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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

“O you who believe! Stand out rmly for Allāh, as
witnesses to fair dealing, and let not the hatred of
others to you make you swerve towards inequity and
depart from justice. Be just: that is closer to Piety: and
fear Allāh. For Allāh is well-acquainted with all that
you do.”
Guidance, comfort and beauty. For the believing Muslim the Holy
Qurʾān is all this and much more: the heartbeat of faith, a
remembrance in times of joy and anguish, a fountain of precise
scienti c reality and the most exquisite lyricism, a treasury of
wisdom and supplications. Its verses hang from the walls of shops
and living rooms, lie etched in the minds of young and old, and
reverberate through the night from minarets across the globe. Even
so, Sir William Muir (1819-1905) adamantly declared it one of “the
most stubborn enemies of Civilisation, Liberty, and the Truth which
the World has yet known”.2 Others have been no more charitable,
seeing t to heap abuse or cast suspicion upon it throughout the
centuries and up to our present day, among them scholars,
missionaries, and now even the occasional politician. Such a
dichotomy is aggravating to Muslims and certainly perplexing to the
non-Muslim, who would be well justi ed in supposing that each

group was alluding to a di erent book altogether. What are the facts
and what is the evidence? Faced with such an immense and
sensitive topic brimming with ideas to consider, I could have begun
my explorations anywhere; the starting point, as it nally turned
out, was to be an article by someone I had never heard of before.
“What is the Koran?”, the lead article of the January 1999 issue
of The Atlantic Monthly, raised many issues concerning the origins
and integrity of the Qurʾān.3 The author’s credentials, a certain Toby
Lester, are given in the magazine and suggest that he does not have
any knowledge of Islam aside from having lived in Yemen and
Palestine for a few years, though this hardly seems to hinder him for
he delves headlong into controversy. He mentions that:
Western Koranic scholarship has traditionally taken
place in the context of an openly declared hostility
between Christianity and Islam…. The Koran has
seemed, for Christian and Jewish scholars particularly,
to possess an aura of heresy…4
After citing William Muir’s denunciation of the Qurʾān he states
that even early Soviet scholars subjected Islam to their ideological
biases: N.A. Morozov for instance amboyantly argued that “until
the Crusades Islam was indistinguishable from Judaism and … only
then did it receive its independent character, while Muhammad and
the rst Caliphs are mythical gures”.5
Lester strives to portray himself as purely academic: a curious
reporter ling an objective report. In an interview with the ashSharq al-Awsaṭ Daily6 he denies any bad intentions, hard feelings or
wrongdoing towards Muslims, insisting that he sought only the
truth. But there is no doubt that he has taken pains to collect his
information strictly from the anti-traditionalist camp, heralding the
arrival of secular reinterpretations of the Muslim Holy Book. He
extensively quotes Dr. Gerd-R. Joseph Puin, associated with the
restoration of old Qurʾānic fragments in Ṣanʿāʾ, Yemen (which I
have seen recently, and for which he and his team deserve due
gratitude). Now, a bookbinder who completes a magni cent binding

of a complex mathematical text will not automatically ascend to the
rank of mathematician, but because of his restoration of the pages of
old manuscripts, Puin is fashioned into a world-authority on the
Qurʾān’s entire history.
“So many Muslims have this belief that everything
between the two covers of the Koran is just God’s
unaltered word,” [Dr. Puin] says. “They like to quote
the textual work that shows that the Bible has a
history and did not fall straight out of the sky, but
until now the Koran has been out of this discussion.
The only way to break through this wall is to prove
that the Koran has a history too. The Sanʿāʾ fragments will
help us to do this.”7
Lester’s next point of reference is Andrew Rippin, Professor of
Religious Studies at the University of Calgary, who states that:
“Variant readings and verse orders are all very
signi cant. Everybody agrees on that. These
manuscripts say that the early history of the Koranic
text is much more of an open question than many have
suspected: the text was less stable, and therefore had less
authority, than has always been claimed.”8
Personally I nd Rippin’s comments ba ing. On the one hand
variant readings (or rather, multiple readings) have been recognized
and commented on by Muslim scholars since the time of the
Prophet. By no means are they a new discovery. On the other hand
not even Puin (as far as I am aware) claims to have uncovered
di erences in the order of verses in his manuscripts, though his
views on the Qurʾān are in line with modern revisionism.
“My idea is that the Koran is a kind of cocktail of texts
that were not all understood even at the time of
Muhammad,” [Puin] says. “Many of them may even be

a hundred years older than Islam itself. Even within
the Islamic traditions there is a huge body of
contradictory information, including a signi cant
Christian substrate; one can derive a whole Islamic
anti-history from them if one wants.” Patricia Crone
defends the goals of this sort of thinking. “The Koran is
a scripture with a history like any other – except that
we don’t know this history and tend to provoke howls
of protest when we study it.”9
Arabic speakers have long held the Qurʾān as a Book of unique
beauty; even the idol-worshippers of Makkah were spellbound by its
lyricism and failed to produce anything resembling it.10 Such
qualities do not deter Puin from speaking disdainfully about it.
“The Koran claims for itself that it is ‘mubeen’, or
‘clear’” he says. “But if you look at it, you will notice
that every fth sentence or so simply doesn’t make
sense. Many Muslims – and Orientalists – will tell you
otherwise, of course, but the fact is that a fth of the
Koranic text is just incomprehensible.”11
G.R. Puin strings many words together but provides no
examples, which is unfortunate because I have absolutely no idea
where this incomprehensible fth of the Qurʾān happens to be.
Lester then states that the unwillingness to accept the conventional
understanding of the Qurʾān only began in earnest in the 20th
century;12 he references Patricia Crone, quotes R.S. Humphreys,13
and ends up at John Wansbrough. The main thrust of Wansbrough’s
work is to establish two major points: rstly, that the Qurʾān and
ḥadīth were generated by various communities over the course of
two centuries; and second, that Islamic doctrine was modeled on
Rabbinical Jewish prototypes. Puin is apparently re-reading his
works now, for his theories have been germinating slowly in certain
circles even though “many Muslims understandably nd them
deeply o ensive”.14 Readers have known Cook, Crone and

Wansbrough for a quarter of a century, but the new face to emerge
from this piece is Dr. Puin, whose ndings form the backbone of
Lester’s lengthy article. Some of the Yemeni parchments, dating
back to the rst two centuries of Islam,
[reveal] small but intriguing aberrations from the
standard Koranic text. Such aberrations, though not
surprising to textual historians, are troublingly at odds
with the orthodox Muslim belief that the Koran as it
has reached us today is quite simply the perfect,
timeless, and unchanging Word of God. The mainly
secular e ort to reinterpret the Koran – in part based on
textual evidence such as that provided by the Yemeni
fragments15 - is disturbing and o ensive to many
Muslims, just as attempts to reinterpret the Bible and
the life of Jesus are disturbing and o ensive to many
conservative
Christians….
[Such
secular
reinterpretation] can be nonetheless very powerful and
– as the histories of the Renaissance and the
Reformation demonstrate – can lead to major social
change. The Koran, after all, is currently the world’s
most ideologically in uential text.16
So the entire matter lies before us:

•
•
•
•

The Qurʾān is currently the world’s most ideologically
in uential text.
Many Muslims look to the Qurʾān as the Christians once did
to the Bible, as God’s unaltered Word.

The Yemeni fragments will help secular e orts to reinterpret
the Qurʾān.

Though o ensive to countless Muslims, this reinterpretation
can provide the impetus for major social changes that mirror
what Christianity experienced centuries ago.

•

These changes may be brought about by ‘showing’ that the
Qurʾān was initially a uid text, one which the Muslim
community contributed to and freely rearranged over several
centuries, implying that the Qurʾān was not as sacred then as
it has now misguidedly become.

The majority of Lester’s references, those quoted or mentioned in
his piece, are non-Muslim: Gerd-R. Joseph Puin, von Bothmer, A.
Rippin, R. Stephen Humphreys, Gunter Lüling, Yehuda Nevo,
Patricia Crone, Michael Cook, James Bellamy, William Muir,
Lambton, Tolstov, Morozov and J. Wansbrough. He also spreads the
glad tiding that, within the Islamic world, revisionism is on the
move. In this category he names Naṣr Abū Zaid, Ṭāha Ḥusain, ʿAlī
Dushtī, Muḥammad Abdu, Aḥmad Amīn, Fazlur-Raḥmān, and nally
Muḥammad Arkoun and his fervent advice to battle orthodoxy from
within.17 Scholars from the traditional school of Islamic thought are
largely cast aside and ignored, with only Muḥammad Abdu’s
controversial name being included.
But what is the revisionist school? Lester fails to de ne it clearly,
so I will allow Yehuda Nevo, one of the authorities he quotes, to
supply the de nition:
The ‘revisionist’ approach is by no means monolithic...
[but they] are united in denying historical validity to
accounts based purely on ‘facts’ derived from the
Muslim literary sources.... The information they
provide must be corroborated by the ‘hard facts’ of
material remains.... [The written sources] should
always be checked against external evidence, and
where the two con ict, the latter should be preferred.18
Because external evidence must necessarily be found to verify
every Muslim account, absence of such corroboration helps to
negate the account and implies that the event never took place.

That there is no evidence for it outside of the
‘traditional account’ thus becomes positive evidence in
support of the hypothesis that it did not happen. A
striking example is the lack of evidence, outside the
Muslim literature, for the view that the Arabs were
Muslim at the time of the Conquest.19
The outcome of this revisionist approach is a complete erasure of
Islamic history, and the fabrication of another in which such events
as the pre-Islamic presence of paganism in Makkah, the Jewish
settlements near Madinah, and the Muslim victory over the
Byzantine Empire in Syria are absolutely denied. In fact, revisionism
argues that the paganism which a icted Makkah prior to Islam is
simply a ctitious back-projection of a pagan culture that thrived in
southern Palestine.20
The central point, which must be made clear, is that there is a
de nite motive behind all these ‘discoveries’. Such ndings do not
exist in a vacuum or fall unexpectedly into the scholar’s lap; they
are the brainchild of a particular ideological and political arena,
served up in the guise of breakthrough academic research.21
Attempts to distort Islam and its sacred texts are in fact as old as
the religion itself, though the strategy behind these e orts has
uctuated according to the intended goal. Beginning with the rise of
Islam and up until the 13th century A.H. (7th-18th century C.E.), the
rst objective was to establish a protective fence around Christians
to counteract the rapid advance of the new faith in Iraq, Syria,
Palestine, Egypt, Libya etc. Among the notables of this period were
John of Damascus (35-133 A.H./655-750 C.E.), Peter the Venerable
(1084-1156 C.E.), Robert of Ketton, Raymond Lull (1235-1316 C.E.),
Martin Luther (1483-1546 C.E.) and Ludovico Marraci (1612-1700
C.E.), their pens dipped in unsophisticated yet willful ignorance and
falsehood. Spurred by the change in political fortunes and the start
of colonialism from the 18th century onwards, the second phase of
attack witnessed a shift in posture from defensive to o ensive,
aspiring to the mass conversion of Muslims or, at the least, of

shattering any pride and resistance that emanated from their belief
in Allāh.
Abraham Geiger (1810-1874) belongs squarely to this second
period; his 1833 dissertation, Was hat Mohammed aus den Judentum
aufgenommen? (“What did Mohammed take from Judaism?”),
inaugurated the search for ulterior in uences on the Qurʾān and
lead to innumerable books and articles aimed at branding it a poor
Biblical counterfeit, replete with mistakes.
Future chapters will bring to light other names which have
spearheaded this second phase, including Nöldeke (1836-1930),
Goldziher (1850-1921), Hurgronje (1857-1936), Bergsträsser (18861933), Tisdall (1859-1928), Je ery (d. 1952) and Schacht (19021969). A third phase, beginning in the mid 20th century on the
heels of the founding of Israel, has actively sought to purge all
verses that cast an unfavorable light on Jews. Among the followers
of this school are Rippin, Crone, Power, Calder and not least of all
Wansbrough, whose theory, that the Qurʾān and ḥadīth are
community products spanning two centuries which were then
ctitiously attributed to an Arabian prophet based on Jewish
prototypes, is doubtlessly the most radical approach to ousting the
Qurʾān from its hallowed status.
The previous decades have witnessed a quickened maturation of
these last two phases, swelling in multi-faceted ways; a fairly recent
scheme for assailing the Qurʾān has been its reduction to a cultural
text, one which is a by-product of a particular era and is therefore
obsolete, rather than a Book that is meant for all nations at all
times.
Traditional Islam had not been resistant to the notion
that the revelation re ected the milieu in which it was
revealed…. But traditional Islam could never have
made the leap from the idea of a scripture which
engages the society in which it was revealed to the
notion of one which is a product of it. For most
Muslims in the modern world any signi cant move in

this direction is still hardly an option, and it is unlikely
to become one in the near foreseeable future.22
This was the inspiration for Naṣr Abū Zaid (declared an apostate
by Egypt’s highest court and according to Cook, a ‘Muslim
secularist’23), whose central belief about the Qurʾān was that,
If the text was a message sent to the Arabs of the
seventh century, then of necessity it was formulated in
a manner which took for granted historically speci c
aspects of their language and culture. The Koran thus
took shape in a human setting. It was a ‘cultural
product’ – a phrase Abu Zayd used several times, and
which was highlighted by the Court of Cassation when
it determined him to be an unbeliever.24
Approaching the Qurʾān from a textual viewpoint appears benign
enough to the uninitiated; how insidious can concepts such as
‘semantics’ and ‘textual linguistics’ be? But the focus is not a study
of the text itself so much as it is a study of the evolution of the text,
of how forms and structures within the Qurʾān can be derived from
7th/8th century Arabic literature.25 This essentially leads to a
thorough secularization and desancti cation of the text. Speaking of
the Biblical scholar Van Buren, Professor E.L. Mascall states that
“[he] nds the guiding principle of the secularization of Christianity
in the philosophical school which is commonly known as linguistic
analysis”.26 If such is the aim of linguistic analysis in Biblical
studies, what other motive can there be in applying it to the Qurʾān?
This being outside the realm of what is tolerable to Muslims, an
alternate strategy is to substitute the holy text with vernacular
translations, then in ate their status such that they are held on a par
with the original Arabic. In this way Muslim societies, threequarters of which are non-Arab, can be severed from the actual
revelations of Allāh.
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