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When did the consonantal skeleton of the Quran reach closure? (part1)

Nicolai Sinai (University of Oxford)
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sure? Part I . Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies, 77, pp 273-292.
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Ten Years On:

Preliminary Remarks on the Persian Translation of

“When Did the Consonantal Skeleton of the Quran Reach Closure?”

Nicolai Sinai

When I learnt that a Persian translation of my 2014 article “When Did the Con-
sonantal Skeleton of the Quran Reach Closure?” was being prepared for publication
by “Inekas”, I felt greatly honoured and pleased. There is still too little communi-
cation and discussion between students and scholars of the Qur'an based in the
Islamic world, on the one hand, and those based in Europe and North America, on
the other. Translations are obviously an excellent way of gradually changing this
situation, and I am grateful to all those who have laboured to render my article into

Persian.

The article republished here does of course not fully reflect the current state of
the academic debate anymore. To be sure, my principal claims — namely, that the
standard rasm of the Qur’an had come into existence by c. 650 CE and that it was
promulgated as the standard text of scripture by the caliph ‘Uthman — continue to
be shared by a majority of Qur’anic scholars writing in English, French, or German.
But over the last decade there has been significant further work on early Qur’anic
manuscripts and the Qur’an’s early written transmission, on Qur’anic reading tra-
ditions, and on the implications of the Quran’s canonical rasm for the linguistic
features of Qur'anic Arabic. For example, Marijn van Putten has examined the way
in which the phrase ni‘mat allah is spelled in fourteen early Qur'anic manuscripts
and has found that their consistent use of either ta’ or ta’ marbiutah in the same
places of the text implies that all of these manuscripts are descended from a single
written archetype (see van Putten, “Grace of God”). Generally speaking, even in
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light of more recent publications I would still stand by most of the arguments put
forward in my 2014 article, such as its attempt to show that certain internal features
of the Qur’an are not easily compatible with the hypothesis that the Qur’anic text
was fixed as late as the reign of ‘Abd al-Malik. At the same time, I would continue
to add, as I did in my 2014 article, that historical scholarship cannot rule out that
certain revisions and additions could have been made to the Qur’anic text in the
first decade or so after the death of the Prophet (on which see now, e.g., Sinai, Key
Terms, 130—133, 155-158, 203—205). It should be noted that my formulation “cannot
rule out” is meant to reflect that I am not confident that this is, conversely, capable

of positive proof. As one might say, God knows best.

It is certainly fair to say that my article has not convinced everyone. As I dis-
cuss in more detail in a forthcoming essay that is in certain respects a sequel to
the article at hand (Sinai, “Christian Elephant”), scholars like Stephen Shoemaker
continue to maintain that the standard text of the Qur'an was likely codified and
promulgated under ‘Abd al-Malik and that much of its content is not a verbatim re-
flection of the proclamations made by Muhammad in the early decades of the 7th
century. Shoemaker’s recent monograph Creating the Quran is a comprehensive
attempt to restate the case for an Umayyad dating of the Qur’an, in some cases in
explicit conversation with the article here translated. Although this is not the place
to go into details, I am on balance still convinced that Shoemaker’s model entails
major difficulties and that it offers a less satisfying explanatory framework for the
Qur’an’s genesis than the traditional scenario according to which the Qur’anic text
was largely proclaimed in Mecca and Medina prior to the Arab conquest movement
and was standardised by c. 650 CE. (For specific objections to Shoemaker and oth-
ers broadly in agreement with him, see Sinai, “Christian Elephant” as well as Little,
“In Defence”.)

It is, however, equally important to insist that, as a matter of principle, historical
scholarship will only ever be approximative and that there are some aspects of the
traditional model for the genesis of the Qur’an that produce at least minor explan-
atory anomalies. Given the residual uncertainty attaching to any historical recon-
struction, it is therefore appropriate to keep an open mind about scholarship that
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proposes to subject generally accepted historical assumptions to critical scrutiny.
Even if it will eventually turn out that the assumptions in question remain valid, it
is likely that in the wake of the debate our historical insight will have progressed in
some way. I would therefore reject the accusation that publications questioning as-
pects of the standard narrative of the Qur'an’s emergence are necessarily bound to
be nothing more than polemically motivated attacks on deeply held Islamic beliefs.

Additional Readings

Little, Joshua J. “In Defence of the ‘Uthmanic Canonisation: A Response to Stephen
Shoemaker.” Forthcoming.

Shoemaker, Stephen J. Creating the Quran: A Historical-Critical Study. Oakland:
University of California Press, 2022.

Sinai, Nicolai. Key Terms of the Quran: A Critical Dictionary. Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 2023.

Sinai, Nicolai. “The Christian Elephant in the Meccan Room: Dye, Tesei, and Shoe-
maker on the Date of the Qur’an.” Forthcoming in the Journal of the
International Qur’anic Studies Association.

van Putten, Marijn. “The Grace of God’ as Evidence for a Written Uthmanic Arche-
type: The Importance of Shared Orthographic Idiosyncrasies.” Bulletin
of SOAS 82, no. 2 (2019): 271—288.
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Little, Joshua J. “In Defence of the ‘Uthmanic Canonisation: A Response to Stephen
Shoemaker.” Forthcoming.
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Shoemaker, Stephen ]J. Creating the Quran: A Historical-Critical Study. Oakland:
University of California Press, 2022.
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Sinai, Nicolai. Key Terms of the Quran: A Critical Dictionary. Princeton: Princeton

University Press, 2023.
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Sinai, Nicolai. “The Christian Elephant in the Meccan Room: Dye, Tesei, and Shoe-
maker on the Date of the Qur’an.” Forthcoming in the Journal of the
International Qur’anic Studies Association.
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2. Al-Bukhari, al-Jami‘ al-sa hih, ed. Muhibb al-Din al-Khatib and Muhammad Fu’ad ‘Abd al-Baqj, 4
vols (Cairo: al-Matba‘a al-salafiyya, AH 1400), vol. 3, 337—8, no. 4986—7 (66.3).
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Alphonse Mingana, “The transmission of the Kur'an”, Muslim World 7,1917, 223—32, at 224—5)
oo U35 e Vo 35 gyds a5 wil Slo wol Ylatis] el suis 453 gymy )5S 4o 45 glsisSy S L F
PRRY-N
Annales, ed. M. ]. de Goeje et al. (Leiden: Brill, 1879—1901), series 1, vol. 5, 2856
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Theodor Noldeke, Geschichte des Qorans, revised by Friedrich Schwally, Gotthelf Bergstrasser and
Otto Pretzl, 3 vols (Leipzig: Dieterich’sche Verlagsbuchhandlung, 1909—38, henceforth GdQ), vol. 2,
49.
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6 . Mingana, “Transmission of the Kur'an according to Christian writers”, Muslim World 7,1917, 402—
14, at 414, citing Paul Casanova, Mohammed et la fin du monde: Etude critique sur U'Islam primitif
(Paris: P. Gauthier, 1911), 141-2.

7. Theodor Noldeke, Geschichte des Qorans, vol. 2, 1—121.

8. Patricia Crone and Michael Cook, Hagarism: The Making of the Islamic World (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 1977), 17-18.

9. John Wansbrough, Quranic Studies: Sources and Methods of Scriptural Interpretation (Oxford: Ox-
ford University Press, 1977), 49.

10. E.g. Fred Donner, Narratives of Islamic Origins: The Beginnings of Islamic Historical Writing
(Princeton: Darwin Press, 1998), 35—63 and Patricia Crone, “Two legal problems bearing on the early
history of the Qur'an’, Jerusalem Studies in Arabic and Islam 18, 1994, 1—37, here 16—18.

11. Crone, “Two legal problems”.
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12. Chase Robinson, Abd al-Malik (Oxford: Oneworld, 2005), 100—4.

13. Alfred-Louis de Prémare, Les fondations de lUislam: Entre écriture et histoire (Paris: Editions du Seu-
il, 2002), 278—-323; de Prémare, Aux origines du Coran: questions d’hier, approches d'aujourd’hui (Paris:
Téraedre, 2004); de Prémare, “Abd al-Malik b. Marwan et le processus de constitution du Coran”, in
Karl-Heinz Ohlig and Gerd-R. Puin (eds), Die dunklen Anfinge: Neue Forschungen zur Entstehung
und frithen Geschichte des Islam (Berlin: Verlag Hans Schiler, 2005), 179—210.

14. David S. Powers, Muhammad Is Not the Father of Any of Your Men: The Making of the Last Prophet
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2009).

15. Stephen J. Shoemaker, The Death of a Prophet: The End of Muhammad's Life and the Beginnings of
Islam (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2012), 136—58.

16. Harald Motzki, “The collection of the Qur’an: a reconsideration of Western views in light of re-
cent methodological developments”, Der Islam 78, 2001, 1-34.

17. Shoemaker, Death, 148.

18. Behnam Sadeghi and Uwe Bergmann, “The codex of a companion of the Prophet and the Qur'an

of the Prophet”, Arabica 57, 2010, 343—436, at 344.
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