the Quran says in Q 3:39 and 4:171. In addition,
Muslim Kalam emphasizes that God’s Word is equal to Him and emanates
from His own being (kalimatahu hiya haw).

In light of this, the Quran deems it plausible and permissible to borrow
the emphasis on the phantasmal crucifixion to prove Jesus’s Logos-centered
identity. The Quran does so because it resonates with its attestation that
Jesus is God’s Word (kalimatahu). It is not, then, necessarily a contrivance to
propose that this represents a Kalima-Christology approach, rather than a
contra-Christology one. To articulate this Kalima-Christology in Docetic terms:
The Qurian stresses that the crucifixion was imaginary and phantasmal in
order to advocate for Jesus’s identity as God’s Kalima. This does not at all make
the Qur’an echo the fourth and fifth-century creedal Christology where divin-
ity defends the ontological causal relation of origin that is designated in the
term Homoousios and is expressive of a Father-Son relationality. Nevertheless,

52 See on this, for example, Aloys Grillmeier, s.J., Christ in Christian Tradition: From the
Apostolic Age to Chalcedon (451), trans. John Bowden (Atlanta: John Knox Press, 1975), I;
JN.D. Kelly, Early Christian Doctrines (London: A&C Black, 1993); Frances M. Young, From
Nicaea to Chalcedon: A Guide to the Literature and its Background (London: scM Press,
1983); Hubert Cunliffe-Jones, A History of Christian Doctrine (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1997);
John Behr, The Nicene Faith, 1 & 2 (Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir's Seminary Press, 2004);
Lewis Ayers, Nicaea and its Legacy: An Approach to Fourth-Century Trinitarian Theology
(Oxford & New York: Oxford University Press, 2006); Khaled Anatolios, Retrieving Nicaea:
The Development and Meaning of Trinitarian Doctrine (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Baker
Academic, 2011); Najib George Awad, Orthodoxy in Arabic Terms, ch. 3.

ISLAMIC STUDIES JOURNAL 1 (2024) 134-166



AWAD 152

this offers a suggestion of an intimate connection between the Qur’anic the-
ology on ‘Isa b. Maryam and the Christian theology on Jesus the Christ, the
Logos of God, in Arabia. It seems that the Qur’an is theologizing that, if Jesus
is in any way God’s “Word and Spirit (Kalima wa Rih),” He cannot suffer or die
in a shameful manner. This is reminiscent of the Docetic claim: “If Christ in
any way shares the divine nature, He cannot suffer or die.”>3 As the Docetic
trend espoused immunizing Jesus Christ’s divinity from being contaminated
by birth and suffering, the Qur’an seems to be immunizing God’s Word from
contamination by killing and crucifixion (not necessarily by death per se).5*
Such orientation not only resonates with the Docetic christological approach,
but is also principally congenial with the orthodox, patristic Logos-Christology.
After all, mainline patristic Christology, as demonstrated by Origen in Contra
Celsum, does not truly or principally dismiss the idea of Jesus’s ability, by virtue
of His divinity, to disappear from the experience of the cross if He wanted to. It
simply stands merely against this potential’s practical congruence and useful-
ness to the inner logic of Jesus’s Messianic, atoning, and salvific role.

This article’s proposal of a potential Quranic revision of the understand-
ing of the crucifixion that resonates with, rather than nullifies or withstands, a
Christian orthodox theological view of Jesus, like the one in Logos-Christology,
might sound challenging, if not discomforting, to the predominant majority of
the Christian and Muslim approaches to Q 4:157-158. If one departs from the
Qur’anic speech about Jesus as a mere human messenger and servant of God
and sidelines the Qurianic exclusive speech on Jesus as, alone, God’s “Word
and Spirit from Him,” one will fail to consider this interpretation an exegeti-
cal possibility. For example, Michael Fonner suggested that “for the Qur’an,
Jesus belongs within the framework of God’s sending of prophets and books.
Technically speaking, Jesus does not belong in theology.”>> Fonner supported
his view by citing Quranic attestations from Siras 43:59; 4171-172 and 5:75.
In the light of Sidney Griffith’s aforementioned critique of the hermeneutic
approach that departed from preconceived and presumed views on what
Islam rejects or espouses and then searched for evidences of such pre-tailored
hermeneutic in the Quran, one can say that Fonner looked merely for the
Quranic verses that vouch for a common, ready-made preconception of the

53  Stuart G. Hall, “Docetism,” in The Dictionary of Historical Theology, ed. Trevor A. Hart
(Grand Rapids, Michigan: W.B. Eerdmans, 2000), 163-164, 164.

54  Ibid.

55  Michael G. Fonner, “Jesus’s Death and Crucifixion in the Qur’an: An Issue for Interpreta-
tion and Muslim-Christian Relations,” Journal of Ecumenical Studies 29, nos. 3—4 (1992);
432-50, 436.
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Qur’an’s stance on Jesus. Fonner frankly revealed this preconception when he
related that, in the Quran, Jesus has no theo-logical connections to God.

This article follows Griffith’s subtle methodological approach and starts
with the Quran’s own rhetoric on ‘Isa b. Maryam, deducing from it the
Qur’anic stance on Jesus, and asking whether it associates Jesus with theo-logy
or not. Departing from the Quranic inner logic as such — exegetically, that is,
not eisegetically — drives us to realize that, besides the verses Fonner invoked,
there are other verses wherein Isa b. Maryam is recognized as God’s very own
Word and Spirit and as God’s designated judge over the two worlds (diyyan
al-‘alamin), whom God lifted up to the divine heavenly realm (Rafa‘ahu Allah
ilayih). There is nothing more theological in perspective than such designa-
tions for the Qurian to ascribe to Jesus; something it does not even attribute
to the Prophet Muhammad. Perhaps the Qur’an is not straightforwardly and
categorically antagonist of all senses of relatedness Jesus has to God’s divine
realm after all. Maybe it militates primarily and specifically against these
christological understandings of such connectedness to divinity that endorse
ontological-causal, Homoousios-based and sonship-centered perspectives.

Robert Charles Zaehner might not be necessarily wrong, though echoing a
“minority interpretation,”® when he reads Q 19:34, “Jesus the Son of Mary, the
Word of Truth,” as the Qur’an’s acceptance of a specific, conspicuously quali-
fied sense of Jesus’s divinity, which obviously does not approach it from any
ontological-causal metaphysical perspective.5” Zaehner’s main thesis was that
the Quran’s interpretation of Jesus’s status in relation to God mirrors elements
that are expressive of East-Syrian, Nestorian christological orientations. One
of these Nestorian-like ideas which the Qur’an reflects, Zaehner suggested, is
the refusal to consider Mayram bint ‘Umran “the mother of God (theotokos),”
and its suggestion instead that God gave birth to the human Jesus in the womb
of Mary by means of “God’s creative Word (Logos/Kalima)” and by means of
the verb “be (kun).”>® Zaehner's overall approaches to Islam and other religions
in relation to Christianity might be controversial and questionable. Yet, the
point he made might be of relevance to the Qur’anic take on Jesus as the one in
whom God’s “Word and Spirit (kalimatahuwa rihun minhu)” dwell, in the light
of its interaction with Christian Christological trends of reasoning that offer

56  Fonner, “Jesus’s Death and Crucifixion,” 438.

57  Robert C. Zaehner, At Sundry Times: An Essay in the Comparison of Religions (London:
Faber & Faber, 1958), 209; Fonner, “Jesus’s Death and Crucifixion in the Qur'an: An Issue
for Interpretation and Muslim-Christian Relations,” 438.

58 Zaehner, At Sundry Times, 206—209. See also on Zaehner’s approach Oddbjorn Leirvik,
Images of Jesus Christ in Islam (London & New York: Continuum, 2010).
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a “theology of the indwelling Logos.”° It seems that the Qur'an echoes — in
its special qualified terms and perspective — a Christological statement about
God’s “Word and Spirit from Him” (i.e., Jesus) that is expressive of divine know-
ing and power, by means of which God made the worlds vis-a-vis the word “be
(kun).

It is known that such a trend of christological understanding of Jesus’s son-
ship and Logos-status existed during the early Abbasid era on the mouth of the
Nestorian theologian John of Dalyatha, whose views were anathematized in a
council summoned by Catholicos Timothy 1 in 170 AH [ 786-87 CE.S° What is
more intriguing still is the fact that such a trend of Logos/Kalima-Christology
was used by Christian mutakallims in their interlocution with Islam. A
careful study of early Christian-Muslim Kalam and the interlocutions
on the crucifixion relate that both Muslims and Christians resorted to a
Logos/Kalima-Christological idea to approach Q 4:157-158.

A primary example of this is found in the text of the debate (mujadala)
that took place in the Caliph al-Ma’muan’s court between the Christian,
Melkite-Chalcedonian mutakallim, Theodore Aba Qurra, and a Muslim
mutakallim called ‘Ali b. al-Walid ad-Dimashqi. In the extant text of this
mujadala, the famous Melkite mutakallim from the third/ninth century used
the implementation of Q 4:157-158 to make a theological point on Jesus. First,
the Muslim interlocutor addressed Theodore with these words:
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)

381. Ad-Dimashqi said: They did not kill Him and they did not crucify
Him, but it was made to appear as so to them, and God rose Him up to
Him, for He [the Messiah] is His Word and Spirit.5!

59  Carlos A. Segovia, The Quranic Jesus: A New Interpretation (Berlin & Boston: De Gruyter,
2019), 6.

60 See on John of Dalyatha and his condemnation, Alexander Treiger, “Could Christ’s
Humanity See His Divinity? An Eighth-Century Controversy between John of Dalyatha
and Timothy 1, Catholicos of the Church of the East,” Journal of the Canadian Society for
Syriac Studies 9 (2009); 3-21.

61  Wafiq Nasri, ed., Abu Qurra wa'l-Ma’mun: al-Mujadala (Beirut & Jounieh: CEDRAC (Us])/
Librairie St. Paul, 2010), 1v.E.2.381, 170. I make my own English translation of the Arabic
text here. In the ensuing lines, I rely primarily on the detailed analysis of Theodore’s take
on Q 4157-158 in Najib G. Awad, “If His Crucifixion Was Figurative as You Claim, then So
Be It,” 68—73.
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In his initiative, ad-Dimashql made an interesting theological standpoint
reflective of a Logos-Kalima-Christological leaning. He associated the Qur’an’s
rejection of the crucifixion with the Quranic claim that Isa b. Mayram is
Allah’s Word and Spirit. Ad-Dimashqi offered “an indirect, yet quite accurate,
[Christological] exegesis of the Quran’s negation of the death of Jesus on
the cross.”62 This marrying of the Qur’an’s stance on the crucifixion with the
Qur’an’s other Kalima-centered Christology-like attestation is worth pondering
to check whether this Muslim theological view expresses a genuine, inherent,
and not just exegetical, Quranic view.

On the other hand, the debate’s text relates that Aba Qurra perceptively
apprehended this Logos/Kalima Christological leaning of his Muslim conver-
sant. So, he erects upon it a Christian elaboration that used Q 4:157-158 to dem-
onstrate a congruence with the Christian (Orthodox) understanding of Jesus
as the divine Logos who belongs to the heavenly realm. Abt Qurra avoided any
discussion about death in relation to deity, abstaining frankly from associating
Jesus as God’s Word and Spirit with it. He even conceded that if the crucifixion
was merely figurative (tashbihan), or phantasmal for that matter, this will not
be a problem:
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383. If His crucifixion was figurative as you claim, then so be it; and if it
was real, then our acceptance of it is true.63

Instead, what Abu Qurra did was focusing on God’s lifting of Jesus up to the
heavenly realm. He combined Q 4:147-158 with Q 3:55 (which says that Jesus
was raised up to heaven by God and will be appointed the judge of the two
worlds).54 Instead of lingering long at associating the Logos/Kalima with death
on a cross, Abt Qurra focused on Jesus’s ascension to heaven by God on the
basis of a christological perspective shaped after the association the Muslim
conversant made between Q 4:157-158 and the Qur’anic understanding of
Jesus as Allah’s Kalima wa Ruh. What he ends up saying is that “the immortality
of the crucified is ineradicable,” for “Jesus had risen from the dead in an uncor-
rupted body and ... He ascended to heaven as God’s Word and Spirit; that is,

62 Awad, “If His Crucifixion Was Figurative as You Claim, then So Be It,” 70.

63 Nasri, ed., Abut Qurra, 1V.E.3.383, 170.

64 Nasri, ed., Abu Qurra, 1v.C.322-323, 159; Awad, “If His Crucifixion Was Figurative as You
Claim, then So Be It,” 68.
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exactly as the Muslim Book and Prophet testify."6> Be that as it may, Aba Qurra
concluded, “the Messiah is God’s Word and Spirit, and God’s Word and Spirit,
then, is from Him and is not segregated from Him and She [i.e., God’s Word and
Spirit] goes back to Him.”66

The text of this debate presents a good interreligious example of an inter-
locution between a Christian and a Muslim over the crucifixion on the basis
of a Logos/Kalima-centered Christological hermeneutic of Q 4:157-158, which
is derived from a genuine Qur’anic understanding of Jesus as Allah’s Word and
Spirit. Is this a categorical denial of divinity in relation to Jesus? Not neces-
sarily. It seems to be more like a different expression of it. Is this a polemic
against Christology altogether? Abui Qurra, a mainline Christian theologian,
does not seem to believe so. Eventually, this warrants a consideration of the
Muslim familiarity with various iterations of Logos-Christology found dur-
ing early Islam. One might even concur with Alexander Treiger’s note that
Muslims were not just clashing with, and polemically antagonizing, the sur-
rounding indigenous cultures and religions. Rather, they were interacting with
and absorbing them as well.6”

In this sense, Jesus’s death on a cross, as well as whether it is possible or
not, are equally judged in the Quran based on theological (what it means),
even christological revisional criterion, and not on a history-based logic (did it
happen or not). The Qur’anic attestation in Q 4:157-158 emphasizes a theologi-
cal intention and “the hermeneutical position here is the contextual approach
with emphasis on a theological intention.”®8 What such a theological intention
can possibly be is a Qur'anic attempt at defending the particular Logos/Kalima
christological sense of connection to the divine realm, which the Quran
echoes as a qualified and revied version of Christology-like reasoning on the
basis of the genuine Qurianic attestation of Jesus as God’s “Word and Spirit

65  Awad, “If His Crucifixion,” 71.

66 Awad, “If His Crucifixion,” 72. See also Nasri, ed., Abu Qurra, 1vV.E.3.389, 172, where Abu
Quurra says:
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67  Treiger, “Could Christ’s Hlimanity See His Divinity?,” 11. Tréiger is right in reminding
us that the mainline Christians, in turn, were keen on demonstrating to Muslims that
their theological discourses are congenial and reconciliatory with the Islamic-Qur’anic
belief. This was what Patriarch Timothy I himself endeavored to achieve. Trieger rightly
states: “Timothy’s apologetic attempts to demonstrate to the Muslim rulers that Ais
‘Nestorian’ version of Christianity could be presented in terms acceptable to Muslims,
and moreover that his was the only version of Christianity which could be so presented
and which therefore was the only one worthy of the Muslims’ support,” Ibid., 12.

68  As even Fonner himself confesses: Ibid., 444. 1 am not sure how Fonner would reconcile
this rather plausible note with his other claim mentioned earlier.
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from Him.” This Jesus, the Kalima, in the Qur’an, is the only being, besides God
per se, “who is given the [divine] power to raise the dead,” as the Qur’an says in

Q 3:49 and 5:110.%°

4 Concluded Implications: the Qur’an’s Reconciliatory Christology

Does the above analysis and discussion support the belief of some contem-
porary scholars that the Qurianic attestations suggest a Muslim affinity to
Christian heretical, Gnostic-Docetic or other, theological views? Not necessar-
ily. Does it, then, demonstrate a Qur’anic disclosure of a Muslim familiarity
with Christian mainline, Chalcedonian and non-Chalcedonian alike, Christian
theology? Neither this is necessarily the case. Opting for one of these two pos-
sibilities and then arguing from them generates a history-focused hermeneutic,
which is not the main goal of this study. Rather, this study avoids verifying or
arguing for any particular historical scenario on which Christianity the Qur'an
engages. Rather, this analysis heeds the advice recently made by Gabriel
Said Reynolds, as it concurs with his belief in the futility of the historiologi-
cal investigation after which Christianity is related to in the Qur’an, since we
lack enough data to establish that one option was the true historical case and
not the other. This essay heeds the warning that delving into proposing one of
these scenarios alone would be “so focused on an Imagined historical context”
that it makes us “miss the literary qualities of the Qur'an,” if not also the kernel
of its theological alternatives.”®

The article also agrees in principle with Suleiman Mourad’s claim that
“the denial [of the crucifixion/death] in the Qur’an is not directed to its real-
ity, but rather to its theological implications.”” This is why Q 4:157-158 is read
in light of the theological rationale that one meets in Origen’s attending to
Celsus’s criticism in Contra Celsum and in light of the Docetic approach to
Logos-Christology. Nevertheless, the article goes further than Mourad and oth-
ers in suggesting that the Qur’an may be doing this not necessarily to develop a
polemic criticism against the mainline (Chalcedonian and non-Chalcedonian)
Christian belief in Jesus’s divinity or to offer its message as an absolute,

69  John C. Reeves, ed., Bible and Qurian: Essays in Scriptural Intertextuality (Atlanta: Society
of Biblical Literature, 2003), 36.

70  Gabriel S. Reynolds, “On the Qur’an and Christian Heresies,” in The Quran’s Reformation
of Judaism and Christianity: Return to the Origins, 31832, 319.

71 Suleiman A. Mourad, “Does the Qur'an Deny or Assert Jesus’s Crucifixion and Death?,” in
New Perspectives on the Qurian, 349-57, 350.

ISLAMIC STUDIES JOURNAL 1 (2024) 134-166



AWAD 158

unequivocal obliteration of these discourses in support of Christian heretic
alternatives. Mourad is right in noticing that what is usually perceived as the
standard purpose and meaning of the Qurianic stance on the crucifixion is
favored subjectively and preconceptually in some Muslim and Christian cir-
cles alike because it is “often used in an attempt to legitimize one’s own [con-
victions] or prove the other [convictions] wrong.” In other words, one must not
eisegetically treat the Qur’an as always polemical (or biased) text.”?

It is this factor that legitimizes Griffith’s (similarly to Reynolds in principal
orientation) call for maintaining the “literary, or scriptural, integrity of the
Qur’an, however it came about,” and to treat the Quran as it conceives itself
to be: “A Scripture in dialogue with preceding scriptures and traditions, and
the lore of mainly Jewish and Christian communities in its midst, to which it
alludes and on which it offers an often exegetical commentary.””® This article
does concur with the belief that this Qur’anic dialogical-exegetical interaction
with other faiths needs not always take the form of refuting and polemicizing
against every item in other faiths’ theological interpretations. It needs not to
be red as a dialogue “with a seemingly ironic or even a satirically polemical
intent, as it is presumed.””* Instead, what if the Quran’s exegetical commen-
tary is offered as a “revisional” and “propositional,” suggestive discourse that
aims primarily to be congenial with its very own theological content, rather
than to antagonize other extra-Quranic contents??>

It is not always the case that “the Qur’an exaggerates and satirizes [the views
of its opponents], both for the sake of rhetorical flare and in order to facil-
itate an effective refutation.”’¢ Nor is it necessarily always the case that the
Quran relates to other different theological views as “opponents” it needs
to refute. The Quran might simply be just developing its own particular

A ?

72 Mourad, “Does the Qur’an,” 349.

73 Griffith, “Al-Nasara in the Qur'an: A Hermeneutical Reflection,” 321.

74 Ibid.

75  Ithink Angelika Neuwirth would not disagree with such a proposal. She seems call for it
in her own terms when, for instance, she proposes looking at the Qur'an “as a ‘medium of
transport’ triggering and reflecting a communication. The Qur@n in its emergent phase
is not a pre-meditated, fixed compilation, a reified literary artifact, but a still-mobile text
reflecting an oral theological-philosophical debate between diverse interlocutors or vari-
ous late antique denominations.” Angelika Neuwirth, “Two Faces of the Quran: Quran
and Mushaf” Oral Tradition 25, no. 1(2010);141-56, 142. What I do not agree with Neuwirth
on is the identification of “the Quran as exegetical” with “the Quran as polemical-
apologetical.” Why should the exegetical commentary-centered role of the Quran be
associated with polemics and apologetics. Why cannot the exegetical role instead be
expressive of interlocution and proposition?

76 Reynolds, “On the Qur'an and Christian Heresies,” 321.
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theological understanding of commonly circulated theme in logical interlocu-
tion or theological interaction with the different views available about it. The
Qur’an might not be merely reflecting distinctive rhetorical strategies, but also
seriously trying to contribute to the theological reasoning on a rather contro-
versial issue and to offer what it particularly believes to be more tenable and
plausible hermeneutics to it. From this perspective, one can fairly dispense
with searching for a Docetist influence behind the Qur’anic text,”” yet one can
still say that the Qur’an could be familiar with the Docetist ideas and that such
ideas did exist somehow, sometimes in some Arabian Christian speeches on
the crucifixion, without these two possibilities clashing with each other and
without finding ourselves forced to opt for one of them and reject the other. If
we dispensed with searching behind the text for the extra-Qur’anic source that
influenced the Muslim attestation and shaped its stance, we can still speak
about a self-determined Qur’anic comment on Docetist-like ideas without any
substantial theological problem or tangible depreciation of the Quran’s own,
self-determined theological attentions.

Carlos Segovia echoes in 2019 something relevant to this point in a valuable
forensic manner. He noticed that, in today’s scholarship, the Qurianic attesta-
tions on Jesus’s birth, life, prophetic mission and death, i.e., His biography, are
treated to have merely “descriptive purpose,” whereas all the Qur’anic attend-
ings to Jesus’s divine sonship and relatedness to God are deemed the Qur'an’s
polemic attack against Christian Christology and its counter-theology on
Jesus.”® Against this sweeping, presumptive reading of the Qur’anic stance on
Jesus as categorically and statically descriptive-polemic all the time, Segovia
proposes that one should read the Qur’an’s various stances and attentions to
Jesus’s messianic relation to God and His divinity and sonship as textual attes-
tations that do not necessarily belong to the same redactional layer. Within this
framework, Segovia endeavors to explore a potential serious interlocution with
Near-Eastern christological developments, orthodox or heterodox. This means
moving in our hermeneutical approach from searching for “polemic-apologetic
antagonism,” or “influence-conflict” situation, into “contextual connection”
and open interlocution with these Christologies.”

In the case of the crucifixion, the Qur’an might neither necessarily be offer-
ing in Q 4157-158 a polemic refutation that resonates with the rejection of
Jesus’s divine sonship, nor is it just echoing a view that influentially, implicitly
determined its orientation. Perhaps this is not the focal attention here. Rather,

77 Reynolds, “On the Qur'an and Christian Heresies,” 324.
78 Segovia, The Quranic Jesus, 1ff.
79 Segovia, The Quranic Jesus, 2.
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it might be offering an alternative propositional understanding of Jesus'’s sta-
tus as God’s “Word and Spirit,” which suggests rootedness in God’s divine real-
ity and echoes traces of Christian Logos-Christology; an understanding that
rejects the crucifixion (i.e., the method, not the idea of death per se) because it
does not harmonize with the Qur'an’s particular logos-like Christological views
of Isa b. Maryam as God’s Kalima wa Rith. Therefore, we must differ with the
belief that the major difference between the Muslim-Qur’anic framework of
reasoning and the Christian one is Christological in nature because (accord-
ing to this belief) “for Muslims, Christology is not included in theology, but
for Christians it is central.”80 Far from excluding a Christological interpreta-
tion from its theological perception of Jesus, the Qur’an, as Q 4:157-158 reveals,
tenders a “revised” or “qualified” Christological reading of Jesus’s theological
connotations that might be actually indirectly interlocuting with, rather than
either supporting or refuting, orthodox and heterodox christological views
that somehow existed in the early context of Arabia.

I reckon that Sidney Griffith is not far from the truth regarding the Nasara
whom the Quran addresses when he attempted to substantiate the hypoth-
esis that,

The mainline, Syriac-speaking Christian communities of Syria/Palestine
and Mesopotamia, i.e., the so-called ‘Melkites, ‘Jacobites, and ‘Nestorians,
as the later Muslims regularly called them, were in fact the principal
communities from whom the Arabic-speaking Christians in the Qur’an’s
milieu learned their faith and with whom they were in continuous com-
munication from the mid to the late sixth century onward.8!

Logos-Christology was actually accepted by the Christians of these mainline
schools of patristic theology. So, the Quran’s “kalimathu wa rithun minh” might
reflect the kind of affinity Griffith suggests above.

Nevertheless, we have in Q 4: 157-158 a Quranic attempt at revising the
orthodox Christian theology of the Cross because the Quran does not find
the idea of crucifying (still, not death) God’s Word and Spirit congenial with the
Logos-Christology which states that Jesus is no less than God’s very own Word.
The Qur’an, then, is proposing a revision to Christian orthodoxy, not creating a

80  For instance, Warren Larson, “Jesus in Islam and Christianity: Discussing the Similarities
and the Differences,” Missiology: An International Review 36, no. 3 (2008); 32741, 328. See
the same approach in J. Dudley Woodberry, “The Muslim Understanding of Jesus,” Word
& World 16, no. 2 (1996); 173—78.

81 Segovia, The Quranic Jesus, 321.
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satiric polemic against it. It aims at exegetically revising orthodox Christology
by injecting into it what the Qur’an suggestively deems plausible heterodox
ideas echoing Christian Docetic perceptions of Logos-Christology. In this case,
the Nasara the Qur’an refers to are both orthodox and heterodox alike. For the
Qur’an, the stance on these two groups of Christians, mainline and marginal,
is not shaped after binary “either-or” but reconciliatory “both-and” logic. In
the case of the crucifixion, the Quran proposes an understanding that rec-
oncilably marry Christological elements from both campaigns because the
Qur’an believes they synchronize with its Kalima-centered understanding of
‘Isa b. Maryam.

Aloys Grillmeier once described the condition of the various theologi-
cal views in early Christianity in the following words, “In the account of the
second century until [early third century], we may have had the feeling that
the Christian message contained merely a number of individual truths placed
in simple juxtaposition.”2 Could it be the case that the Quran in 4:157-158
is placing different theological views on Jesus and the crucifixion in simple
juxtaposition; the thing which the Qur’an believes to lend service its own pri-
vate Christology-like association of Tsa b. Maryam with God as “kalimatahu wa
rithun minhu?” Unless we come to read the Qur'anic text with a ready-made
presumption of its sheer polemic role, nothing necessarily hinders seeing a
Qur’anic version of a Logos-like christological stance on Jesus in these verses.

If Christian and Muslim scholars conceded with me such a possibility,
they would probably disagree with, or at least forensically examine, Bernard
Heyberger’s emphatic statement:

It is impossible to proceed ... by extracting an expression or a verse from
the Quran and attributing to them a Christian meaning. It is impossi-
ble, for instance ... to infer from the fact that Jesus Christ is called Rith
Allah (Spirit of God) and Kalimat Allah (Word of God) that the Qur’an
acknowledges his divinity.83

Heyberge raises high the flag of the “impossibility” stance without explaining
clearly or sufficiently to us, what makes such options truly impossible? Why
this would be an extraction of a verse from the Qur’an and injecting it with
Christian meaning? What if such a meaning is intrinsic to the inner logic, or

82  Grillmeier, Christ in Christian Tradition, 1:79.

83  Bernard Heyberger, “Polemic Dialogues between Christians and Muslims in the Sev-
enteenth Century,” Journal of Economic and Social History of the Orient 55 (2012); 495—
516, 512.
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“rhetoric” (to use Griffith’s expression) of the Qur’an per se in the first place?
What if calling Jesus God’s “Word and Spirit” is a deliberate and authentic
Qur’anic conviction? Why is it also impossible to associate the Quranic speech
on Jesus in terms of Kalimat and Rih Allah with a stance on divinity? Is it
because Jesus’s divinity in Christian theology is substantially associated with
the notion of “sonship?” But, in the very same Tradition, it is also equally asso-
ciated with the notion of Logos. Rather, what if the Qur’an is acknowledging
a relatedness of Jesus as God’s Word to God as such in a manner that does
not echo the understanding of divinity found in ontological-causal Christian
Christologies, but in a manner that relates Jesus’s status as God’s own Word
and Spirit to God’s depth of divine power and wisdom? Why is such a possibil-
ity impossible, Quranically speaking? What if the Quran truly means what
it states when it claims that Jesus is no other than Kalimat Allah, with all this
understanding’s theological implications?

In 2018, the comparative theologian, Klaus Von Stoch ably demonstrated
that the Qurianic attestation on Jesus, the son of Mary, can contribute to the
improvement of the Christian understanding of Jesus of Nazareth. Von Stoch
engages seriously the inquiry about whether “the Qur’anic understanding of
Jesus of Nazareth ... can be integrated into Christian theology without aban-
doning one’s own claims of truth,” and whether “the Qur’anic approach to Jesus
of Nazareth can be accepted and whether it can be granted a place in reflec-
tion on Christian belief."84 To this inquiry, Von Stoch convincingly responded
by saying:

The Quranic judgments concerning Christology cannot be unequivo-
cally classified as anti-Christian, even though they may appear anti-
Christian at first sight ... the Qur’an is inviting Christians to a revision
of their ideas and concepts without being in complete contradiction
to them.85

This article totally concurs with Von Stoch’s conclusion and proposes that the
Qur’an seems to be on the trajectory of an endeavor to bring about an alter-
native christological and soteriological interpretation of Jesus’s death and
crucifixion, which it proposes will aid Christians in exiting the labyrinth of
their Christological controversies and discrepancies. This article attempted to

84  Klaus Von Stoch, “Reflecting on Approaches to Jesus in the Qur’an from the Perspective
of Comparative Theology,” in How to Do Comparative Theology, ed. Francis X. Clooney and
Klaus Von Stoch (New York: Fordham University Press, 2018), 37-58, 39.

85  Von Stoch, “Reflecting on Approaches,” 52—3.
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demonstrate that discerning the revisionary, propositional, and reconciliatory
characteristics of the Qur’anic attestations (regarding the Crucifixion or other
aspects) not only invite us to realize the serious dialogical, interlocutional and
connectional (not just the apologetic) nature of the Qurian. It also, unravels
truly “the fascinating development of the Qur’an’s complex, multi-phased [but
also multi-faceted] theology, which ... amounts to much more than a simple
call to monotheism.”86
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Abstract

One critique of John Rawls’ theory of justice is the inconceivability of the “original
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Introduction

John Rawls’s (d. 2002) ideas regarding the just foundations of the “basic struc-
ture of society” have fundamentally influenced the development of political
philosophy. Contemporary works on liberalism cannot disregard his legacy,
and his ideas have become a starting point for finding new approaches in the
field.! In A Theory of Justice, published in 1999, Rawls presented the idea of
the “original position,” a hypothetical situation where contracting parties must

1 Paul Kelly, “Justifying Justice” in The Social Contract from Hobbes to Rawls, ed. David Boucher
and Paul Kelly (London: Routledge, 1994), 242.
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arrive at principles of justice shared by all. During this process, the parties are
deprived of knowledge of particular facts such as social status, historical facts,
and political or religious beliefs. This hypothetical situation is thus a simula-
tion of the possible course of reasoning for contracting parties.

One essential argument against the “original position” is that it is an overly
individualistic conception of the self. Communitarians argue that the absence
of a primary connection to a certain type of moral good under the veil of
ignorance renders the self empty. Humans can fundamentally reconsider
their life plans without changing their basic identity. Whatever type of good
one chooses, one can immediately abandon it and return to the conditions
of the original position. As a result, the moral good becomes something that
can be possessed and changed when needed.? Thus, from a communitarian
perspective, Rawls’s model for defining the principles of justice presupposes a
notion of a self devoid of content. It is impossible to conceive of a self devoid
of all particular features. The inconceivability of the original position implies
its impossibility. Impossibility here is not understood in a factual sense since
Rawls himself points out at the outset that this is a hypothetical situation. What
is meant is the logical inconsistency of the original position or that the kind
of inconceivability underlying the argument violates the relation between the
epistemic and modal domains, that is, between conceivability and possibility.?

This paper will analyze the extent to which the requirement to leave all reli-
gious beliefs and sources behind the veil of ignorance is conceivable from the
Islamic point of view. Islam’s focus on using sources such as the Qur’an in for-
mulating the validity of legal provisions makes Islam an important example of
how the original position is conceivable for a particular religious group.*

1 The Original Position and Accepting Its Conditions

The original position and the embedded veil of ignorance are important to
ensure procedural justice, without which no agreement can be reached on the
just foundations of society’s basic structure. Epistemologically, the original

2 Michael Sandel, Liberalism and the Limits of Justice (New York: Cambridge University Press,
2010), 62.

3 David Chalmers, “Does Conceivability Entail Possibility?” in Conceivability and Possibility, ed.
TS Gendler and J. Hawthorne (New York: Oxford University Press, 2002), 159.

4 Mohammad Fadel, “Istihsan is Nine-Tenths of the Law: The Puzzling Relationship of Usul to
Furw’ in the Maliki Madhhab,” in Studies in Islamic Legal Theory, ed. Bernard Weiss (Leiden:
Brill, 2002),161; Wael Hallaq, The Origins and Evolution of Islamic Law (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2004), 68.
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position is a definite tool “that enables us to envision our objective from afar”
and considers ideas and principles insofar as they meet the criterion of impar-
tiality so that private interests do not take precedence over considerations of
justice.®> Having satisfied all the principles of the original position regarding
lack of access to particular knowledge, the contracting parties will adopt two
principles of justice.6

One trend in decision theory aims to show that utilitarianism, not the prin-
ciple of difference, is chosen in the original position.” The original position
concept also has practical applications. For example, it can serve as a rhetori-
cal tool in support of compassionate solidarity, thereby influencing the guiding
principles of healthcare organizations.® An equally important area of research
is how the orientation of the original position has been transformed in Rawls’s
later writings. The notion of “public reason,” which is fundamental to Political
Liberalism and The Idea of Public Reason Revisited, changes the original posi-
tion in the theory of justice. Citizens engaged in certain political activities
must justify their decisions on fundamental political issues by appealing only
to public values and norms. Therefore, it becomes possible to limit the rights of
a particular group or individual to maintain an equal scheme of basic liberties
for all.? These restrictions were not adopted under the conditions of the origi-
nal position, but such decisions are made based on public reason.

In all these works, the conditions of the original position and the veil of
ignorance are implicitly accepted. After accepting these conditions, it is impor-
tant to study which principle of justice is chosen, how real problems can be
solved using the original position as a thought experiment, or by tracing how

5 John Rawls, A Theory of Justice (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press, 1999), 19.

6 Ralws defines these two points as (1) Each person has the same indefeasible claim to a fully
adequate scheme of equal basic liberties, which scheme is compatible with the same scheme
of liberties for all, and (2) Social and economic inequalities are to satisfy two conditions:
(a) They are to be attached to offices and positions open to all under conditions of fair equal-
ity of opportunity; and (b) They are to be to the greatest benefit of the least-advantaged
members of society. See John Rawls, The Law of Peoples: With ‘The Idea of Public Reason
Revisited’ (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2001), 42—43.

7 Johan Gustafsson, “The Difference Principle Would Not Be Chosen Behind the Veil of
Ignorance,” Journal of Philosophy 115, no. 11 (2018), 588—604; Hun Chung, “When Utilitarianism
Dominates Justice as Fairness: An Economic Defence of Utilitarianism from the Original
Position,” Economics & Philosophy 39, no. 2 (2018), 308-33; Thijs De Coninck and Frederik
Van De Putte, “Original Position Arguments and Social Choice under Ignorance,” Theory and
Decision 94, no. 2 (2023), 275-98.

8 Michat Zabdyr-Jamréz, “The Veil of Ignorance and Solidarity in Healthcare: Finding
Compassion in the Original Position,” Diametros 43 (2015), 79-95.

9 Jon Mandle, Rawls’s A Theory of Justice:’ An Introduction (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2009), 80.
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the position of the original position itself undergoes a change in real policy.
Even the classical communitarian argument accepts the condition that the
contracting parties must abandon their comprehensive doctrines as part of
the thought experiment, thereby agreeing to carry it out, but the original posi-
tion cannot be conceived because it contains a contradictory conception of
the person, and for this reason the original position is inconceivable.

This study will take a different approach to the original position and its con-
ceivability. How do the contracting parties, as representatives of citizens with
comprehensive doctrines, agree to accept the conditions of the original posi-
tion and the veil of ignorance as an instrument for choosing the principles of
justice? This is especially true of comprehensive doctrines that rely on reli-
gious texts, like the Qur’an or Bible, that would be inaccessible behind the veil.
This paper uses Islam as an example of such a doctrine for which specific reli-
gious texts are fundamental. Islam contains not only prescriptions for personal
worship but also principles of justice for society as a whole.1°

Demonstrating that the impossibility of access to religious texts fundamen-
tally connected to this group’s notion of justice and their identity can prove the
normative inconceivability of the original position for this group. This stands
in contrast to the original international position presented by Rawls in The Law
of Peoples, where access to the content of comprehensive doctrines and reli-
gious texts is available, which would be normatively conceivable for Muslims.

The question of identity is a fundamental one. When one attempts to con-
ceive the original position according to the classical communitarian argu-
ment, one must imagine that the contracting parties have no definite idea of
the good. This paper asks its readers to go back to the stage of trying to con-
ceive of the original position itself, to the stage where a particular group with
its comprehensive doctrine agrees to the terms of this thought experiment
as a precursor to the attempted conceiving. It is important to distinguish this
stage as separate because the classical communitarian argument is formulated
from the original position only after agreeing to its conditions. Separating the
stages helps to look from the outside at the acceptance of the terms of the
original position by a particular comprehensive doctrine. Will Muslims accept
the conditions of the original position? One must understand the relationship
between specific religious textual sources and their abandonment because of
the veil of ignorance to answer this question.

10 ‘Al al-Mawardi, al-Ahkam al-Sultaniyya (Damascus: Dar al-Hadith, 2007), 13.

ISLAMIC STUDIES JOURNAL 1 (2024) 167—185



PONEZHEV 172

2 Foundations of the Islamic Approach to Justice and
Normative Conceivability

The Islamic approach to justice and law is based on two verses of the Qur’an;
the first is: “Indeed, Allah commands you to render trusts to whom they are
due and when you judge between people to judge with justice. Excellent is
that which Allah instructs you. Indeed, Allah is ever Hearing and Seeing.”! The
second verse is: “O you who have believed, obey Allah and obey the Messenger
and those in authority among you. And if you disagree over anything, refer it
to Allah and the Messenger, if you should believe in Allah and the Last Day.
That is the best [way] and best in result.”’2 These verses are devoted to Islamic
politics and government and discuss the need to fulfill the duties entrusted to
rulers concerning ordinary people properly. People, in turn, must obey the rul-
ers, but with the condition that their rule is by the laws of Allah and the Sunna
of the Prophet.!?

Islamic law is founded on two basic sources: the Quran and the Sunna.* The
provisions of Islamic law are derived from the Qur’an as the primary source of
divine revelation. For example, the answer to the legality of usury is: “But Allah
has permitted trading and forbidden interest.”’> The Qur’an explains the basic
and universal provisions of religion, creed, and law. The Sunna explains spe-
cific provisions, conditions, and restrictions. For example, in the Qur’an, one
finds the command to pay the obligatory tax (al-zaka), while the Sunna pro-
vides the exact amount of the tax and the property from which it is paid. For
this reason, these two sources are inseparable, for one cannot be fully under-
stood without the other.

A Muslim must follow the norms and principles of Islamic law in all areas of
life: family life, economics, politics, and so on. This applies not only to specific
laws or court rulings but also to the basic structure of society. For a Muslim,
abandoning Islamic law is tantamount to abandoning the Qur'an and Sunna.
This leads to a blurring of the essence of Islam and makes it contradictory for a
person to identify as a Muslim while simultaneously denouncing Islamic law.!6
The following verse emphasizes the need to return to the two foundations of

11 Qur’an, 4:58.

12 Quran, 4:59.

13 The Sunna refers to the words, traditions, and practices of the Prophet Muhammad
(peace be upon Him).

14  Hallaq, An Introduction, 16; John Burton, The Sources of Islamic Law: Islamic Theories of
Abrogation (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1990), 9-10.

15  Quran, 2:275.

16 ‘All al-Shurbaji, et al. al-Figh al-Manhajt ‘ala Madhhab al-Imam al-Shafi%, 3 vols. (Cairo:
Dar al-Kutub, 2012), 1:20.
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Islam in solving all legal problems and issues, as they are the only just and good
ones: “But no! By your Lord, they will never be [true] believers until they accept
you [O Prophet] as the judge in their disputes, and find no resistance within
themselves against your decision and submit wholeheartedly."”

In A Theory of Justice, Rawls mentions one of Locke’s fundamental princi-
ples: if one person has a Creator, he must obey Him. The principle of obeying
God’s commands in the Lockean sense is universal because it does not presup-
pose any particular religious denomination, legal system, or text. Therefore,
there is no violation of the criterion of universality in the sense of the original
position.!® Here, one can observe a crucial difference between the universal
approach to following God’s commands mentioned by Rawls and the Islamic
approach to law. In Islam, following God’s commands is understood in a spe-
cific and universal sense. The universal, understood in the way that Rawls
mentions, is always given specific content. For example, the injunction not to
engage in usury cannot be derived a priori but only by reference to specific,
definite sources: the Qur’an and the Sunna.!®

The unification of the universal and the specific raises the question of the
conceivability of the original position not in the epistemic and modal keys but
in the normative one. What is important is not the question of the conceivabil-
ity of the parties in the original position with the constraints imposed by the
veil of ignorance but the first step of agreeing to the conditions of this hypo-
thetical situation or thought experiment. In Islam’s case, the original position’s
inconceivability begins with normative issues. A formalized argument can be
presented as follows:

1. The original position is a hypothetical situation similar to a thought
experiment.

2. The original position implies the rejection of particular types of good
for the basic structure of society.

3. The original position is the criterion of objectivity and justice of the prin-
ciples chosen by contracting parties.

4.  The testimony that only the norms of Islamic law are genuinely just and
must be implemented is fundamental to Islamic identity.

5. Conceiving the original position is a rejection of implementing Islamic
legal norms into the basic structure of society.

6.  The original position is normatively inconceivable for a Muslim.

17 Quran, 4:65.

18 Rawls, A Theory of Justice, 114.

19 It is important to note that the particular in the case of Islam is understood as divine
revelation, not the derivation of specific principles in the tradition of natural law.
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The argument from normative inconceivability is based on the example of
Islam, but it can be universalized to apply to comprehensive doctrines for
which specific texts are fundamental.2? The difference between this argument
and the argument from the epistemic inconceivability and modal impossibil-
ity of the parties in the original position lies in the different stages of consider-
ation. The classical argument proceeds from the inconceivability of the parties
in isolation from specific conceptions of the good. The argument presented
in this article focuses on the unacceptability of the conditions of the original
position itself, with its implicit veil of ignorance. The result of the latter argu-
ment is not simply the “emptiness” of the identity of the contracting parties,
but the unacceptability of the conditions of the original position and the nor-
mative rejection of the stage of conceiving the situation itself by a particular
religious group.

In other words, the very process of agreeing to such a thought experiment is
invalid. An important difference between this argument and the classical com-
munitarian argument from inconceivability is that normative inconceivability
does not imply modal impossibility. Normative inconceivability concerns only
the particular group that refuses to participate in this thought experiment,
which does not mean that the original position itself is normatively inconceiv-
able or logically inconsistent for other groups or that it is modally impossible
in general.

It is important to understand how ideas concerning the basic features of
Islam relate to specific legal relationships. The parties in the original posi-
tion cannot know “the particular comprehensive doctrines of the persons
they represent.”?! In Islam, there is the law of delegation and representation
(wakala), whereby the delegate acts on the authority of the principal to per-
form a certain type of action.?2 One of the conditions for the validity of repre-
sentation is the observance of the permissibility of the matter entrusted. The
representation of Muslims in the context of the original position cannot ful-
fill this condition. Muslims cannot normatively implement non-Islamic prin-
ciples into the basic structure of society. The inadmissibility of this action on
the part of Muslims also means that it is impossible to appoint a representative
who could make such a decision. According to the original position, particu-
lar principles of comprehensive doctrines cannot be introduced into the basic

20  InJewish law, for example, the need to consult the Talmud to resolve a legal issue is fun-
damental to Orthodox Judaism. See Joseph David, Jurisprudence and Theology in Late
Ancient and Medieval Jewish Thought (Cham, Switzerland: Springer, 2014), 27.

21 Rawls, A Theory of Justice, 15.

22 al-Shurbaji, al-Figh al-Manhajt, 3:320.
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structure of society. Thus, Muslims as a group would not be represented at all
in the original position.

The argument presented is also more broadly applicable. In Political Liber-
alism, the discourse focuses on maintaining the stability of a just society and
how to achieve it, rather than on ideal theoretical constructs.23 One of the
book’s main questions is: “How is it possible for there to exist over time a just
and stable society of free and equal citizens, who remain profoundly divided
by reasonable religious, philosophical, and moral doctrines?”?* The answer
must solve the problem of stabilizing a just political regime in the midst of
plurality and contradiction of different doctrines. Such pluralism is a particu-
larly acute problem in contemporary societies. The concept of “overlapping
consensus,” already introduced in A Theory of Justice, is the way to achieve the
desired just stability.2

Maintaining a socially just society, from Rawls’s perspective, requires refus-
ing to incorporate any particular comprehensive doctrine into the basic struc-
ture of society. The “generic” liberal principles (including the two principles
of justice) underlying society must be metaphysically, epistemologically, and
morally neutral. Citizens may fully engage in various particular “higher-order”
religious, cultural, and other practices outside the political sphere. The dis-
tinction between the equality of citizens based on a neutral conception of
political justice and the possession of particular comprehensive doctrines
allows us to identify the “higher-order interest” as the primary realm of human
self-fulfillment.

Through overlapping consensus, this distinction can be preserved in the
face of reasonable pluralism. Citizens who hold particular rational doctrines
will support the stability of a society based on a neutral conception of justice
for reasons derived from the principles of their comprehensive doctrines. For
example, Protestants may support liberal political principles because of the
principle of separation of civil and religious authority, while virtue ethicists may
support government assistance to the poor.26 Whether the principles of justice
are upheld depends on the content of particular comprehensive doctrines.

Overlapping consensus allows citizens to freely practice reasonable compre-
hensive doctrines while leaving the underlying principles of society neutral.

23 John Rawls, Political Liberalism: Expanded Edition (New York: Columbia University Press,
2005).

24  Ibid, 4.

25  Rawls, A Theory of Justice, 387.

26  Samuel Freeman ed., The Cambridge Companion to Rawls (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 2002), 36.
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According to Rawls, this relationship between freedom and neutrality allows
for stability. This neutrality means that both the overlapping consensus and
the original position are political, not metaphysical since it is not a question
of accepting the truth of any particular doctrine. The aim is to create a soci-
ety with neutral principles of justice at its foundation, where particular beliefs
cannot be part of its basic structure and undermine its stability and overlap-
ping consensus.

Whether we interpret Political Liberalism as a continuation or a departure
from the ideas of A Theory of Justice, we must agree that the importance of
the original position and the veil of ignorance for overall intention has been
reduced.?? At the same time, the relevance of the argument that there is a gap
between the epistemic and modal domains with respect to the parties of the
original position loses its relevance. The focus is not on the representation of
the contracting parties according to the criteria of the veil of ignorance but
on the notion of overlapping consensus, which does not involve this kind of
thought experiment.

In this respect, the argument from the normative inconceivability of the
original position is not valid. One can imagine a society in which Muslims
accept its basic principles, where access to specific religious texts and the prin-
ciples of the comprehensive doctrine will be ensured. It is even possible to
imagine that these principles would even be supported by specific principles
of Islam. However, this argument has a different application to overlapping
consensus.

Achieving the stability of a liberal society through an overlapping consen-
sus must be distinguished from a simple consensus as a modus vivendi. The
mere acceptance of basic principles of justice on the basis of the current social
balance of power is not sufficient. In this case, there can be no question of sta-
bility, because the acceptance of basic, neutral principles of justice occurred
because of contingent circumstances. The question is whether overlapping
consensus can be achieved in the case of Islam. The original argument can be
modified and formalized as follows:

1. Overlapping consensus is the acceptance of the justness of liberal soci-
ety’s basic neutral principles by comprehensive doctrines.

2. Overlapping consensus is distinct from modus vivendi as the actual bal-
ance of social forces.

3. The testimony that only the norms of Islamic law are truly just and must
be implemented is fundamental to Islamic identity.

4.  Increasing the scope of Islamic law is mandatory for a Muslim.

27 Mandle, Rawls’s, 23.
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5. Overlapping consensus is a refusal to apply comprehensive doctrines to
the basic structure of society.

6.  Overlapping consensus in the case of Islam is unattainable.

In the case of overlapping consensus, it is necessary to achieve recognition of
the justness of the basic liberal principles underlying society. In this context,
recognition means refusing to incorporate particular principles of comprehen-
sive doctrines into the basic structure. If one agrees with the neutral character
of the justness of these principles, then one must refuse to implement compre-
hensive doctrines into the basic structure. Universal and specific principles, in
the case of Islam, are inextricably linked. The universal injunction to follow the
commandments of God finds application in specific legal decisions in various
spheres of society: politics, economics, family law, and so on. Muslims should
strive for maximum implementation of the norms of Islam in these areas.

There is an inversion of the basic ideas underlying the overlapping
consensus.?® Comprehensive doctrines precede the liberal concept in the
acceptance of justice. In the case of Islam, all provisions, whether universal or
about a particular statute, must be reconsidered if they do not conform to the
comprehensive doctrine. The political interpretation of the original position
and the overlapping consensus do not negate the need to examine the compat-
ibility of each individual statute with Islamic principles and the requirement
to broaden its scope whenever possible. For this reason, the need to respect
the modus vivendi neutrality of the overlapping consensus is not valid in the
case of Islam.

This argument does not imply that consensus is impossible. It is only a mat-
ter of overlapping consensus, while the possibility of consensus in the modus
vivendi format is one of the arguments’ results. Both arguments against norma-
tive conceivability and the attainability of overlapping consensus emphasize
an important feature of Islamic political theory: the permanent normative pri-
macy of Islamic legal principles, both concerning the basic structure of society
and specific legal rulings.2°

3 The Particularistic Approach to the Argument
In contrast to the communitarian argument from the inconceivability of

parties in the original position, the argument presented here proceeds from
a particular comprehensive doctrine. This approach has its epistemological

28  Rex Martin, “Overlapping Consensus” in The Cambridge Rawls Lexicon, ed. John Mandle
and David Reidy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014), 591.
29 Burton, Sources of Islamic Law, 14.
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peculiarities. One of the most important is that it does not prove a universal
but a particular inconceivability of the original position and the unattainabil-
ity of an overlapping consensus from an Islamic point of view.

However, this approach has important implications for universal argumen-
tation. In the original position as a hypothetical situation and thought experi-
ment, it becomes clear that some groups cannot be represented there since the
implementation of specific features of comprehensive doctrines and access to
them is impossible by default. This impossibility of implementation entails the
unattainability of overlapping consensus. Only consensus as modus vivendi is
valid for some groups.

The need for correspondence between comprehensive doctrines and the
basic principles of justice in a liberal society in Political Liberalism makes it
necessary to examine the internal content of comprehensive doctrines. If in
the case of Islam, their compatibility with the overlapping consensus format is
unattainable, then the question arises as to which other comprehensive doc-
trines are also incompatible. Creating such a complete table of compatibil-
ity or incompatibility for most comprehensive doctrines might show that the
original idea of stability for a liberal society requires the exclusion of a large
number of social or religious groups. Ultimately, Rawls’s argument might con-
clude that comprehensive doctrines with liberal underpinnings can provide
stability for a liberal society. This result seems far from the original goal where
most non-liberal comprehensive doctrines would provide stability and be part
of an overlapping consensus.

4 The Law of Peoples and Two Steps of the Veil of Ignorance

The need to achieve stability on the right grounds changes the features of the
veil of ignorance. In Political Liberalism, the idea of overlapping consensus
links the acceptance of principles of justice to the content of comprehen-
sive doctrines, thereby making the approach more dependent on contingent
circumstances than A Justice Theory. Moving to the level of international
relations, Rawls continues to give greater agency and importance to compre-
hensive doctrines.

In order to solve the global problems of poverty, wars, and unjust govern-
ments, Rawls presents a modification of the principle of the veil of ignorance in
The Law of Peoples. The veil of ignorance in the local original position deprives
all parties of particular knowledge about their comprehensive doctrines. In
the case of Islam, this ignorance leads to the impossibility of implementing
the principles of Islamic law in the basic structure of society, which makes the
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original position normatively inconceivable for a Muslim. The international
original position requires two steps.

The first stage in the case of a liberal society is the local choice of principles
of justice behind the veil of ignorance. In the second stage, the representatives
on the international stage are again behind the veil of ignorance. However,
they no longer represent groups but peoples. They do not know the strength,
prosperity, and amount of land held by the peoples they represent, but the
fundamental difference from the local original position is the knowledge of
the principles of justice implemented in the basic structure of the represented
peoples.3? They know whether they represent a liberal people or the hypothet-
ical “Islamic people of Kazanistan.”

The existence of different approaches to the definition of justice and the
need to create international just institutions that could solve the problems of
war, hunger, and human rights violations leads to the introduction of a new
category of political regime: decency. Kazanistan is an example of a decent
people. It protects basic human rights: life, property, freedom of religion,
speech, and so on. But unlike liberal people, where comprehensive doctrines
cannot be the basis of politics, in Kazanistan the principles of the basic struc-
ture of society are Islamic. The enumerated human rights are interpreted in
the light of the Qur’an and Sunna and apply to all areas of society. For example,
freedom of speech does not include blasphemy and, despite freedom of reli-
gion, only Muslims can hold some public offices.

Recognizing certain people as decent requires meeting two criteria. The
first is that war should not be a means of resolving foreign policy issues.
Negotiation, economic cooperation, and goodwill should guide foreign policy.
The second consists of three points. First, the possession of a decent consulta-
tion hierarchy where all social and religious groups are represented as institu-
tional layers to ensure that the rights of all members of society are respected.
Second, “a decent system of law must be such as to impose bona fide moral
duties and obligations.”3! It is the existence of a legal system that will regulate
relations between people. The third point is the existence of an administrative
and judicial system that will guide decision-making “by a common good idea
of justice.”

Kazanistan fulfills all the necessary criteria. It is a non-military people, as it
accepts diplomacy as the basis for resolving foreign policy issues. The incor-
poration of Islamic law into the basic structure of society entails the recogni-
tion of fundamental human rights. The requirement that all laws and judicial

30 Rawls, The Law of Peoples, 32.
31 Ibid., 65.
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decisions conform to the principles of the Quran and the Sunna means that
these sources of law must not be transgressed, which entails the independence
of the judiciary in the face of executive authorities.32

By describing the structure of decent peoples, one can understand why
Kazanistan would adopt the following principles of the Society of Peoples:33
1. People are free and independent, and their freedom and independence
are to be respected by others.
People are to observe treaties and undertakings.
People are equal and are parties to the agreements that bind them.
People are to observe a duty of non-intervention.
People have the right to self-defense but no right to instigate war for rea-
sons other than self-defense.
People are to honor human rights.
People are to observe certain specified restrictions in the conduct of war.

CANE ST S

&

8.  People have a duty to assist others living under unfavorable conditions

that prevent them from having a just or decent political and social regime.
This article will not elaborate on the correlation of each principle with the
internal structure of Kazanistan. In the context of the argument from norma-
tive inconceivability, the article is interested in the difference between the veil
of ignorance in The Law of Peoples and A Theory of Justice.

The fundamental difference between the two approaches to the veil of igno-
rance is that there are two stages. There is an initial local stage of the veil of
ignorance for liberal peoples where all knowledge of particular conceptions of
the good is absent. In the second stage, representatives of liberal peoples are
aware of the liberal foundations of their societies. The first stage of the original
position with the veil of ignorance does not occur in the case of Kazanistan.
Kazanistan is represented in the international arena with the knowledge that
this society is Islamic and has a particular concept of justice.

All people don't need to be liberal for the principles of international rela-
tions proposed by Rawls to be realized. They can be decent. The absence of
such a requirement makes the whole project a “realistic utopia.” Otherwise,
it would only be a utopia. The idea that the norms of Islamic law are just and
must be implemented is fundamental to Islamic identity. To expect a rejection
of implementation in favor of the veil of ignorance would contradict the whole
approach of the project.

32 ‘Ali al-Mawardi, al-Ahkam al-Sultaniyya, 115.
33 Rawls, The Law of Peoples, 37.
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For Rawls, the principles of international relations presented here are “the
ideals and principles of the foreign policy of a reasonably just liberal people.”3*
It is important to note that they are as liberal as decent. The possibility of inter-
preting each provision in terms of a local conception of the good does not
make them exclusively liberal. They might be described as Islamic, such as in
the case of Kazanistan, or Christian in a case where that religion is at the heart
of politics.

The possibility of recognizing these principles as Islamic in the case of
Kazanistan is closely linked to the judicial system, where the interpretation
of international relations principles is made in the light of the Qur’an and the
Sunna. Examples of specific interpretations of human rights in Kazanistan
could be where freedom of religion means that non-Muslims can be excluded
from holding certain public offices.

The fact that these principles are Islamic and liberal means that the interna-
tional original position with its veil of ignorance is not normatively inconceiv-
able, as it does not fulfill the requirement of rejecting particular approaches to
the good. Kazanistan is an Islamic people and is aware of the normative pri-
macy of the Qur’an and the Sunna over other sources of law. Acceptance of the
Law of Peoples principles comes after they correlate with these sources. Thus,
the veil of ignorance proposed by Rawls for international relations is more
appropriate to the Islamic approach to justice, law, and politics. This applies
not only to the international original position but also to the local original
position. The local original position should also have this structure, namely
the possibility of access to particular sources of law.

For the local original position to be normatively conceivable for Muslims,
it is necessary to allow for the possibility of appealing to particular sources
of law behind the veil of ignorance. At the same time, the lack of knowledge
about wealth, social status, and historical facts is not normatively inconceiv-
able. If it is possible to arrive at common principles in the international arena
under such conditions, it is also possible at the local level.3% Access to Islamic
legal sources, which play a fundamental role in determining the validity of a
particular approach to justice at the local level, leads to the normative conceiv-
ability of the local original position.

34  Ibid., 0.

35  The problem arises when transferring federal principles of international relations with
territorially defined actors to the local level. In the local original position, the parties do
not have their own territory. However, the non-territorial approach to federalism can
solve this problem. Different actors with a generalized political system can exist with-
out territorial division. For example, Muslims can have access to Shari‘a courts in certain
cases. See Yael Tamir, Liberal Nationalism (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1995).

ISLAMIC STUDIES JOURNAL 1 (2024) 167—185



PONEZHEV 182

However, in the context of the argument from normative inconceivability, it
is interesting to look at one clause of the international agreement enumerated
above: people have a duty to assist others living under unfavorable conditions
that prevent them from having a just or decent political and social regime. The
actors who accept these principles are liberal and decent peoples. They are
well-ordered because they have the necessary political and legal institutions to
be considered just or decent. There are also outlaw states, societies burdened
by unfavorable conditions, and benevolent absolutist societies. These peoples
are not a part of the Society of Peoples.

The task of well-ordered peoples is to help other societies in difficulties to
develop basic liberal or decent institutions and to become part of the interna-
tional community of well-ordered peoples. Liberal and decent peoples must
help develop such institutions.3¢ The question is whether these basic institu-
tions will be liberal or decent. Since only the norms of Islamic law are truly
just and must be implemented, the scope of Islamic law must be expanded.
This includes peoples living under unfavorable conditions. Kazanistan will
try to implement Islamic principles rather than liberal ones when helping
such societies.

The absence of a direct conflict between liberal and decent peoples can
mean that peoples living under unfavorable conditions can become the site
of conflict (not necessarily armed conflict). If a liberal society does not have
a comprehensive doctrine implemented in its basic structure, decent peo-
ples do. This can lead to the desire to spread this comprehensive doctrine to
peoples living under unfavorable conditions. At the same time, for Rawls, the
principles of the Society of Peoples are primarily liberal, and a liberal foreign
policy may insist on the implantation of liberal institutions in societies with-
out a stable, just, or decent political system.3”

From a theoretical point of view, it is important for Rawls’s conception that
everyone has a liberal or decent basic structure. The desire to extend a particu-
lar comprehensive doctrine or liberal institutions need not necessarily have
negative consequences. It may lead to an intensification of the obligation to
help other less fortunate people. If this ultimately leads to the establishment of
sustainable liberal or decent basic institutions, then the principles of The Law
of Peoples will be fulfilled. In this respect, it is equivalent for Rawls whether
these societies become Islamic or liberal.

36 Gillian Brock, “Decent Societies,” in The Cambridge Rawls Lexicon, John Mandle and David
Reidy, eds. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014), 185.
37 Rawls, The Law of Peoples, 60.
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Conclusion

Rawls’s political philosophy is valuable for its fundamental yet clear assump-
tions, such as the original position or overlapping consensus. This clar-
ity makes it possible for other political theories to elucidate their positions
by comparing them with these principles. Thus, applying Islamic principles,
where the Qur'an and Sunna are basic legal sources, to the original position or
overlapping consensus makes it possible to highlight the notion of normative
inconceivability. It is expressed in the unacceptability of conceiving a situation
in which non-Islamic principles would be chosen as the basis of the political
structure of society. This inconceivability also finds its basis in the more practi-
cal foundations of the social contract, where Muslims themselves cannot be
represented under the conditions set out by Rawls.

The critique of Rawls from the position of a particular comprehensive
doctrine differs from the universal critique from an epistemological point of
view. However, such a critique exposes weaknesses in the original argument.
Increasingly, such particularistic critiques from inconceivability by different
comprehensive doctrines can show that the chosen approach cannot achieve
its goals, whether it is adopting neutral principles of justice or achieving stabil-
ity through overlapping consensus.

There is a transformation of the veil of ignorance in The Law of Peoples.38
Decent peoples with a consultation hierarchy where the rights of social and
religious groups are protected do not go through the local original position.
Various comprehensive doctrines are implemented in the basic structure of
such societies. Rawls gave the example of Kazanistan, which has an Islamic
form of government. A representative of Kazanistan in the international origi-
nal position is not aware of the level of economic or military prosperity. Still,
he is aware of the Islamic principles of justice that underlie the society.

Such knowledge preserves the normative primacy of Islamic sources of law
in adopting Rawls’s principles of international relations. This approach to the
veil of ignorance is more appropriate for representing Islam and Muslims both
internationally and locally. For this reason, the argument proposed in the arti-
cle against the local original position with the veil of ignorance is not valid for
the Society of Peoples.

Well-ordered societies should help people living under unfavorable con-
ditions to establish liberal or decent primary institutions. In such a case, the
normative primacy of Islamic principles for Kazanistan in the sense of the

38  Ibid., 10.
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proposed argument would lead to desire to establish Islamic institutions in
such societies. Rawls’s description of the structure and principles of the Society
of Peoples as an extension of the liberal theory of justice could lead to a con-
flict of interests. However, from a theoretical perspective, it does not matter
in this sense whether Islamic or liberal principles are implemented since they
will ultimately lead to fulfilling the principles and provisions of the Society
of Peoples.
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Introduction!

Jean Luc Nancy’s term “return to theology” has catalysed a radical rethink-
ing of the philosophical pretext on which the relationship between religion

1 Though geographically united, the three regions of Kerala, Travancore, Cochin, and Malabar,
exited as separate political entities during the colonial period. Travancore and Cochin
remained as princely states, while Malabar was a district under the British-ruled Madras
state. Tangal’s religious activities covered all these regions.
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and modernity has been discussed.? Manifesting in western and non-western
scholarship alike, Nancy’s theory encourages the adoption of a more or less
explicit confessional standpoint regarding religion and theology.® The writ-
ings on relgion generally present theology as something that has same essence
today what it had in the ancient or middle ages, albeit with different exten-
sions and functions. Another dominant perspective of understanding contem-
porary religions, termed the “return of religion,” finds expression in discussions
on challenges posed by populist religious movements to “secular-liberal”
traditions.* “Return of religion” and “return to theology” have little in com-
mon, as the former’s frame of reference is not social, but metaphysical and
theological.

Much has been written about the “return of religion” in the specific con-
text of Islam, modernity, and secularism in Kerala. Renewed attention to the
historical entanglement between Christianity and secularism has been one of
the primary ways in which new scholars of Islam in Kerala have investigated
the current antagonistic relationship between the liberal tradition and Islam
in the state.> Consequently, a huge cache of literature has been produced pro-
viding further possibilities for studies on how a variety of secular concepts,
practices and institutions emerged placing Islam as their significant “other,”
although critical scholarly reflections on theology are relatively rare. Many
recent debates revolving around theological developments in both Christianity
and Islam in Kerala tend to trace their origins to two events in the 19th and
20th centuries: the rapid spread of Semitic faiths through conversion and reli-
gious reform. However, the reduction of religious developments to conversion,
particularly as a form of escape from caste-based oppression, underestimates

2 Christopher Watkin, “Nancy Neither/Nor: Jean Luc Nancy’s Deconstruction of Christianity,”
Research in Phenomenology 37, no.1(2007);136-143.

3 Ibid.

4 The “return of religion” has been well reflected in the works of scholars like Talal Asad and
Saba Mahmood, who argue that rather than representing mutually opposite domains, the
modern categories of “religion” and “secularism” are mutually dependent. Both are of the view
that the dominant understanding of “secular,” even in the non-Western world, endorses a par-
ticular genealogy of development tracing to the modern imaginary of Western Christianity.
See Talal Asad, Formations of the Secular: Christianity, Islam, Modernity: Cultural Memory in
the Present (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2003); Saba Mahmood, Politics of Piety: The
Islamic Revival and the Feminist Subject (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2012).

5 Muhammad Shah Shahjahan and PK Sadique, “Religion, Rebellion, and Sovereignty: Malabar
Rebellion and the Problem Space of Political Theology,” Political Theology Network, pub-
lished 29 July 2023, https://politicaltheology.com/symposium/religion-rebellion-and-sove
reignty-malabar-rebellion-and-the-problem-space-of-political-theology/.

ISLAMIC STUDIES JOURNAL 1 (2024) 186—204



189 CRITIQUE OF EUROPEAN CHRISTIANITY

the dynamics that the Semitic theologies — both Christian and Islamic — char-
acterized during the early modern period.

In addition, a theological conflict had emerged in the shadow of modern-
ization, a process introduced by the colonial administrations in Kerala. This
was between those who endorsed the modern European reconstruction of reli-
gion and those who did not. This conflict was more visible in the narratives of
religious experiences of people who left Hinduism and embraced Christianity
or Islam in their search for a norm in religion. This article keeps in mind the
experiments and motivations which led to people reorienting their religious
views. It is also of the view that observers should seriously consider the coex-
istence of such experiments with other internal conflicts and motivations
that brought change in people’s moral, religious, and aspirational lives to fully
understand the conversions that took place during this period.

Scholars have also heavily debated the validity of the over-generalized
“caste-based oppression leads to conversion” theory, with a range of opinions
challenging it from Christian communities in Kerala. The concern with popu-
lar conversion narratives is reflected in the republishing of several autobiog-
raphies and memoirs of converts to Christianity, constituting a considerable
volume of conversion literature in Malayalam.® For example, Autobiography
of a Local Missionary (Oru SwadesabOdhakante Atma Kadha), the autobiogra-
phy of Yakob Ramavaraman, a protestant missionary associated with the Basel
Mission, was reprinted in 2007 almost 150 years after its first publication in
1874.7 While narrating his personal experience Ramavarman, a convert from
the royal family of Cochin, presents his story as an outcome of his long term
experimenting with various faiths. Another Ramavarman with similar royal
lineage embraced Christianity, accepted the name Constantine Ramavarman,
and left Cochin to propagate his new faith across the world around the same
time.® In a report published in the 1930s, Basel Mission provided many such
testimonials of converts, mainly from upper-caste Hindu communities, with
the purpose of emphasizing the point that people converted to Christianity
based on their search for truth. For example, a lower-caste Munshi, whose ser-
vice was utilized in translating the Bible and became a Christian, narrated in
the accounts of Hunt on Anglican Churches in Travancore and Cochin.® He

6 Udaya Kumar, Writing First Person: Literature, History and Autobiography in Modern Kerala
(New Delhi: Permanent Black, 2016), 1.

7 Put into print originally in article form in a monthly entitled Kero/{Opakari.

8 Paul Manalil, Yakob Ramayarmante Atma Kadha (Thrissur: Kerala Sahitya Academy,
2008), 177.

9 WS. Hunt, The Anglican Church in Travancore and Cochin 1816-1916 (Kottayam: Church
Missionary Society Press, 1920), 71.
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was baptised by Archdeacon Robinson at Calicut in the name of Joseph Fenn.1°
Later, he authored a witty political satire on idolatry called The Axe of Folly,
which was in wide circulation among the evangelists of the region. There are
also accounts of the conversion of a group of carpenters, school teachers, and
government employees from the Jewish community in Cochin who were bap-
tised after expressing their allure to Samuel Ridsdale’s (a Chaplain based in
Cochin) public preaching.! The major purpose of this literature was to assert
that converts had an agency of their own, and that they acted in their own
best interests.

Although it is a well-known fact that caste-based oppression constituted
the main reason in most of the cases of conversion to Christianity and Islam
in the 19th and 20th centuries, theological debates taking place during this
period also had an important role in stimulating the process. In particular, the
19th century witnessed a considerable increase in number of people who were
attracted to Christianity because of the newfound theological turn visible in
the community. In 1800, Francis Buchanan reported that the majority of con-
verts were Nairs and Shanars.!2 Writing six years later, the Scottish theologian
Claudius Buchanan reported the case of a priest who had formerly been a
Namboodiri Brahmin.!® The establishment of a series of theological seminar-
ies and educational institutions, including cms College in Kottayam, the first
institution of higher learning in the state founded in 1816, also augmented the
process further.#

In the second half of the 19th century, European missionaries, with the
establishment of the Malayalam printing press, the translation and publication
of the Malayalam Bible, the Book of Common Prayer, English-Malayalam and
Malayalam-English dictionaries, and the Malayalam periodical The Summary
of Knowledge (Vidhya Sangraham)'® made deep inroads into the Malayali intel-
lectual sphere.1® Consequently, there were conversions of a similar nature from
the educated classes at the close of the 19th and the beginning of the

10  Vinil Paul narrates the experience of this Hindu Brahmin convert to Christianity, Vidhwan
Kutti who left Hinduism and embraced Christianity attracted to the theological debates
initiated by the Christian missionaries. See Vinil Paul, “Deepu’ Sultan Makti Thangal and
Vidwhan Kutti,” Madhyamam Daily, 26 September—23 October 2023, 37-39.

11 Hunt, Anglican Church, 46 & 161.

12 The Canar community of Travancore.

13 Cited in Hunt, Anglican Church, 46.

14  Hunt, Anglican Church, 10-12.

15  The first educational journal in Malayalam, published in 1864 by the Church Mission
Society through the cMs College Kottayam.

16 KM. George, Christianity in India Through the Centuries (Hyderabad, India: Authentic,
2007), 182-83.
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20th century. The “conversion narratives,” however, were seldom interested
in understanding that the conversions were partly an outcome of intellectual
appeal. The agency of converts appeared more constrained and encumbered
in such narratives.

Though there are not many instances discussed, theological considerations
in the context of conversions to Islam have largely been ignored in the conver-
sion narratives. Popular debates often constituted a complete or partial nega-
tion of a rigorous and deeply-layered philosophical reflection on the questions
of agency, individual autonomy, and subjectivity that, at least in certain cases,
motivated converts. The developments in theological debates in the late 19th
and early 20th centuries that made the promise and potential for consider-
ably higher number of people to convert to Islam from other religions, mainly
Hinduism, are largely unaddressed.

Unlike in Christianity, there was an absence of a coordinated effort or move-
ment in Islam to proselyte people from other faiths. Nonetheless, there was a
phenomenal surge in literature in the fields of science, Islamic theology, and
philosophy. This surge resonated in the publication or republication of texts in
medicine, astronomy, mathematics, architecture, and Islamic jurisprudence.
For instance, Ain al-Qibla Vivadam, a dispute over the actual position of Qibla,
spawned an enormous amount of works in Islamic jurisprudence, astronomy,
and mathematics favouring and opposing the positions of scholars on both
sides of the controversy.l”

In the early 20th century, religious reform emerged as one of the most
important intellectual movements in Kerala. In general, it can be said that this
philosophical turn in religious discourse was almost entirely based on texts
that originated in the Arab world, Central Asia, as were in wide circulation
in Kerala. The reform movement is taken by many scholars as the forebear of
universal norms such as reason, scientific thinking and freedom, all of which
are essentially social in nature, not theological. Following the traditions loaned
from Egypt called tanwiriyya, which had an overwhelming emphasis on the
social side of reform rather than the theological one, some of the pioneers
of the movement like Vakkom Maulawi advocated for social amity, mobility
of the Muslim community through modern education, and economic uplift.
Whatever initiatives were made on the theological front did not go beyond
prescriptions such as women’s entry into the mosque, the translation of the
Qur’an into Malayalam, and the complete or partial switch of Friday sermons
from Arabic to Malayalam, which were primarily social in character.

17  M.H. Ilias and Shamahad Hussain, Arabi-Malayam and Lingustic-Cultural Traditions of
Mappila Muslims of Kerala (New Delhi: Indira Gandhi National Center for the Arts, 2017).
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One of the key contributors to the development of this reformist Islamic
theological discourse was Sanaullah Makti Tangal, a former employee of the
British administration in Malabar. He was one of the unique thinkers from
the non-Western world who was always critical of the blurred boundaries
of Western modernity and Christianity which of late scholars like Asad and
Mahmood have attempted to expose, taking cues from the experiences of both
European and non-European contexts. For Tangal, Western modernity and
secularism, a necessary corollary of the former, does not entail a total rejection
of theological prominence in everyday life, but inherits an essential Christian
frame of reference in the name of “dissociation” of it from religions. Therefore,
the re-reading of Tangal in the contemporary context coincides with increas-
ing criticism of Western modernity for its alleged connection with Christianity
and the reconceptualization of the secular.

As occurred in similar contexts, the Kerala Muslim community’s encoun-
ter with modernity began as a hostile one, with the colonial powers on one
hand and modern education with the backing of Christian missionaries on
the other. The community displayed a variety of responses to modernity as
something brought in by Europeans. Some eagerly appropriated the elements
of modernity, while others raucously rejected it. The former represented a kind
of embrace of European modernity, identified mainly with elites educated in
the Western system of education, who viewed adherence to certain practices
of Islam as major causes of decline of the Muslim community.!® The latter was
a rejectionist approach represented mainly by the ulama’ who believed that
the main cause of Muslim decline was the erosion of Islamic values and piety
in the wake of the re-orientation of Muslim culture along Western lines.!® Still,
a third reaction stood for synthesis, and the adherents of this position main-
tained the view that Islam was not a hindrance to modern scientific thinking
and progress. Tangal represented this third category of scholars.

1 Tangal, a Brief Biography

Sanaullah Makti Tangal was born in 1847 in Veliyancode, a village in Southern
Malabar of the erstwhile British Madras State and died in 1912 in Cochin.20 He

18  Khan Bahadur Muhammad, Mappilmar Engottu (Calicut: Mathrubhumi, 2014).

19 Ilias and Hussain, Arabi-Malayalam.

20  Tangal traces his ancestry to the Sayyids of Hadhramaut through his father’s clan which
is believed to have come and settled in Malabar from Yemen, through his maternal
grandfather who was a scribe for the British government to the Mughal family. See K.K.
Muhammad Abdul Kareem, Makti Thangalude Jiva Caritram, (Calicut: Yuvatha Book
House, 1997), 12.
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was first introduced to traditional Islamic learning and Sufism by local schol-
ars. After elementary education, he joined institutions of higher learning in
the Islamic curriculum. Thanks to his proficiency in English and Arabic, the
British Administration appointed him as Excise Inspector in Malabar. Through
his wide reading of Arabic and European literature, he was exposed to the
world of reform and other philosophical currents prominent in the Western
world that resulted in a process of personal and ideological transformation.

Tangal’s religious activity began from Cannanore in northern Malabar,
where he initiated a movement called Muhammadiya Sabha for promoting
modern education among local Muslim youth and purging non-Islamic accre-
tions from the community. The emergence of Tangal as one of the most sig-
nificant Islamic scholars of Malabar coincided with the colonial penetration
of the sub-continent by the British. However, Tangal did not challenge colo-
nial expansion. Rather, he maintained a cordial relationship with the British
administration.?! Tangal resigned from the service of Excise Inspector in 1882
to spend most of his time popularizing basic principles of Islam and the uni-
versal brotherhood that it envisages through publications and public lectures.
He then moved to Kochi, the city which was the pivot of Christian mission-
ary activities and the printing of missionary literature in pre-independence
Kerala. Tangal’s arrival at Cochin corresponded with a politically and intellec-
tually turbulent era. At Cochin, he faced a challenge that earlier reformers had
not, namely the onslaught of European Christianity and modernity.

Tangal devoted much of his writings to polemics and preaching. His fame
came chiefly from his role as a controversialist, who engaged in effectively
debating with the traditional ulama’ and Christian missionaries. This article
explores the intellectual life of Tangal and his attempt to problematize the
idea of Western modernity for its alleged intimacy with the Western Christian
theological tradition. This is done mainly by examining the cross-religious
theological debates between Christianity and Islam towards the end of the
19th century.

The rediscovery of Tangal by contemporary Muslim and non-Muslim schol-
ars can be connected to the reformulation of the basic presumptions of secu-
larism and religion through the works of Talal Asad and Saba Mahmood. Many
scholars from the Islamic world have ventured to critique modernity and secu-
larism from different vantage points, but what is perhaps more topical about
Tangal’s attempt is his search for an alternative from within Islamic theology.
Modernist scholars have long acknowledged the reform traditions of the West,
claiming that Medieval Islamic thought was preserved only until modernists

21 Ibid.
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could re-establish the connection. However, from the outset of his writing,
Tangal critiqued modernity and developed a line of thought independent of
Western philosophy, producing a set of specifically Islamic arguments.

Chiefly because of his antagonist approach towards rituals and festive tradi-
tions like saint-martyr worship (nerca) and the ritual honoring of the Prophet
(mawlid), which were once central to the “lived Islamic traditions” in South
India, Tangal is considered to be the pioneer of Islamic revival in Kerala. Tangal
currently enjoys a massive following among Salafis, although he never revealed
his affiliation with this movement in his works.22

2 Activities of Christian Missionaries in the 19th Century

For most of their history, the Eastern churches in Kerala showed little inter-
est in missionary activities and paid scanty attention to proselytizing people
of other faiths. Their strong caste consciousness — that they were high-caste
people — and the belief that their social standing vis-a-vis the Hindu upper-
castes would be compromised if they admitted lower-caste people to their
community is often said to be the cause of their reluctance.?3

Although the first Protestant Mission to India was begun by the Danes in
their territory of Tranquebar on the South-East Coast in 1705, European mis-
sionaries landed in Kerala only towards the end of 18th century.2* The first tar-
gets of their proselytization were people affiliated with Syrian Church. In 1816,
the Church Mission Society (cMs), began to work in Travancore with a view to
“reform” the Syrian Church in the region.?> By the beginning of the 19th cen-
tury, the British administration appointed Colonel Munro, the British Resident
in Travancore, to reach out to the ancient churches. Thomas Norton, Benjamin
Bailey, Joseph Fenn, and Henry Baker were pioneers among the missionar-
ies who tried to reach out to the Syrian Christians and build a strong friendly
Christian community that supported the British administration in Kerala.26
Under the leadership of Bailey, the cMs mission published a complete transla-
tion of the Old and New Testaments in 1829.27

22 KK. Sakkariya Swalahi, Gulf Salafikalum Keralatile Islahi Prastanavum (Palakkad: Islahi
Publishing House, 2002), 74.

23 Hunt, The Anglican Church, 45.

24  Hunt, The Anglican Church, 51.

25  BengtSundkler, Church of South India: The Movement Towards Union (London: Lutterworth
Press, 1954), 128.

26 George, Christianity in India, 182—-83.

27 Hunt, The Anglican Church, 4o0.
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One of the first missionaries in Cochin was Rev J. Samuel, who arrived there
in 1834 as missionary to the Jews in India. C.M. Augur writes, “[T]he purpose
of his [Samuel’s] coming was mainly to introduce Christianity for educating
the Jews and giving them [the Jews of Cochin and Travancore] moral train-
ing and to bring them to higher degree of civilization and gradually do away
with the blemishes with which their character had been stained through pub-
lic papers.”?® Later, the Church of Scotland Mission to Travancore and Cochin,
formed in 1833, was assigned with the purpose of converting a small commu-
nity of Jews in Travancore and Cochin.

Conflict soon developed between Western missionaries and the Syrian
Church in Travancore and Cochin. The missionaries began intervening in the
internal affairs of the Syrian Church in the name of “reform,” which led to a
synod at Mavelikkara in 1836 calling for an open rejection of the reform pro-
posals put forward by the missionaries on the grounds that they were unable
to do anything in the matter of faith without the permission of the Patriarch
of Antioch.?? This statement of the Syrian Bishops came to be known later as
Mavelikkara Padiydla.

The Basel Mission Society (BMs) laid the foundation for protestant mis-
sionary work in Malabar by proselyting Christian faith among the lower caste
communities, especially the Tiyyas. The most active agent in promoting the
Western Christianity in the region was Frederic Spring, a chaplain of the East
India Company stationed at Thalaserry who translated portions of scriptures
and the Book of Common Prayer into Malayalam using its northern Malabar
dialect.30 During the early decades of 19th century, significant progress was
made in translating the Bible and other liturgical texts that were then printed
in Malayalam. The missionary activities in Malabar gained further momentum
when Herman Gundert, a German missionary based in Thalaserry, took over the
leadership of Basel Mission. Gundert was a renowned scholar and linguist best
known for his compilation of the Malayalam grammar book, Malayalabhasha
Wakaranam. Agents of the BMs are also credited for publishing the first news
daily in Malayalam, Rajyasamacaram in 1847, the first work of Kerala history in
Malayalam, Kerala Pazhama in 1868, the first text of geography in Malayalam,
Malayalarajyam in 1870, and the first Malayalam dictionary in 1872.

The activities of European missionaries in Travancore, Cochin, and Malabar
invariably converged on certain activities such as the popularization of “stan-
dardized” Malayalam and its replacement of Syriac as the main liturgical

28  C.M. Agur, Church History of Travancore (Madras and Vepery: sps Press, 1903), 131-32.
29 George, Christianity in India, 176.
30  Hunt, The Anglican Church, 177-78.
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language, the establishment of schools and colleges with the backing of the
British administration and governments in the princely states, and the dissem-
ination of inexpensive Christian literature for mass proselytization.

European missionaries claimed to be the agents of Enlightenment and
embarked on a mission to reform the Eastern Churches along Eurocentric
lines by “giving spiritual enlightenment to them so that they would enlighten
others.” In the missionaries’ writings, the Eastern churches and their practices
enjoyed an assumed inferiority before the Western traditions.3! They identi-
fied non-Western religious traditions as lacking rational rigor and critical per-
spective, and therefore of no universal relevance.3? Along with Christians of
Syrian traditions, Muslims were also the targets of missionary disparagement.
M. Gangadharan noted that, “the European missionaries preached sermons in
places wherever people assembled. They published and distributed pamphlets
and booklets belittling Islam, and persuaded Muslims and people of other
faiths to abandon their religion and embrace Christianity.”3® However, the tra-
ditional ulama’ in Malabar were either unaware of or paid little attention to
the content of these sermons.

3 Tangal’s Critique of Western Modernity

Most scholarship on Tangal can be divided into three categories. The first
places him as the pioneer of an Islamic reform movement, spending little time
on his critique of European modernity and secularism for the alleged back-
ing of Christianity it enjoyed.3* This view fails to recognize the effect that
cross-regional developments in theology had on Tangal’s ideas. Another set
of scholars view Tangal as a social reformer, highlighting his contribution to
the promotion of modern education among Malabar Muslims who lagged far
behind other communities.3> This group of scholars focus on specific aspects
of Tangal’s works and speeches inculcating the need of modern education and

31 Hunt, The Anglican Church, 63.

32 Ibid.

33 M. Gangadharan, “Sanaullah Makti Tangal: Jnanam Kondu Porutiya Pariskartavu,” in
Makti Tangal Sampiirna Kritikal, Makti Tangalude Sampurna Kritikal, ed. KX. Muham-
mad Abdul Kareem (Calicut: Vachanam Books, 2006), 13.

34 Abdul Kareem, Makti Thangalude.

35  Muhammad Niyas Ashraf, Islamic Reformism and Malayali Ummah in Nineteenth-Century
Colonial Kerala, Southwest Indian Ocean (Lund: SASNET Publications, 2020).
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learning Malayalam, the lack of proficiency in which was found to be the root
cause of the community’s backwardness.36

A third group of scholars, and perhaps the most significant, sees Tangal’s
puritan thought as an Islamic parallel to Protestantism which set in motion
the development toward rational modernity in the West.3” His polemics
against saint worship has been compared with the Protestant attack against
the Catholic Church during the Reformation. Some writers also draw paral-
lels between Tangal’s insistence on the importance of proof texts from the
primary sources, Quran and Hadith, and the Protestant principle of sola scrip-
tura. Other scholars even suggest that what Tangal did was not a complete dis-
missal or non-engagement with the Western way of understanding secularism.
Rather, Tangal suggested a change in the terms of engagement with it.

Quite early in his career as an Islamic preacher, Tangal made use of the print-
ing press, which was then in an early stage in Kerala. His share in Muslim print-
ing activities exceeded those of his contemporaries. Crucial to the uniqueness
of his agenda was the use of “standardized” Malayalam language and printing
technology to address educated Muslims. The importance of print for the early
Muslim reformers motivated Tangal to choose a different path than that of a
missionary. Rather, he became a religious publisher and gained a much wider
following. He began publishing ParOpakayi, a monthly in Malayalam in 1885,
with the purpose of countering literature denigrating Islam and defaming the
Prophet published in the Christian publications such as Keralopakay:.38 While
traditional scholars of the period paid little attention to intellectual develop-
ments outside the Islamic world, Tangal remained aware and well-informed of
even the minutest developments in other religions.

Among Muslim scholars in Kerala two approaches prevailed in dealing with
the question of knowledge production. Some critiqued the “primacy of reason”
and emphasized a return to the medieval Islamic roots of modern knowledge,
especially science, and traced its origins to the Abbasid period. Others empha-
sized the seemingly miraculous advances that modern science had made. This
group called for a different sort of engagement with reason; not as an inven-
tion of modern Europe, but something integral to the process of construct-
ing Islamic knowledge. They were against the tendency to reduce the roots of

36 The poor growth of Malayalam was partly due to the overwhelming presence of Arabi-
Malayalam, a linguistic fusion of Arabic and Malyalam devised and used widely by the
Mappila Muslims of Kerala.

37  Roland Miller, Mappila Muslims of Kerala: A Study in Islamic Trends (London and New
Delhi: Orient Longman, 1991).

38 Paul, “Deeppu’ Sultan Makti Thangal,” 38.
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modernity and reason to a single European origin, as it underestimated the
long and persistent influence Islamic thought had on Western philosophy dur-
ing the Middle Ages. However, both approaches invariably did not see intro-
duction of reason and science as a challenge to an Islamic understanding of
the world. Rather, their opposition was more political in nature. For Muslim
scholars, modernity was not a disembodied set of ideas. Rather, it was asso-
ciated with the imperialist expansion of Christian Europe, which threatened
Islam in many respects. Tangal favored the second approach as he engaged
with Christian missionaries to de-mystify misconception that the primacy of
reason is solely the preserve of modern Christian Europe.3® However, he was
also critical of the excessive use of reason and anti-rationalism and skepticism,
a position that was popular among the ulama’in Malabar.

Politically, Tangal was not against colonialism. Rather, he believed that the
colonial administration facilitated modern education for marginalized com-
munities including Muslims. Therefore, unlike most of the Islamic scholars
of his time, he shunned any association with the anti-colonial movement
and maintained an understanding that British colonialism, with its reform
of education and bureaucratic practices, facilitated a radical transformation
of Indian society. However, Tangal saw the colonial administration’s support of
European Christian missionaries as harmful to the Muslim subjects in India.
He, thus, displayed a selective response to colonialism, eagerly appropriat-
ing certain features while harshly objecting others. Tangal remained a British
loyalist throughout his life and showed no reluctance to praise the British
administration, particularly as he took advantage of the liberty granted by it to
preach, publish, and disseminate religious literature freely.#°

Beyond Indian thought, two major strands in the Islamic contributed to the
making of Tangal’s world of ideas. The first was the call for strict adherence to
the Qur’an, hadith and the life of pious ancestors promoted by Ibn Taymiyya
(d. 1328), Muhmmed b. Abd al-Wahhab (d. 1792), and the Northern Indian
reformer Sir Sayyid Ahmed Khan (d. 1898).#! Perhaps the most striking com-
monality in these scholars was their view that present and impending threats
of colonialism should be countered by posing a challenge to Western intellec-
tual domination. Each scholar articulated the need to reorient the community

39  Musthafa Thanveer, Thanaullah Makti Thangal: Prabodhakanum, Pariskartavum (Calicut:
Kerala Nadwa, 2017).

40  Thanveer, Thanaullah Makti Thangal, 46.

41 Tangal depended mainly on the Arabic work Isfar ul-Haqq, written by Rahmatullah
Kairanawi al-Hindi (1818-1891), to counter Christian criticism of Islam and contest the
doctrine of the trinity.
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in the context of the colonial challenge and, more significantly, the need for a
renewal of Islamic traditions akin to the early period of the religion.

4 The Metaphor of the Axe

Tangal’s opposition to European missionaries was not purely defensive. He
also criticized their core beliefs such as faith in the trinity.#? Citing the Old
Testament, he argued that the prophets from Adam to Moses never believed in
the trinity. In his most famous treatise, KadOra kudOram, Tangal wrote, “God
has no beginning and end, God was not borne anywhere to any parents, had no
sons and no daughters, does not belong to any place, and is completely invis-
ible to all Creation including humans, and God takes no assistance in and no
companion in creation.”3

Written in the form of an imaginary dialogue between a Muslim scholar and
a Christian pastor, KadOra kudOram tried to expose “the baselessness of the
Christian faith in the trinity” In the same work, Tangal metaphorically used
the Malayalam word for axe (kudOram) as the pen that takes the form of an
axe while attacking the doctrines of Western Christianity. Tangal subtly com-
pared the trinity with a tree and claimed that his writings had the sharpness to
chop the tree of the trinity.#* This was also a call for the Muslim community in
Malabar for a non-violent struggle in dealing with British colonial domination
and to resort to the pen in place of arms.*3

Tangal defended his arguments with extensive references to the biblical
sources.*® Citing verses from Bible, Tangal published a booklet in 1892 entitled
Christiya Ajneya Vijayam adhava Parkkalitta Porkkalam that provoked mission-
aries by saying that “both the Old and New Testaments have clear reference
to a prophet of Paran to come, a successor to Moses and the purest form of a

42 Paul, “Deeppu’ Sultan Makti Thangal,” 38.

43 Sanaullah Makti Tangal, “KadOra KudOram” in Makti Tangalude Sampiirna Kritikal, ed.
K.K. Muhammed Abdul Kareem (Calicut: Vachanam Books, 2006), 34-8.

44  Sanaullah Makti Tangal, “Narinarabhicari” in Makti Tangalude Sampirna Kritikal, ed.
K.K. Muhammed Abdul Kareem (Calicut: Vachanam Books, 2006), 637.

45  The Muslims of Kerala waged a series of violent agitations against the British which cul-
minated in the Malabar Rebellion of 1921. Also, it is important to note that Yusthus Joseph,
known as Vidhwan Kutti, who embraced Christianity in the 1860s, published a reply to
Tangal’s arguments in KadOra KudOram under the title Visudha Venmazhu (Holy White
Axe). See Paul, “Deeppu’ Sultan Makti Thangal,” 38-9.

46  ]. Jabir, “Makti Tangalum, Christumata Ghandanangalum,” in Proceedings of Kerala
Muslim History Conference (Calicut: Muslim Heritage Foundation, 2015), 659—62.
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human being, but this fact has been kept completely hidden by the later inter-
preters of the Bible.”#” Tangal went further to challenge Christian missionaries
and declared, “I offer an inam or reward of Rs. 200 to those who would counter
this fact based on biblical evidence.”48

Tangal's The Prophet’s Coin (Nabi Nanayam) was written in response
to Gundert’s 1891 work entitled The History of Muhammad (Muhammad
Caritram). In this work, Tangal offered a sharp criticism of the Western per-
ception of Islam and the portrayal of the religion and Prophet Muhammad
in a ‘distorted’ manner."*® This book had the explicit aim of demystifying the
European imagination of Islam and the Middle East and enlightening the
Muslim public on the history of Islam as a conscious counter-measure to
the colonial teaching of the religion.5° This was done by listing a set of works
published in Europe and outlining their negative portrayal of Islam and the
Middle East. The list included Ar Apology for Mohammed and the Koran (John
Davenport, 1869) and The Life of Mohammed (William Muir, 1861), two major
works that were pivotal in setting the tone of anti-Islam literature in the 19th
century.®! In a work of a similar sort titled Note of Incentive (Sammanakurippu),
Tangal narrated the history of European modernity as not of continental ori-
gin but borrowed from scholarship prevalent in the Islamic world before the
advent of colonialism. Tangal critiqued European modernity for its intellectual
hegemony that caused the extinction of other knowledge systems.

According to Tangal, Western modernity dismissed Christianity as a religion
but appropriated its values and saw it as the source that formed the origins
and future of the modern world. He recognized that, in many crucial respects,
modernity was the secularization of Christian ideals. Although he understood
modernity this way, many of Tangal’s works viewed the notion of progress
as the triumph of reason over superstition. By questioning the categories of
modernity and secularism, Tangal’s work addressed the ambivalent relation-
ship between them in the Western conception. His prose in Malayalam lav-
ishly used a variety of symbolic forms, metaphors, and funny compositions to

47  Sanaullah Makti Tangal, “Parkaleeta Porkkalam” in Makti Tangalude Sampurna Kritikal,
ed. KK. Muhammed Abdul Kareem (Calicut: Vachanam Books, 2006), 101-5.

48  Ibid.

49 G. Arunima, “Imagining Communities — Differently: Print, Language and the (Public
Sphere) in Colonial Kerala,” Indian Economic and Social History Review 43, no. 1 (2006):
43-63.

50  The first chapter of the work provides a detailed description of the history, geography and
tribal structure of the Arabian Peninsula and briefly showed how knowledge about the
region has been distorted by colonial scholars.

51 Thanveer, Thanaullah Makti Thangal, 74.
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criticize the proponents of European modernity and scholars in the Muslim
community who rejected the prominence of reason in religion outright.
Tangal'’s satirical expressions often acted as mediating channels for his own
religious experiences, through which he could successfully communicate with
a larger section of the population.

Tangal’s critique of Christian missionaries developed within a specific his-
torical situation and religious project that necessitated an urgent need for
the ‘ulama’to respond to European missionaries.>> However, Islam was not the
only target for missionaries; similar concerns were widely shared among the
scholars of Hinduism.>3 The situation compelled Chattampi Swamikal to pub-
lish a Hindu critique of European Christianity entitled Critique of Christianity
(Kristumata Cedanam) as a rejoinder to the missionary literature that con-
tained disrespectful content on the Hindu Gods and religious practices in the
1890s. Being one of the first modern Islamic missionaries in Kerala, Tangal
designed his speeches and writings in the form of dialogues or khandanam, a
popular mode of debate that existed in Kerala where arguments and counter-
arguments are arranged in series using the framework of comparative theology.

In his thought, Tangal had to face criticism from Christian missionaries, a
group that enjoyed the tacit backing of the British administration, as well as
orthodox groups within the Muslim community. At times when European mis-
sionaries filed a series of cases against Tangal, none from his community came
out to lending support. Because of his uncompromising stance against tradi-
tions such as the veneration of saints, his rejection of traditional Sunni schools
of jurisprudence (madhhab), and repeated calls for the independent inter-
pretation of religious sources (jtihad), Tangal constantly suffered verbal and
sometimes even physical attacks from supporters of ‘ulama’ of other streams.

A meticulous analysis of Tangal’s works reveals that they also sought to ask
how Western Christians themselves modified and updated their faith to make
pace with the modern Western world. According to Tangal, Christianity was
reshaped by its encounter with the West. He even tried to see the concept
of the trinity as a European construct, tracing its popularity to the spread of
Christianity in Europe in the fourth century CE and more specifically to the
Roman Emperor Constantine, the Synod of Nicaea, and the series of syn-
ods that followed it which, according to Tangal, collectively re-fashioned the
Christian faith in favor of the trinity.5*

52 Jabir, “Makti Tangalum.”
53  Paul, “Deeppu’ Sultan Makti Thangal,".
54  Thanveer, Thanaullah Makti Thangal, 51.
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A final work of Tangal published in 1892, Kristiya Vijnaniyam or Parkalitta
Porkkalam, facilitated a deeper consciousness regarding the supposed anti-
thetical division between Islam and Christianity, completely influenced by the
West and an increasing awareness of the necessity of identifying and rectifying
this influence explicit especially in the interpretations of the New Testament.>3
Tangal widely referred the critical sources on Christianity in his arguments
against Western Christianity, rather than relying on Islamic sources.>6 His grasp
of Christian theological literature helped him critically analyze the Bible and
Western interpretations of it in circulation mainly in the European continent.

Conclusion

Through his works, Sanaullah Makti Tangal relentlessly asserted that the domi-
nant approaches to religion and modernity during his time were grounded in
the European experience. He felt that Muslims must reimagine such ideas and
relocate them in a non-Western context. The distinctiveness of Tangal’s idea of
modernity was in large part of a result of his opposition to the Western con-
struction of religion and his attempt to free both ideas from Western Christian
norms and building norms of an alternative, and original, Islamic modernity.
In addition, Tangal believed that modernity was not a token of rationalism
or secularism. Rather, it was a useful tool for purifying Islam in Kerala from
unwanted elements adopted from local cultures. He identified modern edu-
cation as a specifically “modern” tool for this process that would reconcile
between the Islamic tradition and the effects of modernity.5” His understand-
ing of the genial relationship between Islam and modernity problematized
many aspects of conventional thinking.

When approaching religion, a reading of Tangal’s works reveals a dualistic
strategy of offering an understanding of Islam compatible with modernity and
the achievements of science but also deeply engrained in an anti-Western ide-
ology. For example, Tangal saw the ideas of religion and rationality as inextri-
cability connected to European understandings of religion which took shape
in the 18th and 19th centuries. He was of the firm belief that 19th-century

55 A Compilation of texts and speeches that Tangal delivered with the intension of coun-
tering European Christian missionaries. Tangal wrote that the “Parkalitta” mentioned in
the New Testament is Prophet Muhammad and people are hiding this fact. He offered a
reward of Rs. 200 for anyone who wrote an objective response to his arguments.

56 Ashraf, Seethi Sahib.

57  Ibid.
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thought viewed religion as a primitive or pre-modern human condition and
detached from modern legal and scientific thinking. Tangal was perhaps the
first religious scholar from Kerala to respond to the increasing popularity of
rationality in modern Europe.

Finally, Tangal kept keen interest in the study of history of Europe, the
knowledge of which he exhibited through his writings. He was deeply respect-
ful of the European Enlightenment and reform tradition for the prominence it
gave to the cause of reason. Tangal wished to have ripples of the same trends
echo in Islamic societies, renewing the Islamic faith and reorienting Islamic
values and principles to the fundamental texts and reason.58 Tang’s position on
the usefulness of European reform ran in stark contrast to his efforts of refut-
ing European missionaries which he staunchly believed distorted the funda-
mentals of the Christian faith to make it adjusted and appealing to the political
aspirations of dynasties in power in medieval Europe. Taking the concept of
trinity to task, Tangal illustrated the genealogy of development of Christianity
from a West Asian religion to a European one adjusted to the political and
socio-cultural milieus of Europe with the patronage of state power.
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Hanafi Figh in Ifrigiya in the 3rd/gth Century.
Scholarly Transmissions of Asad b. al-Furat from
Muhammad b. al-Hasan al-Shaybani

Hentati, Nejmeddine, ed. Hanafi Figh in Ifrigiya in the 3rd/9th Century. Scholarly
Transmissions of Asad b. al-Furat from Muhammad b. al-Hasan al-Shaybani. Three
Manuscripts from the Ancient Library of Raqgqada-Kairouan: The Books of Prayer,
Manumission and Theft and Brigandage, 231 pp., Leiden: Brill, 2024, hardcover,
ISBN: 978-90-04-54663-9, €125.00.

In his most recent book, Nejmeddine Hentati introduces his readers to the jig-
saw structure that was in the early formation of the Maliki school of thought
in North Africa, specifically in Kairouan. This period witnessed the rule of the
Bant al-Aghlab dynasty, during which both the Maliki and Hanafi schools of
thought established dominance, marked by times of coexistence conflict.

The manuscripts Hentati focuses on from this period shed light on the sig-
nificant efforts made by Asad b. al-Furat (142—213 AH / 759-828 CE) in trans-
mitting both Maliki and Hanafi jurisprudence. His meticulous attention to
the most important works of the Hanafi school, particularly al-Mabsut by
Muhammad b. al-Hasan al-Shaybani (131-189 AH / 748-804 CE), is notewor-
thy. al-Mabsut stands out as a clear and precise text on Hanafi jurisprudence,
forming the basis for later scholars and commentators. The title of the book,
though lengthy, encapsulates its essence but could have been more focused
to improve readability, such as: An Overview of Hanafi Jurisprudence in Africa:
Three Manuscripts from the Raqqada-Kairouan Library.

Hentati divides the book into two sections. The first serves as an introduc-
tion, providing a historical framework, descriptions of the manuscripts, and
translations of notable Hanafi figures mentioned in the book. These figures
include al-Shaybani, Ibn al-Furat, Mu‘ammar b. Mansur al-Faqih al-Qayrawani,
Sulayman b. ‘Imran, and Muhammad b. Aban al-Humayri. The methodology
of authentication for each manuscript is also outlined. The second part of the
book contains the authentic text of the manuscripts, divided into three sec-
tions: The Book of Prayer, the Book of Deliverance and Administration, and the
Book of Theft and Highway Robbery. Each section includes detailed chapters
on specific topics within each book, providing a comprehensive view of Hanafi
legal thought during this period.

An English introduction by Jonathan Brockopp describes the significance of
the manuscripts due to their connection to al-Shaybani. Brockopp provides a
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brief historical overview of the authenticated manuscripts, emphasizing their
importance to scholars of Islamic heritage.

Muhammad al-Bahli al-Niyal first mentioned these manuscripts in 1963,
with Joseph Schacht describing them in detail in 1967. Despite their Hanafi
leanings, there has been confusion between these and the Asadiyah manu-
scripts compiled by Sahnan b. Sa‘id, a contemporary and rival of Asad b.
al-Furat. Brockopp notes that Miklos Muranyi pointed out that parts of Asad
b. al-Furat’s manuscript in Kairouan are excerpts from the original book by
al-Shaybani that Asad b. al-Furat copied during his travels.

Several preliminary observations about the book are worth noting:

1. Hentati’s efforts in discovering and verifying these manuscripts
are commendable. He provides compelling evidence that these
manuscripts represent the Hanafl Asadiyya, challenging previous
assumptions that they were Maliki.

2. The comparison between the contents of the three manuscripts
and the original work by al-Shaybani is thorough. However, this
effort is extensive and may require multiple readings for full com-
prehension. Hentati’s previous work on these manuscripts, in an
article from 2015, could have been expanded with critical observa-
tions and comparisons.

3.  Hentati’s assertion regarding Asad b. al-Furat’s transition to the
Hanafi school is explored in depth. He distinguishes three stages
of doctrinal and jurisprudential trends in Africa: dual affiliation,
Hanafi dominance, and Maliki dominance. While he leans towards
Hanafi predominance due to political support, Brockopp’s con-
sideration of political factors remains speculative without strong
evidence.

4.  Fourthly, Hentati’s addition of the title in Usil al-Figh to a portion of
the manuscript is unclear and may not contribute to understanding
its content.

5.  Finally, Hentati’s comprehensive indexing of the book is appreci-
ated, though limiting the indexing to the manuscripts and their
contents would have been more useful.

Additionally, it may seem strange today to imagine a school of thought replac-
ing the Maliki school in North Africa, especially when historical evidence con-
sistently shows the precedence of the Hanafi school in the region. However,
the question arises whether Hanafi jurisprudence at this stage had its own
doctrinal strength or was merely jurisprudence alongside other directives
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and legislations borrowed from other schools. Did the Hanafl school possess
the authoritative power of being strictly followed, or was it just one of the
“transient trends?” Additionally, what were the political particularities that
prompted politicians to choose the Hanafi school over others, or was the mat-
ter unrelated to jurisprudence?

The political explanation for the establishment of the Hanafi school, sug-
gesting that the Aghlabid rulers contributed to spreading it and encouraging
its establishment in Africa, raises questions about the manifestations of this
encouragement. Did history leave us with any laws applied in Africa related
to jurisprudence? This political interpretation remains unworthy of consider-
ation if we neglect the scientific will of scholars and the practical impact of
their scholarship.

Indeed, the Hanafi and Maliki schools in the Maghreb were not two dis-
tinct schools but rather one, as they may be considered as two opinions orig-
inating from the same source and doctrine. The students who learned from
Malik’s students were the same who learned from Aba Hanifa and his students.
Therefore, the difference between the two schools in Ifrigiya was not a result of
a political or jurisprudential plan to create a political extension in other lands.
Historical texts suggest that some Aghlabid rulers were ignorant of religious
matters to the point where they could hardly distinguish between one school
and another.

In summary, Hentati’s work is a significant contribution to the study of
Hanafi jurisprudence in North Africa, offering valuable insights into the schol-
arly transmissions of Asad b. al-Furat. Despite some areas for improvement,
this book is a vital resource for scholars of Islamic jurisprudence and history.

Mohammed Eriouiche | ORCID: 0000-0002-7304-5117

Mohammed v University, Rabat, Morocco

eriouiche@gmail.com
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New Methods in the Study of Islam and New
Methodological Perspectives in Islamic Studies

Aghdassi, Abbas and Aaron W. Hughes, eds. New Methods in the Study of
Islam, 332 pp., Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2022, paperback,

ISBN 978-1399503501, $29.95.

Aghdassi, Abbas and Aaron W. Hughes, eds. New Methodological Perspectives
in Islamic Studies, 311 pp., Leiden: Brill, 2023, hardcover, 1ISBN 978-9004536623,
$122.00.
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The Rise of Critical Islam: 10th-13th Century
Legal Debate

Soufi, Youcef L., The Rise of Critical Islam: 10th-13th Century Legal Debate, 274 pp.,
New York: Oxford University Press, 2023, hardcover, ISBN 978-0-19-768500-6,
$96.82.

Formal debate serves as a central method of intellectual interaction. Two sides
present their positions and proofs, competing to reach the truth of a given
topic. At a debate’s conclusion, one side is declared the “winner,” while the
other is left to ponder their position, either abandoning it or further honing
their arguments for future encounters. In the contemporary Muslim world,
debates between Islamic legal (sharia) scholars often devolve into conflict,
where one position is deemed the “correct” interpretation of God’s will for
humanity. At the same time, the other is cast aside as a falsehood that should
be ignored. In many circumstances, inter-Muslim debates have fueled intoler-
ance and even resulted in violence against those who hold the “incorrect” view
of the religion.

This was not always the way Muslims and their scholars (‘ulama’) treated
differences within their ranks. At the end of the classical period of Islamic
history, a vibrant culture of disputation (mundazara) flourished in the legal
academies of places like late Abbasid Baghdad, creating a scholarly environ-
ment in which differences were understood, respected, and even celebrated as
scholars vied to interpret the rules that the Muslim community was divinely
ordained to follow. This culture of legal critique is the subject of Youcef Soufi’s
recent work, The Rise of Critical Islam: 10th—13th Century Legal Debate. Building
on the work of the historian George Makdisi and his highlighting of the role
mundagara played in shaping the classical legal schools (madhahib, sg. madh-
hab), Soufi focuses on a series of debates that occurred between the Shafi1
jurist Ibrahim b. Ya‘qub al-Firtzabadi al-Shirazi (d. 476 AH /1083 CE) and inter-
locutors in Baghdad, particularly the Hanafi Aba ‘Abd Allah al-Damaghani
(d. 478 AH [ 1085 CE) and al-Shirazr’s ShafiT colleague, the infamous Abu
al-Ma‘ali al-Juwayni (d. 478 AH / 1085 CE). These prominent jurists and repre-
sentatives of their schools sparred on several issues, with the book analyzing
questions of whether Muslim converts are required to pay old non-Muslim poll
taxes (jizya), the ability of a guardian to force his daughter into a marriage,
and the validity of prayer when a Muslim discovers that they were mistaken in
determining its appropriate direction (gibla).
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By observing the nuances of these debates and placing them within their
social and academic milieu, Soufi draws out the contours of what he labels
“critical Islam,” an environment in which positions of a school were analyzed,
debated, and sometimes modified cordially through munazara, part of a pious
process of seeking God’s law “as a means of intellectual growth, permitting an
individual to better understand a question before her” (p. 22). Therefore, the
book tells its readers the story of this phenomenon in Islam’s intellectual his-
tory, from its beginnings to its heyday and ultimate decline.

The book is divided into three general sections. Part 1 includes chapters 1—3
and focuses on the definition and contours of the critical culture in classi-
cal Islam. Chapter 1 begins by emphasizing that scholars of eleventh-century
Baghdad viewed munagara as a necessary process of religious devotion
through which jurists “could discover what God wanted of His creation” (p. 35).
Piety drove scholars to debate, with the result being to carry the burden of
interpreting God’s law and guiding lay Muslims. At the same time, however,
scholarly debates were limited as they excluded viewpoints of the very lay
Muslims that they intended to serve with their resulting rulings. When con-
sidering financial obligations during marriage, Soufi notes that jurists often
focused on uniquely male experiences without entertaining the impact their
ruling might have had — positively or negatively — on the wife. Chapter 2 then
embarks on a genealogy of munazara, tracing its roots to early Muslim theo-
logical debates yet only finding its final form as a process of disputation with
set rules and ethics during the early tenth century in Baghdad. Finally, chapter
3 expands on the work of chapter 1 and describes two foundations underpin-
ning the munagara culture. The first was the shifting binary of juristic interpre-
tation (ijtihad) and adherence to previous legal authority (taglid). Soufi argues
that, although there were several questions on the limits of ijtihad during the
classical period, the obligation for jurists to understand the textual and logical
evidence behind legal rulings remained. Even if one were to engage in taqlid
of their legal school (madhhab), that could only be maintained if a jurist was
confident and aware of the evidence for the opinions held by their school and
teachers. The second foundation of munagzara culture was the inherent uncer-
tainty of Islamic law. Whether one adhered to the idea that there was only
one correct answer to a legal question (mukhattia) or believed that all sincere
jurists were correct (musawwiba), the only way that these answers could be
accurately fleshed out was through open discussion, debate, and critique.

Part 11 of Soufi’s work includes three chapters and delves into the specif-
ics of the disputations engaged in by al-Shirazi. The first of these, covered in
Chapter 4, was whether a convert to Islam was still required to pay the jizya
that had accrued when he was not a Muslim. For al-Shirazi’s interlocutor
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al-Damaghani, any past jizya was canceled when a person entered Islam. This
was because the school’s eponym, Abi Hanifa, had long championed the
equality of all believers and declared that no Muslim should be singled out
by holding a debt that those born Muslim do not have to bear. al-Shafif, the
eponym of al-Shiraz1’s school, held that past jizya remains a debt upon the new
Muslim. However, he provided no significant information to justify this textu-
ally. According to Soufi, the silence of al-Shafi1 created an opportunity for later
scholars within the Shafi1 school to engage in independent interpretation,
creating a rich history of ijtihad that helped al-Shirazi develop his position of
justifying the ruling through analogy (giyas).

Chapter 5 then discusses the question of whether a marriage guardian (walt)
could force a woman under his authority to marry a man without her consent.
Within the Shafi1 school, it was a long-standing opinion that guardians could
force marriages on the premise that they were looking out for the bride’s best
interests. However, al-Shiraz’s close friend and colleague al-Juwayni criticized
forced marriage through his interpretation of Prophetic statements, advocat-
ing for the inherent social benefit (maslaha) of upholding a woman’s autonomy
in marriage. Through munazara, al-Shirazi challenged al-JuwaynT’s positions,
showing how even well-established views within a legal school could be ques-
tioned and scrutinized.

Chapter 6 concludes this section by elaborating on the possibility of debate
and critique within a school by asking whether a Muslim’s prayer was valid
when they discovered that they had done so in the wrong direction after pray-
ing. This issue was never resolved in the Shafi1 school, with some invalidating
and others validating prayers that were performed when unknowingly facing
the wrong direction. al-Juwayni and al-Shirazi, through munagara, took turns
examining the evidence behind each position. Ultimately, the debaters never
reached a formal resolution regarding the matter, leaving the opinion of the
school open-ended. Through this example, Soufi presents an alternative to
other contemporary scholars who view mundagara as a mechanism to finally
resolve doctrinal issues and settle upon a single approach. Instead, indeter-
minacy in some matters was deemed a valuable asset of Islamic law and pre-
served a geographically and intellectually diverse juristic discourse.

Finally, Part 111 of the book contains one chapter that discusses an element
that ultimately led to the dissipation of classical munazara culture: temporal
decay. According to Soufi, the common belief that knowledge, dedication, and
piety declined over time made it possible for Muslims as early as the 12th and
13th centuries CE to see their societies as lacking in those who could engage in
munazara. This position bolstered the views of those who advocated stricter
adherence to previous legal authority and downplayed more open juristic
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interpretation. For example, Soufi cites Abti Hamid al-Ghazali (d. 505 AH /
111 CE), who stipulated that any person engaging in mundagara must have the
ability to engage with the law independently (mujtahid) yet simultaneously
claimed that such scholars no longer exist. As a result, munazgara faded into the
background of Islamic legal discourse, and the culture of adherence (taglid)
became more prominent.

In conclusion, The Rise of Critical Islam is an essential addition to studying
Islamic intellectual history and holds important lessons for Muslims today. At
a point often described by many as the peak of Islamic intellectual prowess,
Muslims embraced alternative opinions and engaged in a culture of debate
not necessarily aimed at reaching a definitive conclusion. Rather, despite its
limitations, munagara enriched the academic culture and provided a space
for scholars to hone their skills and question authority in a respectful, pious
setting. Although many observers, including Soufi, have noted that the con-
temporary Muslim world has diverged significantly from that ideal, “there was
no inherent quality of Islam that made the ascendance of the vision of decay-
ing time or the subsequent acceptance of taglid inevitable” (p. 191). Therefore,
Muslims today may find inspiration in the culture of munazara that flourished
in Abbasid Baghdad and re-discover a method of religious discourse that is
tolerant of others and open to internal critique.
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