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Chapter One: Introduction and Methodology

Introduction

Of all the Qur’an’s literary characteristics, perhaps its most distinctive is its stylistic
diversity. Among its suras, or “chapters,” there are vast disparities in verse length, rhyme,
syntax, terminology, and topics of discourse. For over a century, Western scholars of the Qur’an
have attempted to classify the various modes of Qur’anic discourse and to understand how they
operate alongside one another in forming a single corpus of literature, namely, the Qur’an. While
much has been written alluding to Qur’anic genre, these writings are often presented within
introductory surveys, are devoid of any rigorous methodological framework, or focus only on
Qur’anic formulae. Synthesizing existing conceptions of Qur’anic genre with genre theory, this
dissertation establishes a literary framework for approaching Qur’anic genre based on the
concept of “Qur’anic utterances”: thematically and syntactically demarcated literary units by
which genres are communicated. Chapter one opens with a survey of engagement with Qur’anic
genre in the modern and classical traditions and establishes a novel methodological framework
for approaching Qur’anic genre rooted in genre theory. Chapters two through five outline,
catalogue, and analyze the four fundamental communicative genres of Qur’anic discourse:
religio-political commentary, exhortation, narrative, and edict. Chapter six examines the final
two peripheral communicative genres of prayer and creed, and chapter seven concludes the study
by looking forward to the ways in which the Qur’an combines its Six communicative genres to
create longer and more complex composite genres. A comprehensive catalog of the occurrences
of each Qur’anic communicative genre is included as an appendix.

A more nuanced understanding of Qur’anic genre engenders a fuller appreciation of the

Qur’an as literature and a new method of literary inquiry into both the textual history of the



Qur’an and the evolving concerns, beliefs, and practices of the earliest Muslim community.
Genre remains an understudied aspect of the Qur’anic literary character, but the usefulness of a
genre-critical reading of the Qur’an can hardly be overestimated. The literary structure of the
Qur’an has long been difficult for its Western audience to discern; in describing a first-time
reader’s perception of the Qur’an’s literary structure, Neal Robinson borrows the phrase
“narrative anarchy.”! But, what are the literary phenomena at the root of such a characterization?
Do the Qur’an and its component suras exist outside the genre classifications expected by or
familiar to a Western readership? A fundamental goal of a genre-critical analysis of the Qur’an is
to recognize how the Qur’an, as a singular piece of literature, exists as a complex interaction of
generic forms, whether they be its suras, the smaller generic forms that compose those suras, or
even later interpolations embedded in the text.?

Of great importance, too, are the potential benefits a genre-critical analysis of the Qur’an
has for the study of the Qur’an’s textual history and, indeed, the history of the earliest Muslim
community. Beginning with the work of Gustav Weil and culminating in the publication of
Theodor Noldeke’s Geschichte des Qorans, the chronological reordering of the Qur’anic
revelation in Western scholarship became an endeavor in which traditional Muslim accounts of

the Qur’an’s revelation were considered alongside an analysis of the Qur’an’s literary features.’

! Neal Robinson, Discovering the Qur’an: A Contemporary Approach to a Veiled Text (London:
SCM Press, 2003), 1.

2 For an illustration of the usefulness of studies of individual Qur’anic genres, see: Devin J.
Stewart, “The Mysterious Letters and Other Formal Features of the Qur’an in Light of Greek and
Babylonian Oracular Texts,” in New Perspectives on the Qur’an: The Qur’an in its Historical
Context 2, ed. Gabriel Said Reynolds (New York: Routledge, 2011), 323-348; Devin J. Stewart,
“Wansbrough, Bultmann, and the Theory of Variant Traditions in the Qur’an,” in Qur’anic
Studies Today, ed. Angelika Neuwirth and Michael Sells (London: Routledge, 2016), 17-51.

3 Gustav Weil, Historisch-kritische Einleitung in den Koran (Bielefeld: Velhagen & Klasing,
1844); Noldeke, Theodor, et al., The History of the Qur’an, tr. Wolfgang H. Behn (Leiden: Brill,
2013).



These features, ranging from verse length, to end-rhyme, to terminology, helped N6ldeke and
succeeding scholars produce a chronological narrative of Qur’anic revelation in which particular
types of revelation are assigned to particular chronological periods. A recent study has
challenged the efficacy of this regimentation, but a deeper discussion of this chronological
framework is necessary to understand the importance of genre criticism in Qur’anic studies.*
Towards a Genre-Critical Chronology of the Qur’an

Noldeke’s chronological arrangement of the Qur’an according to changes in both theme
and syntax functionally divides the Qur’an into chronological periods on the basis of its changing
employment of generic forms; the Meccan and Medinan periodizations are characterized by
drastically different genre usage. There are two conceivable reasons for this outcome: either
Noldeke’s organization of the Qur’anic revelation by means of theme and syntax represents a
chronological development of Qur’anic style and a characteristic of this chronological
development is the segmented use of genre or Noldeke’s organization of the revelation by means
of theme and syntax actually organizes the Qur’an by genre and this organization by genre has
been treated as a chronological rendering of the material.®

The likelihood that this second explanation is accurate is supported by the very definition
of a literary genre. The definition of literary genres as standardized forms of utterances

characterized by particular thematic content, styles, and compositional structures provides a

4 9Adeém Flowers, “Reconsidering Qur’anic Genre,” Journal of Qur’anic Studies 20, no. 2 (2018):
19-46.

® Recent studies correlating changes in Qur’anic style (in particular, average verse length) to
chronological development include: Nicolai Sinai, “Inner-Qur’anic Chronology,” in The Oxford
Handbook of Qur’anic Studies, ed. Muhammad Abdel Haleem and Mustafa Shah (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2020), 346-361; Behnam Sadeghi, “The Chronology of the Qur’an: A
Stylometric Research Program,” Arabica 58 (2011): 210-299. | have challenged this correlation
in Adam Flowers, “The Computer and the Qur’an: An Analysis and Appraisal,” in New Trends
in Qur’anic Studies: Text, Context, and Interpretation, ed. Mun’im Sirry (Atlanta: Lockwood
Press, 2019), 125-148.



useful illustration of how any thematic and syntactic analysis of a multi-genred text will naturally
separate genres of discourse into an ostensibly chronological reordering.® The conventions that
govern individual genres can include form, style, and content, and all are primary considerations
in Noldeke’s analysis of the Qur’an text. Indeed, Emmanuelle Stefanidis has noted this
multidimensional aspect of Noldeke’s analysis, characterizing it as both “a literary study of
Qur’anic themes” and an attempt at “making the Qur’an a gradually stylistically evolving text.”’
In this way, Ndldeke uses the variables of both theme and syntax to construct a chronological
ordering.

In texts of a single genre, changes in the variables of theme and syntax may very well
correlate to the passage of time; at the very least, there is no obvious factor governing these
variables outside chronological development. In texts exhibiting multiple genres of discourse,
however, this additional factor is readily apparent: the conventions of the various genres
themselves. Because individual genres exhibit peculiarities in form, style, and content, a multi-
genred text will inherently display variations in these factors wholly independent of any
chronological considerations. For example, two texts of different genres written at precisely the
same time will display differences in form, style, and content solely because they adhere to
different generic conventions. When a literary analysis of a multi-genred text organizes that text
on the basis of changes in form, style, and content, it is likely that these changes correspond to

inherent thematic and syntactic differences between genres, and, therefore, an organization of the

text into distinct groups of genre, not chronological periods, is produced.

® Mikhail M. Bakhtin, “The Problem of Speech Genres,” in Speech Genres & Other Late Essays,
tr. Vern W. McGee, ed. Caryl Emerson and Michael Holquist (Austin: University of Texas Press,
1986), 60.

" Emmanuelle Stefanidis, “The Qur’an Made Linear: A Study of the Geschichte des Qorans’
Chronological Reordering,” Journal of Qur anic Studies 10, no. 2 (2008): 4-5.



Indeed, Hartwig Hirschfeld, in his 1902 New Researches Into The Composition And
Exegesis Of The Qoran, organized the Qur’anic revelation into a chronology explicitly connected
to the changing employment of specific generic forms.8 It is important to note that Hirschfeld’s
organization of Qur’anic chronology based on the Qur’an’s varying genres maps very closely
onto Noldeke’s, further emphasizing the penchant of N6ldeke’s chronology to organize the
Qur’an according to the literary genres it employs.

This is not to say, however, that chronological development does not affect the text.
Rather, multi-genred texts like the Qur’an contain two potential causes of literary variation: time
and genre conventions. When approaching the chronological ordering of the Qur’anic revelation,
then, the scholar faces a serious difficulty: how does she account for changes in form, style, and
content potentially attributable to the separate sources of chronological development and varying
genre conventions?

A chronology of the Qur’an established by means of literary analysis must first define the
genres of Qur’anic discourse, analyze these genres individually for thematic and syntactic
development, and, finally, compare the internal developments of individual genres to each other
to glean common developments. The first, and most crucial, step in this genre-critical analysis of
the Qur’an text is to divide the Qur’an into its component genres. That is, the various types of
Qur’anic genre must be defined, located within the text, and the Qur’an’s passages must be
separated into groups of like genre. This is clearly a difficult task, as it requires precise
definitions of each Qur’anic genre and an apparatus by which these genres can be distinguished

within the text. Much has been written by Western scholars concerning the types of genre found

8 Hartwig Hirschfeld, New Researches Into The Composition and Exegesis of the Qoran
(London: Royal Asiatic Society, 1902).



in the Qur’an; recent treatments include the works of Alfred-Louis de Prémare, Carl Ernst,
Angelika Neuwirth, Neal Robinson, Karim Samji, and Nicolai Sinai.® Unfortunately, because
what constitutes an individual genre is often fluid and up for debate, there is no unified theory of
Qur’anic genre that can easily be applied to the text.

The problem of defining individual genres of Qur’anic discourse is further complicated
by the relationship between genre and the sura. The diversity among the Qur’an’s 114 suras
exacerbates this problem, as it appears that some suras exist as a single genre, others as
compilations of multiple instances of a single genre, and others still as compilations of various
types of genre. Because the relationship between genre and the sura varies across the Qur’anic
corpus, it is necessary to attempt to separate each sura into its component generic forms.
Unfortunately, such a process has not been attempted across the full Qur’an text, and, therefore,
a methodology for the division of the Qur’an into its component generic forms does not appear to
exist. The goal of the present study is to offer a novel structural analysis of the entire Qur’anic
text that facilitates the division of the Qur’an into utterances that, it will be argued, were the
original means of communicating Qur’anic genre. The development of such a method of literary
analysis that can separate individual examples of Qur’anic genre from the surrounding Qur’anic

corpus is the fundamental task of a genre-critical approach to the chronology of the Qur’an.

% See: Richard Bell, Introduction to the Qur’an, rv. W. Montgomery Watt (Edinburgh:
Edinburgh University Press, 1970); de Prémare, Alfred-Louis, Aux origines du Coran: questions
d’hier, approaches d’aujourdhui (Paris: Téraedre, 2004); Angelika Neuwirth, The Qur’an and
Late Antiquity: A Shared Heritage, tr. Samuel Wilder (New York: Oxford University Press,
2019; Robinson, Discovering the Qur’an; Carl W. Ernst, How to Read the Qur’an: A New Guide
with Select Translations (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2011); Karim Samji, The
Qur’an: A Form-Critical History (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2018); Nicolai Sinai, The Qur’an: A
Historical-Critical Introduction (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2017).



Once all individual instances of Qur’anic genre have been detected and removed from
their immediate contexts, all instances of the same genre must be grouped together and analyzed.
From here, each group can be subjected to the type of literary analysis employed in N6ldeke’s
Geschichte des Qorans; changes in theme and syntax are charted across each genre. The
reduction of the scope of the literary analysis to the level of the individual genre eliminates the
variable of other genres altering the form, style, and content of the text. With this variable
removed, it becomes likely that changes or patterns in a genre’s theme or syntax correlate to a
chronological development within the Qur’an’s usage of that genre. This analysis must be
applied to each grouping of texts belonging to a distinct genre. Once completed, each type of
Qur’anic genre will have been subjected to a thorough thematic and syntactic analysis and any
developments will have been charted.

Finally, the results of the literary analyses of individual groupings of genres must be
compared to each other. The goal of this third step of analysis is to detect common literary
developments between discrete genres. These developments could be either thematic or
syntactic, ranging from shared shifts in terminology to changes in verse length, but, no matter the
phenomenon in question, the goal is to find patterns of usage across genres. If similar thematic or
syntactic patterns are witnessed across genres, the genres displaying these patterns may be
concluded to be developing across the same chronological period. It must be stressed that these
common changes and patterns in the usage of theme and syntax across different genres are
relative changes; the genres need not arrive at a parity of usage, but, rather, only display similar
tendencies. The key feature of this comparative analysis is the efficacy of shared patterns across
genres in demonstrating a chronological development. Chronological development cannot,

however, be argued from prima facie differences between Qur’anic genres. That is, if two genres



display antithetical employments of theme or syntax, they cannot therefore be assumed to be
chronologically distant. This is because, as stated previously, different genres abide by different
conventions of form, style, and content. Examples of two different genres composed in the same
chronological period may appear markedly different, but their differences may be attributed to
differing generic conventions. If, however, two drastically different genres exhibit similar
thematic or syntactic changes across their respective examples, a chronological argument can be
made, as the only remaining explanation for stylistic patterns would be concurrent, chronological
development.*® The internal thematic and syntactic developments of individual genres should be
compared with each other until a sequencing of Qur’anic revelation yielding a coherent and
mutually compatible progression of genre usage is ascertained, i.e., a chronological progression.
The results of such a genre-critical approach to Qur’anic chronology will, hopefully,
produce a more nuanced understanding of the chronological process of Qur’anic revelation in
which different genres of discourse are being utilized and developed simultaneously and
different genres are gaining or losing favorability over time. It is not expected that this approach

to Qur’anic chronology will necessarily create a chronological organization of the Qur’an

10 The argument that similar stylistic and/or thematic changes across groups of different genres
correspond to a chronological arrangement of the texts is, to the best of my knowledge, novel,
but it is rooted in existing literary approaches to the derivation of relative chronology among
texts of a single genre. In particular, Sadeghi’s “The Chronology of the Qur’an” has served as a
springboard for this argument into Qur’anic studies. Sadeghi argues that if a sequence of
Qur’anic revelations can be shown to demonstrate gradual or “smooth” stylistic change, this
sequence represents a chronological organization of the revelation. Unfortunately, he does not
account for varying generic conventions affecting the style of the text, a fact that I believe
undermines the conclusions he draws from his analysis. If the variable of differing genre
conventions is removed, however, gradual stylistic change in a given sequence of Qur’anic
revelations likely corresponds to a chronological arrangement, as there is no other apparent
impetus for the change. An analysis of Qur’anic genre, such as that which is suggested in this
dissertation, divides the Qur’an into its component generic forms and allows for this type of
analysis to be effectively applied.



drastically different from that proposed by Néldeke; while this is a possibility, the goal of a
genre-critical analysis of the Qur’an is to apply Noldeke’s literary analysis more effectively to a
multi-genred Qur’an text by reducing the potential variables of stylistic variation. Nonetheless,
because Noldeke’s chronology has the propensity to divide the Qur’anic revelation into
chronological periods characterized by specific genre usage, it is necessary to investigate
whether this separation by genre is indeed a chronological phenomenon or whether Néldeke’s
analysis inadvertently divides the Qur’an on the basis of generic convention and not
chronological development. This can only be achieved through an understanding of the various
types of Qur’anic genre and the utilization of a literary approach to the Qur’an in which its
component generic forms are defined, internal generic developments are distinguished, and these
developments are compared between genres.

For these reasons, | have replaced the traditional terminology of Meccan and Medinan
“chronological periods” with Meccan and Medinan “literary corpora” in the remainder of this
study. By retaining the general Meccan and Medinan categorizations of revelation but reframing
them as groupings rooted in literary, in contrast to chronological, affinities, | recognize what
Sinai calls the “covariance of stylistic, thematic, and terminological features” between Meccan
and Medinan revelations while avoiding the pitfalls of the prima facie association of stylistic
variation with chronological development.** While I do not expect this revised terminology to
supplant the deeply entrenched chronological framing in academic discourse, | believe that

shifting the Meccan and Medinan designations from chronological to literary classifications

11 Sinai, “Inner-Qur’anic Chronology,” 349.



bridges the gap between proponents of the efficacy of the chronological framing and those, such
as Reynolds, who suggest abandoning the Meccan and Medinan classifications altogether.?
Survey of Western Scholarship on Qur’anic Genre

Before attempting to establish a literary framework for approaching Qur’anic genre, a
survey of scholarly engagement with Qur’anic genre is in order. It begins with an overview of
the Western academy’s approach to genre in the Qur’an and is followed by an investigation of
the role of genre in early and classical Muslim exegesis of the Qur’an. Until recently, discussions
of Qur’anic genre in the Western academic tradition appeared primarily in introductory surveys
of the Qur’an. A consideration of the work of Richard Bell, Alfred-Louis de Prémare, Carl Ernst,
Angelika Neuwirth, and Neal Robinson on Qur’anic genre demonstrates three essential factors to
be considered when approaching genre in the Qur’an: first, the large degree of variation in both
form and content across the text; secondly, the relationship between form and content, on the one
hand, and socio-religious function, on the other; and thirdly, the three distinct scopes of Qur’anic
genre: the Qur’an as a complete corpus, the sura, and the sura passage.

While often agreeing in their classifications, the works of Western scholars note the high
degree of variability of genre types throughout the Qur’an. The works of the aforementioned
scholars each generate between six and eight different categories of Qur’anic genre; this does not

include potential subgenres within each of the main classifications.'* In accordance with the

12 Gabriel Said Reynolds, “Le probléme de la chronologie du Coran,” Arabica 58 (2011): 477—
502.

13 Bell, Introduction; de Prémare, Aux origines; Ernst, How to Read; Angelika Neuwirth,
“Structural, linguistic, and literary features,” in The Cambridge Companion to the Qur’an, ed.
Jane Dammen McAuliffe (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 97-113; Robinson,
Discovering.

141t should be noted, however, that the term “genre” is seldom explicitly used in the texts, and,
when it is, it is used haphazardly and without a theoretical or methodological framework. More

10



similarity in number of genre classifications, there are broad resemblances in the classifications
themselves. For instance, each of these works remarks upon the Qur’an’s narrative, apocalyptic,
polemic, and legislative literary forms. This relative congruity, however, masks a debilitating
methodological problem characteristic of a field unacquainted with genre criticism: each study
defines the stylistic characteristics of the Qur’an’s literary forms differently, with different
studies privileging form, content, or function in their definitions of individual genres.

Secondly, the likelihood of the Qur’an’s largely oral composition, in conjunction with its
documentation of the concerns, beliefs, and practices of a nascent religious community, imbues
its component literary forms with corresponding socio-religious functions. Scholars have long
argued for the Qur’an’s oral composition and, recently, Andrew Bannister has utilized an oral-
formulaic analysis of the Qur’an text to argue for such an oral composition on stylistic grounds.*
It is clear, too, from the Qur’an’s abundant references to a believing community and directives
towards proper conduct that the contents of the Qur’an are intimately related to the experiences
of an evolving religious movement. In this capacity, the literary genres of the Qur’an are
participating in the development of the community, as they are the means by which the
revelatory message is delivered to an audience for consumption. Angelika Neuwirth’s
assessment of Qur’anic genre, for example, is grounded in her coupling of the literary structure
of the sura with the ritual structure of religious practice; it may be helpful to characterize her

analysis as defining the broader genre of the sura as “liturgy” with specific suras existing as sub-

commonly, terms with approximate meanings to “genre” are used, such as “register” in the work
of Robinson.

15 Andrew G. Bannister, An Oral-Formulaic Study of the Qur’an (Plymouth: Lexington Books,
2014).
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genres of this classification.'® Whether the genre of the sura is related to early Muslim liturgical
practice or not, Neuwirth’s coupling of text with social function is instructive. The arguments
that the Qur’an makes to its audience are couched in its multiple literary forms, and it is for this
reason that the Qur’an’s literary genres must be seen as utilizing their formal and thematic
characteristics in the service of a communal function.

Thirdly, a literary framework for approaching Qur’anic genre must account for three
distinct scopes: the Qur’an as a corpus, the sura, and the sura passage. The aforementioned
scholars approach the Qur’an’s generic forms at the level of the sura passage; when scholars
classify the Qur’an’s literary forms into narrative, apocalyptic, legislative, etc., they are usually
referring to the generic forms that are combined to form the sura. The most neglected scope of
Qur’anic genre in Western secondary literature, ironically, is that of the Qur’an itself.
Characterizations of the genre of the Qur’an as a corpus are often relegated to the concluding
remarks on the stylistic characteristics of the suras or sura passages, and only preliminary
hypotheses are offered. The lack of serious discussion of the genre of the Qur’an is unfortunate
although not unexpected; because sura passages form suras and suras form the Qur’an, an
understanding of the generic form of the Qur’an would entail an understanding of the generic
forms of the sura passages and suras, respectively. In this way, the three scopes of Qur’anic
genre are cumulative, and the absence of a comprehensive study of the genres of sura passages
has stunted the study of the larger generic forms.

In recent years, however, Karim Samji and Devin Stewart have authored important

contributions to the understanding of Qur’anic genre in the form of monographs and extended

16 Angelika Neuwirth, “Some Remarks on the Special Linguistic and Literary Character of the
Qur’an,” in The Qur’an: Style and Contents, ed. Andrew Rippin (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2001),
253-257.
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articles.’ Karim Samji’s The Qur’an: A Form-Critical History represents an important first step
in systematically defining the types of literary forms used in the Qur’an. Unlike the previously
surveyed introductory texts, Form-Critical History is a monograph dedicated to the definition
and explication of the Qur’an’s genres. Samji draws heavily upon form criticism as developed in
Biblical studies as a framework to delineate five major Qur’anic genres: prayer, liturgy, wisdom,
narrative, and proclamation. Samji accompanies an overview of each genre with a catalog of its
characteristic formulae, the social settings in which it was used, and its subgenres. Samyji
provides an abundance of textual examples of each genre and, in doing so, has created an
extensive reference useful to any scholar of the Qur’an’s literary form.

While an essential starting point for a serious understanding of genre in the Qur’an,
Form-Critical History is inhibited by several methodological shortcomings. Despite using
Biblical form criticism as a basis, Samji’s study does not have a comprehensive methodological
underpinning for its definition of genre; that is, it considers the formal conventions and social
settings of each surveyed genre, but it does not define the relationship between each genre and
the act of communication. A consideration of how the Qur’an communicates each of its
component genres is essential because, as this study will argue, it does not communicate all
genres in the same manner. Some Qur’anic genres, what this study calls “communicative”
genres, exist as intentional units of communication complete with opening and closing
boundaries representative of the beginning and ending of a speech act. This concept of

communicative genres and the associated term of “utterance” will be further discussed below and

17 Samiji, Form-Critical; Devin J. Stewart, “Speech Genres and the Interpretation of the Qur’an,”
Religions 12, no. 529 (2021): 1-34; Devin J. Stewart, “Approaches to the Investigation of Speech
Genres in the Qur’an,” Journal of Qur’anic Studies 24, no. 1 (2022): 1-45.
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are drawn from Mikhail Bakhtin’s seminal work on speech genre theory.'® Other Qur’anic genres
are not the Qur’an’s intended modes of communication with its audience and are instead
employed within larger communicative genres for a variety of rhetorical purposes. These genres
are considered “embedded” genres because they exist within larger pieces of intentional
communication and are discussed in more detail in chapter six. The inability of Samji’s study to
differentiate between communicative and embedded genres runs the risk of incorrectly
presenting each of its surveyed genres as equally representative of Qur’anic speech.®

Another characteristic of Samji’s analysis that should be examined is its focus on
introductory formulae. Samji has done the field of Qur’anic studies a great service by
cataloguing the wide variety of formulaic language found in the Qur’an and associating these
formulae with specific Qur’anic genres. This coupling of formulae with genres is helpful in
identifying when a particular genre is occurring in the Qur’anic text; formulaic language,
particularly at the beginnings or endings of suras or passages, can signal to the audience that a
genre is being introduced or coming to an end. For a text like the Qur’an that does not exhibit
explicit divisions at the level of the sura passage, the formulae catalogued in Samji’s study
provide useful means to identify changes in genre that occur throughout an extended text.

These formulae, however, are only small parts of the literary construction of a genre.
While formulaic language may be helpful in determining a genre’s beginning or end, it is not
necessarily useful for characterizing a genre’s broader thematic, syntactic, or rhetorical features.
Introductory formulae, for example, are helpful in an analysis of genre insofar as they signal the

beginning of the larger generic form that can then be analyzed as a complex construction of

18 Bakthin, “Speech Genres.”
19 As will be noted in chapter six, this difference between communicative and embedded genres
is particularly relevant to Samji’s chapter on prayer.
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thematic, syntactic, and rhetorical conventions. A genre-critical analysis of the Qur’an, then,
must recognize the importance of Qur’anic formulae in accounting for the boundaries of a
specific genre while not neglecting its internal structures, arguments, and rhetorical features. An
example of the dangers of an overreliance on formulaic language in an analysis of Qur’anic
genre is presented in “Chapter Three: Exhortation.”

In addition to Samji’s Form-Critical History, Devin Stewart has written two recent
articles that summarize the use of genre criticism in Qur’anic studies and suggest paths forward
for its continued application.?’ Unlike Samji’s study, Stewart’s articles do not attempt to define
and catalogue the Qur’an’s genres. Rather, Stewart proposes several critical inclusions in a
genre-critical study of the Qur’an: a rigorous methodology rooted in form criticism and speech
genre theory, a comprehensive catalog of the Qur’an’s genres, and genre labels that consider
both intra-Qur’anic meta-references and relevant non-Qur’anic generic forms. Additionally,
Stewart includes case studies that demonstrate how a fuller understanding of Qur’anic genre can
be an effective interpretative tool for enigmatic terms, verses, and passages.

A survey of Western scholarship on Qur’anic genre emphasizes the large degree of
variation in form and content across the Qur’an, the relationship between genre and social
context in the Qur’anic milieu, and the multiple scopes at which Qur’anic genre operates. Karim
Samji’s detailed study more fully explicated the Qur’an’s genres of prayer, liturgy, wisdom,
narrative, and proclamation and their associated formulae and social settings. Finally, Devin
Stewart has laid the foundation for the comprehensive application of a genre-critical analysis to

the Qur’an. While Western scholarship has contributed to a broad understanding of Qur’anic

20 Devin J. Stewart, “Speech Genres and the Interpretation of the Qur’an,” Religions 12, no. 529
(2021): 1-34; Devin J. Stewart, “Approaches to the Investigation of Speech Genres in the
Qur’an,” Journal of Qur’anic Studies 24, no. 1 (2022): 1-45.
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genre and, in more recent years, approached its study head on, the classical Muslim intellectual
tradition was itself very much concerned with the Qur’an’s component literary forms, a topic to
which we now turn.

Qur’anic Genre in Classical Muslim Scholarship

Despite not having the technical vocabulary of modern genre studies, classical Muslim
scholars indeed actively investigated the Qur’an’s various genre forms. In fact, discussions of
genre in the Qur’an were fundamental to a wide variety of tafsir and fa 'wil traditions including
the subgenre of Qur’an commentary called i jaz al-qur’an, debates surrounding the Qur’an’s
seven ahruf “modes” of revelation, and even in the exegetical methods of interpreters like al-
Zamakhshart and Fakhr al-Din al-Razi.

The exegetical genre most concerned with the Qur’an’s distinct literary form is i jaz al-
qur’an. By the time of al-Bagqillani (d. 1013 CE/403 AH), to whom we shall turn shortly, the
term i ‘jaz al-qur’an came to refer to the inimitability of the Qur’an’s rhetorical style.?! The
exegetical genre of i jaz al-qur’an was fundamentally concerned with establishing the Qur’an’s
distinctiveness from other literary forms with particular reference to the Qur’an’s unique style
and rhetoric. This interest in the Qur’an’s relation to other, primarily Arabic, literary forms stems
from the Qur’an itself; the Qur’an recounts and responds to charges that it is the speech of a poet
(sha ir) or soothsayer (kahin) and challenges its opponents to produce the like of one of its suras.
In this sense, from the time of the Qur’an’s revelation, its audience viewed its form and contents

vis-a-vis competing literary traditions.

21 Issa J. Boullata, “The Rhetorical Interpretation of the Qur’an: i jaz and Related Topics,” in
Approaches to the History of the Interpretation of the Qur’an, ed. Andrew Rippin (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1988), 141.
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Classical Muslim scholars created a detailed framework for this comparative analysis in
the exegetical genre of i jaz al-qur’an and, in the process, employed the techniques of genre
criticism. Writing in the late-10""-/early-11"-centuries CE, al-Baqillani was an important figure
in the development of the i jaz al-qur’an genre, writing one of the earliest comprehensive
surveys of the subject.?? In his I jaz al-Qur’an, al-Baqillani summarizes the three aspects (wujiih)
of the Qur’an’s miraculous nature: the Qur’an’s foretelling of future events, the Prophet’s
illiteracy, and the Qur’an’s unique literary composition.?® For the purposes of understanding al-
Bagillant’s engagement with Qur’anic genre, it is necessary to explore this third aspect further.

For al-Baqillani, the fundamental literary concept in understanding the Qur’an’s
inimitability is badi* ta lifihi “its singular literary composition.” 2* This unique structure is not
the product of the Qur’an’s employment of literary forms unknown to its audience; rather, al-
Bagillant argues, it is a product of the Qur’an’s unique incorporation of a variety of familiar
generic forms into a superlative literary whole. Among the genres the forms of which are
recognizable in the Qur’an are: gisas “narratives,” mawa ‘iz “exhortations,” and ahkam “legal
regulations.”?® The Qur’an is not reducible to these component forms, however. In describing
nazm al-qur’an “the composition of the Qur’an,” al-Bagqillani declares, wajadna jami‘a ma
yatasarrafu fihi min al-wujithi allatt gaddamna dhikraha ‘ala haddin wahidin fi husni al-nazmi
“we find all of what is employed from among the manners [of speech] that we previously
mentioned in a single, beautiful composition.”?® In this way, al-Baqillani recognizes the multi-

generic character of the Qur’an while affirming the Qur’an as a singular piece of literature.

22 |bid., 144; al-Bagillani. / jaz al-Qur’an. Cairo: Dar al-Ma‘arif, 1954,
28 al-Bagillani, / jaz, 33-35.

24 1bid., 36.

%5 1bid.

26 1hid., 37.

17



For al-Bagqillani, the Qur’an is greater than the sum of its generic parts; his recognition of
the Qur’an’s unique combination of a variety of literary forms is essential in differentiating the
Qur’an from those literary forms. In order to bolster his claim of the Qur’an’s unique literary
construction, al-Bagqillani presents Qur’anic speech alongside the speech of the Prophet and early
companions and challenges his readers to recognize their structural differences. Al-Bagqillant
states, gad nasaskhtu laka jumalan min kalami al-sadri al-awwali wa-muhawaratihim wa-
khurabihim “I have transcribed for you samples of the speech of the First Generation and their
conversations and orations” in order that fa-sayaqa ‘u laka al-fasiu bayna kalami al-nasi wa-
bayna kalami rabbi al- ‘alamina “will occur to you the distinction between the speech of man
and the speech of the Lord of the Worlds.”?” Al-Baqillani includes the orations, letters, and
treaties of the Prophet and his companions for the express purpose of demonstrating to his
readers that, despite any formal similarities, the Qur’an is distinct in its literary form from the
literary forms used by humankind at the time of its revelation. This process of comparative
formal analysis is a fundamental argumentative strategy in al-Bagqillani’s [ jaz al-Qur’an and is
equally at home in the form and genre criticism employed by modern scholars.

Elements of form and genre criticism were not confined to exegetical genres like i jaz al-
qur’an dedicated to an explication of the Qur’an’s unique literary character. As has been noted
by previous scholars, the tafsir work Jami ‘ al-Bayan ‘an Ta’wil al-Qur’an by the exegete al-
Tabar (d. 310/923) preserves early scholarly debates concerning the meaning of the Qur’an’s
seven akruf “modes” and their relation to the Qur’an’s varied literary forms.? In his discussion

of the hadith that nazala al-qur’anu ‘ala sab ‘ati ahrufin “the Qur’an was revealed according to

2" 1bid., 153-154.
28 al-Tabari, Tafsir al-Tabari: jami‘ al-bayan ‘an ta 'wil al-Qur’an (Cairo: Dar al-Ma‘arif, 1955);
Stewart, “Interpretation,” 3; Samji, Form-Critical, 270.
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seven modes,” al-Tabari responds to an argument, to which he does not subscribe, that the
“seven modes” refer to the seven literary types of amr “command,” zajr “prohibition,” targhib
“promise,” tarhib “threat,” qasas “narrative,” mathal “parable,” and nakwa dhalika min al-
agwali “similar types of speech.”?® Despite al-Tabari’s disagreement with this interpretation, it is
clear that an understanding of the Qur’an as a multi-generic text existed from an early period.

Later in al-Bayan, too, al-TabarT compares the Qur’an to previous scriptures vis-a-Vvis
their inclusion, or lack thereof, of multiple genres of discourse. What differentiates the Qur’an
from previous scriptures, according to al-TabarT, is both that the Qur’an exhibits a wide variety
of literary forms and some of its forms are legal in nature. He argues:

ma nazala min kutubi allahi ‘ala man anzalahu min anbiya’ihi khaliyan min al-
hududi wa-1-ahkami wa-1-halali wa-\-haram ka-zubari dawida alladhi innama
huwa tadhkirun wa-mawa ‘izu Wa-injilu ‘isa alladhi huwa tamjidun wa-mahamidu
wa-haddun ‘ala al-safhi wa-1-i radi diina ghayriha min al-ahkami wa-l-shara’i ‘i
wa-ma ashbaha dhalika min al-kutubi allast nazalat bi-ba ‘di al-ma ‘ant al-sab ‘ati
allatz yahwa jami‘aha kitabuna alladhi khassa allahu bihi nabiyyana
muiammadan salla allahu ‘alayhi wa-sallam wa-ummatahu

“What was [previously] revealed of the scriptures of God to his prophets was
without divine ordinances, legal regulations, authorizations, and prohibitions,
such as the Psalms of David that are only reminders and exhortations, and the
Gospel of Jesus that is glorification, praise, and prompts toward magnanimity
without any legal regulations or laws, and what resembles those scriptures that
were revealed in one of the seven meanings, all of which are contained in our
Scripture that was bestowed upon our Prophet Muhammad and his community.”*°

For al-Tabari, the Qur’an is formally distinct from previous Judeo-Christian scriptures on three
accounts: first, scriptures that were revealed prior to the Qur’an were revealed in only one of the
seven ma ‘ani “meanings” of revelation, second, the Qur’an was revealed in all seven

“meanings,” and, third, unlike previous scriptures, the Qur’an contains legal genres of

29 al-Tabari, al-Bayan, 47.
30 1bid., 71.
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discourse.3! The Qur’an, while still an example of scripture (kitab), displays a different literary
form than other scriptures, both in its diversity of component literary forms and in its distinct
inclusion of legal literary forms. In these ways, al-TabarT uses comparative formal analysis to
establish an overall understanding of Qur’anic genre as multi-faceted and uniquely legal.

Genre-critical approaches to the Qur’an are not only found in discussions of the Qur’an
as a complete text; another way to uncover genre-critical methods in classical Muslim exegetical
literature is to analyze its interpretation of Q. 36:69. The Qur’an’s self-referentiality has long
been an object of scholarly examination, and Q. 36:69 is characteristic of this Qur’anic feature:
wa-ma ‘allamnahu al-shi ‘ra wa-ma yanbaght lahu in huwa illa dhikrun wa-qur’anun mubin
“And We have not taught him poetry, nor is it befitting for him. It is nothing but a reminder and
a clear recitation.”? This verse establishes three basic arguments with which interpreters
engaged: God did not teach the Prophet Muhammad poetry, poetry is not “befitting” for the
Prophet Muhammad, and the Qur’an, therefore, is not poetry. Because of the verse’s emphasis on
the distinction between Qur’anic revelation and poetry, interpreters used its exegesis as an
opportunity to expound a variety of arguments about the Qur’an’s literary form.

Al-ZamakhsharT (d. 547/1143), for example, uses a comparative process of literary
analysis rooted in form criticism to prove that the Qur’an is not poetry. Using a series of
rhetorical questions, al-ZamakhsharT challenges the reader to find any evidence of poetry in the
Qur’an:

al-qur’ana laysa bi-shi ‘rin wa-ma huwa min al-shi ‘ri fi shay in wa-ayna huwa

‘an al-shi ‘ri wa-l-shi ‘ru innama huwa kalamun mawzinun mudaffan yadullu ‘ala
ma ‘nd fa-ayna al-waznu wa-ayna al-tagfiyatu wa-ayna al-ma ‘ani allatt yantahtha

81 It appears that al-Tabarf is using the term ma ‘ani “meanings” as a synonym for the previously
discussed akruf “modes.”

32 This, and all future translations of the Qur’an, are based on Muhammad Marmaduke
Pickthall’s translation of the Qur’an with my own revisions when deemed necessary.
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al-shu ‘ara’u ‘an ma‘anihi wa-ayna nazmu kalamihim min nazmihi wa-asalibihi

fa-idhan la munasabatun baynahu wa-bayna al-shi i idha hagqaqta

“The Qur’an is not poetry, nor does it contain any poetry. Where is the poetry?

Poetry is metered and rhymed speech that points to a meaning, so where is the

meter [in the Qur’an]? Where is the rhyme? Where is the meaning from which the

poets turn? And where is the composition of their speech among its composition

and style? Therefore, it is not appropriate [to compare] between it [the Qur’an]

and between poetry.”*

When considering these rhetorical questions as a single framework of formal analysis, it is
possible to reconstruct al-Zamakhshari’s form-critical methodology. Al-Zamakhsar considers
meter (wazn), rhyme (tagfiyah), meaning (ma ‘ant), composition (nazm), and style (asalib) as the
primary formal conventions of poetry; that is, they are fundamental for determining whether
speech should be considered poetry or not. While he argues that the Qur’an displays none of
these five poetic conventions, and, therefore, should not be considered to be poetry, his analysis
begs the question of how many of these five conventions must speech exhibit to be considered
poetry? Wherever the line is drawn, al-Zamakhshart considers the genre of poetry as a critical
mass of these five formal conventions. In refuting the Qur’an’s similarities to poetry, he
demonstrates a clear understanding of the formal differences between genres.

Al-Raz1’s interpretation of Q. 36:39 takes al-Zamakhshari’s discussion of literary genre
further, considering the speaker and her intentions alongside the formal and thematic
conventions of a genre. In describing poetry, al-Razi states, al-shi ‘ru huwa al-kalamu al-
mawzinu alladht gasada ila waznihi gasdan awwaliyyan wa-amma man yagsidu al-ma ‘na fa-
yasduru mawzinan muqaffan fa-la yakiinu sha ‘iran “poetry is metered speech that aspires to its

meter first-and-foremost. As for him who aspires to meaning and turns away from meter and

rhyme, he is not a poet!”’®* For al-Razi, the determining factor for speech’s genre designation is

%3 al-Zamakhshari, Tafsir al-Kashshaf (Beirut: Dar al-Marefah, 2009), 899.
3 Fakhr al-Din al-Razi, Tafsir al-Fakhr al-Razi, v. 26 (Beirut: Dar al-Fikr, 1981), 105.
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the speaker’s intentions behind employing specific formal or thematic conventions, not the
formal or thematic conventions themselves! Al-Razi introduces the concept of gasd “aspiration”
or “intention” into the discussion of literary form. For speech to be considered “poetry” and not
merely “poetic,” its speaker’s primary goal must be its adherence to a specific metrical form
(gasada ila waznihi gasdan awwaliyyan); that the speech happens to exhibit a poetic meter
(wazn) does not in and of itself designate a text as poetry.

Al-Razi proceeds to apply this concept of literary genre to the Prophet Muhammad and
the Qur’an. After quoting two lines of, ostensibly, poetry attributed to the Prophet Muhammad,
al-Razi argues:

naqiilu dhalika laysa bi-shi ‘rin li- ‘adami qasdihi ila al-wazni wa-l-gafiyati wa-
‘ald hadha law sadara min al-nabi salla allahu ‘alayhi wa-sallam kalamun
kathirun mawzianun muqaffan (@ yakiinu shi ‘ran li- ‘adami gasdihi al-lafzi gasdan
awwaliyyan wa-yu ayyidu ma dhakarna annaka idha tatabba ‘ta kalama al-nasi fi
al-aswagqi tajidu fihi ma yakiin mawziinan waqi ‘an fi bahrin min buhiri al-shi ‘ri
wa-la yusamma al-mutakallimu bihi sha ‘iran wa-la al-kalamu shi ‘ran li-faqdi al-
gasdi ila al-lafzi awwalan

“We say that that [those two verses] is not poetry because of the absence of his
[the Prophet Muhammad’s] aspiration towards meter and rhyme. In spite of this,
had much metered and rhymed speech come forth from the Prophet Muhammad,
it would [still] not be poetry because the absence of his aspiration toward phonetic
expression as the primary aspiration! And, that which supports what we’ve
mentioned is that if you consider the speech of people in the streets, you will find
in it that which is metered and occurs in one of the poetic meters, but the speaker
is not called ‘a poet’ nor the speech ‘poetry’ because an aspiration towards its
phonetic expression is absent in the first place.”*®

According to al-Razi, the Prophet Muhammad is incapable of being a poet and, by extension, of
producing poetry because the primary aim of his speech was not its adherence to meter and
rhyme. The genre form of the Prophet Muhammad’s speech is a function of his intentions as a

speaker, not his speech’s resemblance to a specific literary form. In this way, the Qur’an, as

% 1bid.
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speech proclaimed by the Prophet Muhammad, cannot be considered poetry, because the Prophet
did not intend for it to be poetry, despite any formal or thematic similarities the two genres might
share. For al-Razi, the intention of the speaker is the fundamental criterion for determining
speech’s genre designation, not its form or content.

Attention to the genres of Qur’anic discourse was a fundamental, if often implicit,
characteristic of classical Muslim exegesis of the Qur’an. It is not unreasonable to consider
classical Muslim examinations of Qur’anic genre commensurate with, and sometimes surpassing,
modern Western analyses; despite not attempting to produce comprehensive inventories of
Qur’anic genre, classical Muslim scholars like al-Tabari, al-Baqillani, al-ZamakhsharT, and al-
Razi, among many others, carefully consider the various literary forms witnessed in the Qur’an
and their relationships to non-Qur’anic literature like poetry. Now that we have briefly surveyed
the study of Qur’anic genre in modern and classical scholarship, we turn to an overview of genre
theory to glean any insights and frameworks that might be fruitfully applied to the Qur’an.
Contributions from Genre Theory

Scholars agree that Qur’anic genre cannot be spoken of as a monolithic concept, whether
in terms of its form, content, and socio-religious functions, or in its scope. Unfortunately,
Qur’anic studies currently lacks an appropriate literary framework for understanding Qur’anic
genre; beyond Karim Samji’s recent study, scholars have not attempted to understand the literary
forms throughout the entire Qur’an in any systematic fashion, and this has resulted in
terminological and methodological dissonance.

In order to develop a methodological framework for approaching genre in the Qur’an, it
IS necessary to review relevant conceptions of genre developed in the field of genre studies. The

two influential works surveyed here, “The Problem of Speech Genres” by Mikhail Bakhtin and
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“Genre as Social Action” by Carolyn R. Miller, provide the basis for understanding both the
literary construction of genre and the relationship between genre and lived situations.® An initial
appeal to the work of Bakhtin will establish the foundational role of the utterance in
communication and its literary construction as a speech genre; reference to Miller’s work will
then establish that genre forms reflect recurrent social situations. Ultimately, the analytical
framework of identifying an utterance, analyzing its generic conventions, and associating
specific genre constructions with specific social circumstances will undergird this study’s
proposed analysis of Qur’anic genre.

According to Bakhtin, all communication, oral or written, occurs in the form of an
utterance with distinct formal boundaries. The utterance is the foundational unit of
communication; anything that is communicated by a speaker is cast in the form of an utterance.
Accordingly, utterances may display drastically different forms, but, Bakhtin argues,
“[r]egardless of how varied utterances may be in terms of their length, their content, and their
compositional structure, they have common structural features as units of speech communication
and, above all, quite clear-cut boundaries.”®” The boundaries of the utterance are, quite simply,
the beginning and ending of speech. Bakhtin conceives of the utterance as being bounded by a
“change of speaking subjects”; that is, an utterance begins when a speaker initiates
communication, and an utterance ends when a speaker completes communication.® The
completion of an utterance can be recognized by an audience through various means, but the

most pertinent to our study, and most exhaustively analysed by Bakhtin, are “[t]ypical

3 Bakhtin, “Speech Genres”; Carolyn R. Miller, “Genre As Social Action,” Quarterly Journal of

Speech 70, no. 2 (1984), 151-167.
28 Ei)aléhtin’ “Speech Genres,” 71.
Ibid.
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compositional and generic forms of finalisation.””*® The audience recognizes the completion of an
utterance precisely because they recognize the specific generic form of the utterance and,
accordingly, recognize the typical fashion in which the generic form ends.

Indeed, while the utterance is the means of communication, a realized utterance must take
the form of a particular speech genre. The utterance is a useful conceptual tool for understanding
the act of communication, but Bakhtin makes clear that, “[w]e speak only in definite speech
genres, that is, all utterances have definite and relatively stable typical forms of construction of
the whole.”*° Because an utterance always takes the form of a particular speech genre, any
formal analysis of communication is necessarily a formal analysis of the generic conventions it
employs. Speech genres, as the forms taken by all utterances, are the means by which the wide
variety of human activity is communicated.

Speech genres, as defined by Bakhtin, are standardized forms of utterances characterized
by particular thematic content, styles, and compositional structures. Different speech genres are
characterized by different thematic and formal features and are differentiated from each other on
these grounds. Bakhtin enumerates the three defining features of speech genres as “thematic
content, style, and compositional structure,” and goes on to say that the particular combination of
these three variables in each speech genre is determined “by the specific nature of the particular
sphere of communication.”* Spheres of communication are infinitely variable, ranging from all
manner of intimate conversations to public proclamations, but as certain spheres are encountered
repeatedly, “each sphere in which language is used develops its own relatively stable types of

these utterances. These we may call speech genres.”*? Speech genres are standardized forms of

%9 1bid., 77.
%0 1bid., 78.
1 1hid., 60.
*2 1bid.
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communication that develop in response to recurrent social situations; just as the types of social
situations encountered in everyday life are continually evolving, so too are the associated speech
genres.

According to Bakhtin, there are two broad types of speech genre: primary and secondary.
Although only vaguely defined, primary speech genres consist of simple forms of “unmediated
speech communion” in which a single speech genre is employed.** Examples of primary speech
genres include “the rejoinder in dialogue, everyday stories, letters, diaries, minutes, and so
forth.”** These are to be contrasted with Bakhtin’s examples of secondary genres: “novels,
dramas, all kinds of scientific research, major genres of commentary.”* The fundamental
difference between primary and secondary speech genres is that secondary speech genres contain
within them multiple primary speech genres. That is, secondary speech genres are complex
utterances that combine primary speech genres together in order to create a single, organized
whole. Bakhtin describes secondary speech genres as follows: “During the process of their
formation, they absorb and digest various primary (simple) genres that haven taken form in
unmediated speech communion. These primary genres are altered and assume a special character
when they enter into complex ones.”*® For Bakhtin, the most important example of a secondary
speech genre is that of the novel; he gives the example of a novel containing multiple instances
of everyday dialogue or letters.*” On their own, each piece of dialogue or each letter constitutes
its own primary speech genre, but when they are combined together within a novel, they lose

their individuality and become smaller parts of the larger literary construction of the novel. In

3 1bid., 62.
* bid., 98.
% 1bid., 62.
% 1bid.
7 1bid.
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context of the Qur’an’s literary structure, it will be argued that the Qur’an exhibits similar
generic forms to these primary and secondary genres, what I call “communicative” and
“composite” genres, respectively.

Finally, Bakhtin argues that an analysis of changes in the thematic content, styles, and
compositional structures of speech genres is an important tool in the study of the historical
circumstances that produced the speech genres. Bakhtin’s discussion of the relationship between
the speaker and the addressee of an utterance is particularly illuminating with regard to the
capacity of speech genres to reflect social circumstances. He argues that:*

Under the conditions of a class structure and especially an aristocratic class

structure, one observes an extreme differentiation of speech genres and styles,

depending on the title, class, rank, wealth, social importance, and age of the

addressee and the relative position of the speaker (or writer).

Each speech genre consists of specific literary conventions that correspond to the social needs of
certain situations; for example, the mode of address, formality of language, and topic of
discourse may all depend upon the comparative social standings of the speaker and her audience.
Bakhtin is primarily concerned, however, with the formal characteristics of speech genres, and it
is not until Carolyn R. Miller’s “Genre as Social Action” that the relationship between genre and
the historical circumstances of its development and employment was more fully explored.

Miller’s fundamental argument is that specific genres of discourse are reflective of
recurrent social situations. Miller characterizes specific genres as developing their literary forms
in direct response to specific circumstances.*® At an initial stage, a speaker communicates a

response to a lived situation. But, as this type of situation recurs in a society, so too does the type

of utterance used in response to it. When a specific type of utterance is utilized repeatedly in

“8 |pid., 96.
49 Miller, "Social Action," 152.
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response to a recurrent situation, it becomes a standardized response to that situation; it becomes
a genre of discourse. Genres are typified responses to specific social situations, and their
thematic content, style, and compositional structures reflect the situation to which they are
responding.

Miller further reinforces the connection between genre and social circumstance, arguing
that, “the number of genres current in any society is indeterminate and depends upon the
complexity and diversity of the society.”*° This relationship between genres and social situations
offers a powerful tool for the historian; an analysis of the different types of genres employed by a
society informs the historian both of the types of recurrent situations encountered in that society
and of the authors’ perceptions of those situations. In discussing the scholarly application of
genre criticism, Miller suggests:®*

Studying the typical uses of rhetoric, and the forms that it takes in those uses, tells

us less about the art of individual rhetors or excellence of particular texts than it

does about the character of a culture or an historical period.

In this way, classifying and analyzing genre usage in a particular period of history provides an
alternate method of historical inquiry into the social practices of that period.

Accordingly, because generic forms are tied to recurrent situations, changes in generic
forms may correspond to changes in the character of those recurrent situations and/or the
author’s perception of those recurrent situations. Analyzing a single example of a specific
generic form, such as a single eulogy, may allow the historian to glean a limited amount of
information about the practice of lauding the deceased at the time of the eulogy’s production.
Greater historical and literary insights, however, come from the comparison of all generic forms

of the same kind in a certain historical period; this comparative analysis produces a fuller

% |hid., 163.
*1 1bid., 158.
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understanding of the genre and the social practices it reflects and, importantly, allows for an
analysis of generic development across time. Because the thematic content, style, and
compositional structure of genres form in response to specific social situations, any changes in
the form of a genre may indicate changes in the social situation it reflects or changes in the
speaker’s perception of the situation. By extension, when the chronological sequence of a group
of texts is unknown, recognition of a development in the generic forms of the texts may suggest a
plausible chronological ordering. The comparison of frequency of genre usage between different
genres may be instructive, too; for example, if forms of legal genres are used only scantily in an
historical period and then suddenly become widespread in a subsequent period, it may be argued
that a change in the historical circumstances has occurred that facilitates the production of legal
genres in the latter period.

As Bakhtin and Miller have demonstrated, all communication is produced in bounded
utterances, and these utterances must take the form of a speech genre. Speech genres are
standardized types of utterances that exhibit particular thematic content, styles, and
compositional structures. Genre forms reflect specific social situations, and they can be utilized
to analyze the historical circumstances of their production. This framework for understanding
genre can be fruitfully applied to the text of the Qur’an, but the peculiarities of the Qur’an text
(namely its variety in types of discourse, differences in verse and sura length, and a lack of clear
boundaries between textual units within suras) necessitate further discussion of precisely how the
varying genres of Qur’anic discourse can be defined, delineated, and extracted from the larger

Qur’anic text.>

52 For an overview of the use of genre criticism in Biblical Studies, see: Roland Boer, ed.,
Bakhtin and Genre Theory in Biblical Studies (San Antonio: Society of Biblical Literature,
2007).
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Combining the insights of previous work on Qur’anic genre, on the one hand, and genre
theory, on the other, produces a framework for inquiry into Qur’anic genre that establishes that
Qur’anic genres are communicated via thematically and syntactically defined utterances
exhibiting particular thematic content, styles, and compositional structures. Unfortunately, these
generic forms are not marked in the text of the Qur’an itself. In order to define, delineate, and
extract individual instances of Qur’anic genre, therefore, a mode of literary analysis must be
developed that can detect the boundaries of utterances and recognize genre forms within the text.
Once the boundaries between genres are discovered, each genre can be characterized based on its
employment of thematic content, style, and compositional structure. If multiple different generic
forms are found within a single sura, the sura itself can be analyzed as a complex genre that
combines and appropriates simpler generic forms. Lastly, the Qur’an’s generic forms must be
related to specific types of social situation within the earliest Muslim community.

A Literary Framework for Approaching Qur’anic Genre

The primary goal of an analysis of Qur’anic genre should be the classification of the
various generic forms witnessed in the Qur’an. This task is complicated, however, by two main
factors: the three scopes of Qur’anic genre and the lack of explicit divisions in the text between
genres at the level of the sura passage. As mentioned above, scholars of the Qur’an have
discerned three distinct scopes of Qur’anic genre: the sura passage, the sura, and the Qur’an as a
single corpus.>® The relationship between these three categories of genre is cumulative; that is,
sura passages compose suras and suras compose the Qur’an. For this reason, any investigation of
Qur’anic genre must begin with an analysis of the Qur’an’s smallest scope, the sura passage, and

then progress to longer and more complex levels of scope and generic complexity.

%3 Single verses are included in the “sura passages” designation.
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Any reader of the Qur’an will know, however, that the only explicit divisions native to
the text are those separating verses and those separating suras. There are no textual divisions
between sura passages; indeed, as the Qur’an text currently stands, any literary unit between the
level of the verse and the sura must be inferred from thematic and syntactic clues in the text.
When scholars discuss subsections or component genres of suras, they are discussing literary
units that are not explicit in text itself. In order to analyze the component genres of the Qur’an,
then, a framework for identifying individual instances of genre within the text must be
developed.

Bakhtin considers all communication to be cast in bounded utterances, and these
utterances take the forms of different speech genres. Therefore, the goal of identifying individual
Qur’anic genres must begin with the identification of individual Qur’anic utterances, as the
utterances can then be analyzed for their adherence to particular generic conventions. The
literary framework proposed here establishes four fundamental identifying factors for a Qur’anic
utterance:

1. Thematic coherence

2. Syntactic coherence

3. Boundedness

4. Social function
Thematic coherence is the first identifying factor of individual Qur’anic utterances, and it refers
to a demonstrable thematic relationship between the verses of a single utterance. The verses need
not discuss a single topic or even similar topics, but an argument must be presented that connects
the content of individual verses as part of a larger thematic whole. In this way, the verses within

a single utterance constitute a comprehensible thematic unit.
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Similarly, an utterance must display syntactic coherence; that is, the utterance must make
sense. Pronouns must have stated antecedents, complex structures such as conditionals must have
a protasis and apodosis, and the like. Again, arguments for syntactic changes or variance within a
single utterance can be made, but it must be demonstrated that the entire utterance remains
intelligible to the audience.

The criterion of boundedness is, perhaps, the fundamental criterion for the detection of an
utterance, as it distinguishes the utterance as an independent literary unit from a simple change in
topic or style in a single piece of revelation. This particular concept is taken from Mikhail
Bakhtin’s work on genre theory, and boundedness refers to a literary form’s independence as a
piece of communication; regardless of its thematic or syntactic similarity to other pieces of
literature, a bounded text has a definite beginning and end. Whether the first and last words in a
novel or the opening and closing of the mouth in an oral proclamation, boundedness refers to the
beginning and end of the act of communication. Therefore, to establish evidence of the bounds of
a Qur’anic utterance is to establish its self-sufficiency as a literary unit. When reading the text of
the Qur’an, it is important to keep in mind the oral-performative nature of much of the revelation
of the Qur’an; the Prophet Muhammad would pronounce the revelation to an audience with
which he was interacting in realtime. Therefore, traces of this oral performance should be extant
in the text, in particular conventions of beginning and ending speech.®* If these conventions can
be identified within the text, boundedness can be asserted.

One such convention that figures most prominently in the Medinan corpus is the vocative

address. A key contention of this study’s argument is that the tripartite vocative address (ya or

% While still exhibiting identifiable opening and closing boundaries, some communicative
genres of Qur’anic discourse, like edict, may have been originally composed and transmitted via
writing.
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vaayyuha followed by the subject of address and an imperative verb or a rhetorical question) is a
standard convention of the communicative genre of Qur’anic exhortation that is used in much of
the Medinan literary corpus that signals the beginning of Prophetic communication and
establishes the audience of that speech act. Devin Stewart has recently characterized the Qur’an’s
placement of its vocatives as “at the opening turn of speech.”® That these vocatives represent the
opening of an independent instance of speech and are not simply a literary device signalling a
change in subject or redirecting the audience’s attention is supported by four confluent factors:
first, syntactically speaking, there is but one instance, Q. 33:53, in which a verse beginning
with yaayyuha contains a pronoun or verb with an unstated antecedent or subject. Second, a
verse beginning with yaayyuha tends to signal a shift in content from the previous verses.
Third, in context of the oral performance of Qur’anic revelation, an explicit direct address
like yaayyuha is needed at the beginning of an oration in order to define the revelation’s
audience and to call the audience to attention, but it is redundant after the initial address. And
fourth, narrative passages in the Qur’an, when depicting the beginning of speech from one
party to another, often use the vocative particle followed by the subject of address.

If the vocative address can be seen as representing the opening of speech, the address
and what immediately follows should be characterized as distinct from the revelation
preceding the vocative address. Other potential indicators of boundedness such as series of
oaths, emphatic particles, and typified modes of conclusion occur in the text, but, regardless
of the specific convention employed, it must be argued that an utterance exists as a distinct

literary unit separate from surrounding revelation.

% Devin J. Stewart, “Vocatives in the Qur’an and the Framing of Prophetic Proclamations,” in
Unlocking the Medinan Qur’an, ed. Nicolai Sinai (Leiden: Brill, 2022).
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The last criterion for defining an utterance is its association with a specific social
function. This final step considers the form and rhetorical function of the utterance, relates
them to a type of recurrent social situation, and assigns the utterance to a specific genre of
discourse, as genres are reflective of the social situations in which they are used. Once an
utterance has been defined in terms of its constituent verses, the relationship between these
verses and a social situation must be argued and its generic form determined.

There are three general types of generic labels that are used in this study: embedded,
communicative, and composite. “Embedded” genres are those literary forms witnessed in
the Qur’an that are not communicated as bounded utterances. Some literary forms, such as
oaths, curses, and parables, occur or are referred to throughout the Qur’an but are not
themselves complete units of communication. That is, these forms exist within larger
bounded utterances and are, therefore, considered to be “embedded” within a larger genre.
Because they are not the complete and intended forms of Qur’anic communication,
embedded genres are not a focus of the present study but are discussed in greater detail in
the chapter six. “Communicative” genres, in contrast, are Qur’anic genres that exist as
bounded utterances and are the central objects of study in this dissertation. In accordance
with the rubric above, communicative genres all exhibit thematic coherence, syntactic
coherence, boundedness, and a demonstrable social function. The Qur’an displays six
distinct communicative genres, each of which is surveyed and analyzed in the following
chapters: religio-political commentary, exhortation, narrative, edict, prayer, and creed.
These six communicative genres are the primary means by which the Qur’an was originally
communicated from the Prophet to his audience and, in the present Qur’anic corpus, can

occur at the level of the verse, sura passage, or whole sura. Finally, “composite” genres are
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complex literary compositions consisting of multiple communicative genres collected
together. Despite existing as compilations of smaller genre forms, composite genres are
intentional in their construction, and their component genres often display similarities in
style and content. By and large, composite genres exist at the level of the whole sura,
although, in particularly long and structurally complex suras, they can occur as extended
sura passages. Although communicative genres are the focus of this dissertation, chapter
seven explores how Q. 3, Siira Al ‘Imran, combines multiple communicative genres together
to form a complex “composite” genre.

First and foremost, a literary investigation of Qur’anic genre must divide a sura into
its component utterances on the basis of thematic coherence, syntactic coherence, and
boundedness, and culminate in the association of each utterance with a social context and,
accordingly, a specific generic form. The remainder of the present study is divided into six
chapters that apply this genre-critical analysis to the entirety of the Qur’an and establish the
presence of six communicative Qur’anic genres: religio-political commentary, exhortation,
narrative, edict, prayer, and creed. The next chapter, “Chapter Two: Religio-Political
Commentary,” surveys the Qur’an’s most prevalent communicative genre and details its
three subgenres of diatribe, proclamation, and response. “Chapter Three: Exhortation,”
explores the communicative genre of exhortation and its apocalyptic, pious, legal, political,
and narrative subgenres. “Chapter Four: Narrative,” outlines the Qur’an’s narrative
communicative genre and its subgenres of foundational, legitimating, and punishment
narratives. “Chapter Five: Edict,” catalogues the Qur’an’s communicative genre of edict and
its doctrinal, dietary, marital, political, and social subgenres. “Chapter Six: Prayer and

Creed,” discusses the communicative genres of prayer (along with its subgenres of prayers
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of praise and protection) and creed and argues that the communicative genres of religio-
political commentary, exhortation, narrative, and edict should be further classified as
“fundamental” communicative Qur’anic genres, in contrast to the “peripheral”
communicative genres of prayer and creed. “Chapter Seven: Composite Genres and
Conclusion” concludes the study and demonstrates how Q. 3, Siira Al ‘Imran, exists as the
composite genre of political treatise. The Appendix closes the study with a comprehensive

catalog of each occurrence of all six communicative genres throughout the entire Qur’an.
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Chapter Two: Religio-Political Commentary

Introduction

By a large margin, religio-political commentary is the Qur’an’s most common
communicative genre; it accounts for the highest number of total utterances (224) and total
number of verses (2922). Indeed, the genre is witnessed across the Meccan and Medinan literary
corpora and in well over half of the Qur’an’s suras. This chapter opens with a discussion of the
use of the term “religio-political commentary” to define a specific genre and is followed by a
comparison between the genre and its late antique analogue of invective, a type of epideictic
oratory. It will proceed to define religio-political commentary as a series of declamatory
statements characterized by emphatic particles, rhetorical questions, manufactured speech, and
qul “say!” commands. The audience for such declarations varies, although, unlike the genre of
exhortation to be discussed in chapter three, the intended audience is not always clear. It will
ultimately argue that religio-political commentary can be divided into three subgenres according
to its content: proclamation, response, and diatribe.
Terminology

Devin Stewart has recently suggested that, to the extent possible, Qur’anic genres should
be assigned labels consistent with intra-Qur’anic meta-references to genres of discourse.%® This is
a prudent impulse, and, where possible, the present study attempts to do so. Instances of religio-
political commentary, however, are so numerous and varied that it is unfeasible to find an intra-

Qur’anic generic label that encapsulates the whole genre. The meta-generic references found in

religio-political commentary, by and large, refer to genres embedded within specific examples,

% Stewart, “Approaches,” 9-14.
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not to the overarching communicative genre of religio-political commentary itself. Embedded
genres will be discussed in greater detail in the sixth chapter of this study.

The term mathal is an example of these types of meta-generic labels found throughout the
Qur’an. As a generic label, mathal is often translated as “parable” although, as Devin Stewart
notes, it can refer to other genres including “proverb” or “exemplum.”” Karim Samiji considers
the Qur’an’s use of mathal as exemplary of the Qur’an’s narrative genre.’® The present study, in
contrast, argues that the meta-generic term mathal can refer to a wide variety of speech genres,
as suggested by Stewart, but these genres do not occur as complete Qur’anic utterances and are
instead embedded within larger communicative genres for a variety of rhetorical purposes. For
example, Stewart lists six examples of mathal in the Qur’an that refer to the genres of “proverb,”
“similitude,” “parable,” and “exemplum.”®® According to the present genre-critical analysis, two
of these examples occur within the larger communicative genre of religio-political commentary,
two within exhortation, and two within narrative. That is, the larger communicative genres of
religio-political commentary, exhortation, and narrative may be using proverbs, similitudes,
parables, and exempla for any number of rhetorical functions, but the complete units of Qur’anic
communication are still the larger communicative genres. In this way, meta-generic terms like
mathal usually refer to genres that are embedded within communicative genres and, because they
occur across a variety of communicative genres, are unsuitable as terms for the communicative
genres themselves.

Moving forward, the use of “religio-political commentary” as a genre classification is

rooted in the genre’s blurring of religious and political spheres of discourse and its penchant to

57 1bid., 13.
%8 Samji, Form-Critical, 177-181.
% Stewart, “Approaches,” 13.
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respond to and clarify events, statements, and actions. The challenge of defining the Qur’an’s
genre of religio-political commentary lies in its pervasiveness and variety throughout the corpus.
Because it is prevalent across both the Meccan and Medinan literary corpora, the genre discusses
a wide variety of topics in a wide variety of styles. Nicolai Sinai has succinctly described a major
thrust of the Qur’an’s literary change between the Meccan and Medinan corpora:

Whereas the Meccan surahs present [the Prophet Muhammad] as a mere ‘warner’,

a spokesperson entrusted with the delivery of divine admonishments, the Medinan

surahs cast him as fulfilling a role of communal leadership, including the

adjudication of disputes as well as the mediation of divine forgiveness, and

appreciably amplify his authority.®°
Throughout this shift from religious to political content, however, the Qur’an consistently
employs declarative modes of discourse that exhibit similar syntax and structures. As will be
shown below, the Qur’an often employs emphatic particles, including inna and la-gad, to
introduce a religious or political premise and follows them with the imperative qul to offer a
response to that premise; I call this a “premise-qul command” structure, and it iS characteristic of
religio-political commentary generally. The Qur’an thereby uses declarations to establish
specific religious and political premises upon which it comments; the term “religio-political
commentary” reflects this rhetorical strategy.

Similar modes of public oration existed in the late antique Near East, perhaps most
relevantly in the form of epideictic oratory. Late antique public gatherings were stages upon

which orators could demonstrate their rhetorical prowess.®* These gatherings, often festal in

nature, were punctuated by public speeches intended to display an orator’s rhetorical skill.®?

%0 Sinai, Historical-Critical, 188.

61 Alex Petkas, “Epideictic Oratory,” in A Companion to Late Antique Literature, ed. Scott
McGill and Edward J. Watts (New York: Wiley, 2018), 193.

%2 Ibid., 196.
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These public speeches were divided into two larger genres, praise and blame, and delivered in
either prose or verse.%® Topics and types of discourse ranged widely: addresses at imperial
processions, wedding speeches, eulogies, laments for destroyed cities, and religious
contemplations, to name only a few.%* Indeed, Alex Petkas argues that late antique epideictic
oratory helped shape early Christian homiletic discourse. As will be discussed in chapter three,
scholars, most notably Gabriel Said Reynolds, have argued that the Syriac Christian homiletic
tradition is the key to understanding the Qur’an’s literary structure.®

There are three problems with borrowing the term “epideictic oratory” for the Qur’an’s
declamatory utterances: late antique epideictic oratory’s overwhelming association with praise
subgenres, its focus on individuals as opposed to groups, and its frequent setting in non-religious,
festal contexts. Any reader familiar with the Qur’an’s rhetoric will notice its harsh statements
addressed to multiple disbelieving communities; even the material addressed to the believing
community is primarily exhortative, not laudatory. Late antique epideictic oratory, in contrast, is
often associated with subgenres of praise, like panegyric and encomium.®® Additionally, the
subjects of such praise tended to be individuals, not communities.®” With few exceptions, the
Qur’an addresses communities: ahl al-kitab, alladhina amanii, al-mu’minin, al-mushrikiin, al-
munafiqun, etc. Lastly, while both epideictic oratory and religio-political commentary were
performed in public settings, the types of public setting differed drastically between the two.

Epideictic oratory had a wide variety of forms that reflected a wide variety of social situations

%3 1bid., 194-195.

%4 1bid., 193-208.

% Ibid., 197; Gabriel Said Reynolds, “Reading the Qur’an as homily,” in The Qur’an and Its
Biblical Subtext (New York: Routledge, 2010), 230-258.

66 Petkas, “Epideictic Oratory,” 194.

%7 1bid., 201-202.
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including, “birthdays, arrivals, departures of important persons such as governors and emperors,
contests and feasts.”®® By contrast, the social contexts in which the Qur’an was revealed seem to
have been limited to overtly religious or religiously-charged political settings.®®

For these reasons, | use the term “religio-political commentary” instead of “epideictic
oratory” to describe the Qur’an’s declamatory utterances. This is not to say, however, that late
antique epideictic oratory may not usefully be compared to the Qur’an. One subgenre of late
antique epideictic oratory provides a particularly fruitful analogue to the Qur’an’s religio-
political commentary: invective.
Comparison to Late Antique Genres

Compared to the praise subgenres of epideictic speech, late antique invective and other
blame subgenres were much less frequently used.”® Modern scholarly work on epideictic oratory
mirrors this disparity. Fortunately, Richard Flower’s Emperors and Bishops in Late Roman
Invective provides a helpful survey of the subgenre.”* Flower describes late antique invective as,

»!2 and argues that its purpose was, “constructing

“textual attacks in a variety of literary forms,
and destroying the authority and orthodoxy of people, events, and texts.”’® As will be
demonstrated below, the Qur’an’s religio-political commentary performs these same functions

vis-a-vis its religious and political opponents.

%8 bid., 193.

%9 On the social contexts of the Qur’an’s revelation, see: Angelika Neuwirth, “The Liturgical
Qur’an,” in The Qur’an and Late Antiquity: A Shared Heritage, tr. Samuel Wilder (New York:
Oxford University Press, 2019), 201-238.

70 Petkas, “Epideictic Oratory,” 194.

" Richard Flower, Emperors and Bishops in Late Roman Invective (New York: Cambridge
University Press, 2013).

2 1bid., 6.

73 Ibid., 8; invective can be considered a subgenre of blame, and blame can be considered a
subgenre of epideictic oratory. In this way, invective is a sub-sub-genre of epideictic oratory.
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The late antique genre of invective offers a particularly useful corollary to the Qur’an’s
religio-political commentary because both genres use public oration to a religiously diverse
audience in service of condemning a tyrannical figure or community and establishing the speaker
and her community as their virtuous foils. Generally, late antique invective and the Qur’anic
revelation were both proclaimed orally.” Certainly, invective also took a variety of other written
forms, but public speeches were particularly common and even compiled and circulated in
writing.” Additionally, the listening audiences of the two genres were both religiously diverse.
Flower describes the religious context of late antique invective as “a time during which a variety
of belief systems co-existed and developed...,”"® while Patricia Crone has argued that the
Qur’an’s listening audience was a mix of pagans, monotheistically-inclined pagans, Jews, and
Christians.”’ Late Antique invective and religio-political commentary were performed in
similarly broad social contexts.

Turning to the content of the two genres, both invective and religio-commentary
condemn a tyrannical figure or community with the purpose of establishing the speaker as their
virtuous foil. In the context of invective against imperial authority, Flower writes, “[a]s well as
making statements about the emperor, the invectives... also created images of their authors as
brave opponents of tyranny.”’8 Of particular relevance to Qur’anic rhetoric, late antique

Christian orators incorporated Biblical language and references in their speech to argue that,

4 While there is broad agreement that much of the Qur’an was proclaimed orally, there is debate
surrounding the extent of its oral composition. For two views on this topic, see: Bannister, Oral-
Formulaic; Neuwirth, Late Antiquity.

7> Flower, Invective, 34.

6 Ibid., 12.

" Patricia Crone, “The Religion of Qur’anic Pagans: God and Lesser Deities,” Arabica 57
(2010): 151-200.

'8 Flower, Invective, 25.
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“they, unlike their heretical opponents, possessed both the knowledge and the understanding to
perform exegesis properly and so to give a reliable account of orthodoxy.”’® This method of
appealing to Biblical precedent in order to establish a speaker’s authority over an adversary is a
common Qur’anic tactic; in the example of religio-political commentary below, the Qur’an
quotes Jesus in an effort to undermine a Christian theological position and legitimate its own. By
citing scripture and Biblical precedent to undermine the views and actions of their opponents, the
speakers create an ideological gulf between themselves and the addressees: on the one side, the
speakers’ scripturally-rooted orthodoxy and, on the other side, the addressees’ sinful heterodoxy.

A comparison of an excerpt from Altercatio Heracliani cum Germinio and Q. 5:72-77
demonstrates the similarities in rhetorical strategies between invective and religio-political
commentary. Altercatio Heracliani cum Germinio recounts a confrontation between a Nicene
layman, Heraclianus, and an Arian bishop, Germinius, in fourth-century CE Illyria.&° During the
dispute, Heraclianus responds to Germinius’ claims concerning the trinity as follows:

The Father is greater, but in name only. For the Apostle Paul says: ‘Christ is the

power of God and the wisdom of God.” Do you not believe that he is the

particular power of God and Son of God and true God? For God is all power and

we recognise that through that same power all powers were made. For thus is it

written: ‘By the Word of the Lord, the heavens were fixed and every power of

them by the spirit of his mouth.” Understand, therefore, that [C137] through this

one power, all powers in the heavens and on earth and in hell came forth; through

this one power they came forth from nothing.8!
This excerpt displays four rhetorical strategies fundamental to late antique invective:

proclamations of specific theological claims, appeals to Biblical authority, rhetorical questions,

and imperative verbs. Heraclianus begins by asserting his theological claim that “The Father is

" 1bid., 181.
8 |bid., 230-237.
8 Ibid., 233.
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greater, but in name only” in response to Germinius’ claim that The Father is greater than the
Son of God.8? He follows this pronouncement with a quotation from the New Testament (1
Corinthians 1:24) to establish the Biblical legitimacy of his statement. Next, Heraclianus poses a
rhetorical question to his adversary; the negative interrogative syntax “[d]o you not...” suggests
that Germinius does, or certainly should, believe in Christ’s power, as described by Heraclianus.
Heraclianus then makes another proclamation regarding God’s omnipotence followed by a
scriptural citation.®® Finally, he commands Germinius to “understand” the veracity of his
position.

This structure of a claim, appeals to Biblical authority, rhetorical questions, and
imperative verbs occurs throughout the corpus of Qur’anic religio-political commentary. One
such instance is Q. 5:72-77, an example of its proclamation subgenre:

72. They surely disbelieve who say: Indeed, God is the Messiah, son of Mary.
The Messiah (himself) said: O Children of Israel, worship God, my Lord and your
Lord. Indeed, whoso ascribeth partners unto God, for him God hath forbidden
Paradise. His abode is the Fire. For evil-doers there will be no helpers.

73. They surely disbelieve who say: Indeed, God is the third of three; when there
is no God save the One God. If they desist not from so saying a painful doom will
fall on those of them who disbelieve.

74. Will they not rather turn unto God and seek forgiveness of Him? For God is
Forgiving, Merciful.

75. The Messiah, son of Mary, was no other than a messenger, messengers (the
like of whom) had passed away before him. And his mother was a saintly woman.
And they both used to eat (earthly) food. See how We make the revelations clear
for them, and see how they are turned away!

76. Say: Serve ye in place of God that which possesseth for you neither hurt nor
use? God it is Who is the Hearer, the Knower.

77. Say: O People of the Scripture! Stress not in your religion other than the truth,
and follow not the vain desires of folk who erred of old and led many astray, and
erred from a plain road.

82 |bid.
8 psalms 33:6 (32:6 LXX).
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The example begins with the assertion that equating God and Jesus, here rendered al-masthu
ibnu maryama “the Messiah, Son of Mary,” is an act of disbelief. As in Altercatio Heracliani
cum Germinio, this initial claim is immediately followed by an appeal to Biblical tradition.
Unlike the example of invective, however, the Qur’an ascribes a quotation to Jesus himself
instead of appealing to a specific Biblical text, although Reynolds argues that the quotation bears
a resemblance to John 20:17.84 Similarly, v. 73 equates belief in the trinity to an act of disbelief.
Verse 74 follows the previous claims and appeals to Biblical tradition with a rhetorical question:
a-fa-la yatabuna ila allahi wa-yastaghfiriunahu “[w]ill they not rather turn unto God and seek
forgiveness of Him?” Assuming a negative response to that question, v. 75 laments its subject’s
continued disbelief (yu fakiin) despite the clarity of its message (kayfa nubayyinu lahumu I-
ayati). Verse 76 asks another rhetorical question, and verse 77 concludes the utterance with two
negative imperative verb structures, commanding the People of the Scripture to la taghli fi
dinikum ghayra al-haqqi “[s]tress not in your religion other than the truth” and /a tattabi ‘i
ahwa’a gawmin qad dallii min qgablu “follow not the vain desires of folk who erred of old.”

Late antique invective and the Qur’an’s religio-political commentary adopt similar
rhetorical strategies for similar social purposes. Using a series of declamatory claims, references
to Biblical tradition, rhetorical questions, and imperative verbs, each genre seeks to delegitimize
the authority of its opponents while bolstering its own. While late antique epideictic oratory is
not an exact analogue to the Qur’an’s religio-political commentary, its subgenre of invective uses

similar techniques in the condemnation of its opponents’ beliefs and practices. We now turn to

8 Gabriel Said Reynolds, The Qur’an and the Bible: Text and Commentary (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 2018), 207.
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an overview of the genre of religio-political commentary in the Qur’an and a catalog of its three
subgenres: proclamation, response, and diatribe.
An Overview of Religio-Political Commentary

Religio-political commentary is characterized by a series of declamatory statements that
include emphatic particles, rhetorical questions, manufactured speech, and qul commands. The
audience for these utterances varies and is often left unspecified.® There are 224 examples of
religio-political commentary spread relatively evenly across the Meccan (125) and Medinan (99)
literary corpora.

Examples of religio-political commentary vary in style and content. The opening
boundary of religio-political commentary often begins with an emphatic particle, inna or la-qad,
or the qul command (more on the qul command below). These openings serve to establish an
initial premise: a religious, political, or social argument that will be explored as the utterance
progresses. The example above, Q. 5:72-77, begins with the premise that conflating God and the
Messiah is an act of disbelief and, as noted, expands upon this premise by appealing to Biblical
tradition, asking rhetorical questions, and commanding its audience. Whether initiated by a
specific syntactic structure or not, the establishment of an opening premise is a fundamental
feature of religio-political commentary.

Rhetorical questions and manufactured speech are two additional rhetorical techniques
characteristic of religio-political commentary. In religio-political commentary, rhetorical
questions usually follow the opening premise and serve to emphasize the obvious nature of the

premise and/or the obstinacy of an opponent. Like rhetorical questions, which do not require an

8 For a comparison with declamatory utterances with a primarily believing audience, see:
“Chapter Three: Exhortation.”
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answer and, therefore, do not allow the addressee to speak, the Qur’an speaks on behalf of its
opponents and, paradoxically, silences their voices. This technique, here called manufactured
speech, occurs in exactly half of the examples of religio-political commentary and uses the
Arabic verb of speech gala “to say” to mimic the actual speech of an individual or community
and, ultimately, provide a rebuttal or response.® The speech is “manufactured” because the
Qur’an, not the audience it purports to be quoting, is speaking; the Qur’an, therefore, can
reformulate any quoted speech for any rhetorical purpose, rendering the speech inauthentic, or
manufactured.

Mehdi Azaiez has recently investigated this rhetorical strategy of manufactured speech in
his monograph, Le contre-discours coranique.®” While manufactured speech, as presented here,
includes all Qur’anic speech purporting to quote a non-Qur’anic speaker, Azaiez is concerned
with “le discours rapporté tenu par 1’adversaire.”® Nonetheless, Azaiez’s study is helpful in
explicating the rhetorical effects of the Qur’an’s inclusion of manufactured speech. Azaiez
reinforces the notion that any Qur’anic attempt to quote non-Qur’anic speech necessarily
mediates that speech and, in effect, silences the original speaker; the Qur’an becomes “un
médiateur... [c]ar dire a nouveau la parole de 1’autre implique systématiquement une altérité qui
prend en charge la parole initiale.”®® Additionally, Azaeiz presents a tripartite framework to
describe the Qur’an’s inclusion of and response to manufactured speech: an introductory section

preceding to the manufactured speech, the manufactured speech itself, and the Qur’an’s response

8 On the Qur’an’s use of gala, see: Yehudit Dror, “Verbs of Saying in the Qur’an: The Case of
qala,” Al-Qanzara XLII, no. 1 (2021): 1-15; on the related literary phenomenon of cognate
curses in the Qur’an, see: Devin J. Stewart, “The Cognate Curse in the Qur’an,” Journal of the
International Qur’anic Studies Association 2 (2017): 47-87.
87 Mehdi Azaiez, Le contre-discours coranique (Boston: De Gruyter, 2015).
88 |hi
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to the manufactured speech.®® As will be seen in the following examples, the present study
focuses on the second and third parts of Azaiez’ framework (the manufactured speech itself and
the Qur’an’s response), as together they exemplify the premise and response structure common
in religio-political commentary.

As a rhetorical strategy, then, manufactured speech serves to establish or emphasize a
premise with which the Qur’an can engage. In Q. 5:72-77, the manufactured speech inv. 72
establishes the premise that equating God and the Messiah is an act of disbelief. Did members of
the Qur’anic community express the belief that God is the Messiah? Whether or not those who
may have held this belief in fact said inna allaha huwa al-masihu ibnu maryama “Indeed, God is
the Messiah, son of Mary” cannot be known definitively from reading the Qur’an alone. What
can be known, however, is that the Qur’an presents this speech as if it occurred and, in doing so,
provides its own rebuttal in the remainder of the verse. In addition to establishing a premise,
manufactured speech can emphasize a previously stated premise. This technique most commonly
occurs in scenes of the Day of Judgment when believers and disbelievers alike rejoice in or decry
their condition, underscoring the eventual reality of eschatological reward or damnation.

Related to this use of gala to manufacture speech, the imperative qul “say!” plays two
important roles in religio-political commentary: opening the utterance with a declamatory
premise or initiating a response to the utterance’s opening premise. Relying on the work of
Matthias Radscheit, Yehudit Dror categorizes qul commands into three basic types: polemic

patterns, instructive patterns, and independent qul statements.! For the study of the Qur’an’s

%0 1bid., 144.

%1 Dror, “Verbs of Saying,” 10; Matthias Radscheit, “Word of God of Prophetic Speech?
Reflections on the Qur’anic qul-Statements,” in Encounters of Words and Texts: Intercultural
Studies in Honor of Stefan Wild, ed. Lutz Edzard and Christian Szyska (Hildeshim; New York:
Georg Olms Verlag, 1997), 33-43.
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religio-political commentary, the polemic and instructive patterns are most relevant. In religio-
political commentary, polemic pattern qul commands function similarly to an introductory
emphatic particle: both of them introduce a declamatory statement that establishes a premise for
the utterance. Instructive pattern qul commands, in contrast, initiate a response to a previously
established premise. In this sense, the qul structure responds to a previously stated question or
charge with the proper guidance for the community. As will be demonstrated below, instructive
pattern qul commands are primarily associated with the response subgenre of religio-political
commentary.

Religio-political commentary uses emphatic particles, rhetorical questions, manufactured
speech, and qul commands to establish and respond to a one or another religious, political, or
social premise. While broadly similar in structure, the many examples of religio-political
commentary can be divided into three subgenres: proclamation, response, and diatribe. Each
subgenre demonstrates unique combinations of theme and syntax and serve unique social
functions. What follows is a survey of these subgenres beginning with proclamation, the most
prevalent and stylistically diverse of the three.

Proclamation

Proclamation is the most common subgenre of religio-political commentary; using
combinations of declarative particles, rhetorical questions, manufactured speech, and qul
structures, Qur’anic proclamations make matter-of-fact statements that reinforce general
principles of belief and disbelief. Of the 224 examples of religio-political commentary, 151 are
proclamations. The majority of occurrences are found in the Meccan literary corpus (101), with

only 50 in the Medinan corpus, and they average 13.27 verses in length. As will be discussed in
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chapter three, this connection with the Meccan corpus may be related to the association of the
exhortation subgenre with the Medinan corpus.

Proclamation is the dominant mode of communication throughout the Qur’anic corpus.
The social function of proclamation accords well with its pervasiveness: the subgenre of
proclamation serves to communicate and clarify religious, political, and social norms. As a
group, these norms create the foundation for the Qur’anic community’s shared beliefs and
practices, so, in conveying these norms, proclamations are the means by which the beliefs and
practices of the believing community are established, reinforced, or altered. Because of this
fundamental role in shaping the Qur’anic community, the Qur’an uses large numbers of
proclamations across both the Meccan and Medinan corpora.

This social function is represented in the subgenre’s thematic and syntactic conventions.
Qur’anic proclamations typically begin with emphatic syntax: emphatic particles such as inna,
gad, or la-gad, qul commands, oath series, and disjointed letters. The majority of proclamations
begin with one of these four openings. The opening verses of proclamations establish a premise
upon which the remainder of the utterance can comment; these emphatic introductions serve to
underscore that premise. The opening premises vary widely in topic and reflect the ideas and
concerns circulating among the Qur’anic listenership. The two examples below, for instance,
establish the premises of eschatological punishment and reward and the righteousness of charity
in Q. 52:1-49 and Q. 57:18-24, respectively. Following this opening, the Qur’an uses a variety of
rhetorical techniques to explore the premise.

The two primary rhetorical techniques for engaging with the opening premise are the
inclusion of manufactured speech and a “premise-qul command” structure. As noted,

manufactured speech uses gala or other verbs of saying to imitate the speech of an individual or
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group. This rhetorical technique is common throughout all the subgenres of religio-political
commentary, and it occurs in nearly half of the proclamations. Proclamations use manufactured
speech in multiple ways, two of the most common being speaking on behalf of an opponent and
speaking on behalf of believers and disbelievers in eschatological scenes. Using this first
technique, speaking on behalf of an opponent, proclamations formulate their own conceptions of
their opponent’s questions or objections and, ultimately, refute them in the subsequent verses.
The second technique, speaking on behalf of believers and disbelievers in eschatological scenes,
underscores the eventual reality of eschatological reward and punishment by presenting these
scenes as predetermined; eschatological Judgment is so certain that the Qur’an already knows
people’s reactions and speech on that day.

In addition to using manufactured speech, proclamations employ premise-qul command
structures to respond to opening premises. Using the previously discussed instructive pattern qul
commands, nearly a quarter of proclamations (35/151) establish an opening premise and then
follow that premise with the second-person singular imperative qul “say!” to introduce a
response to that premise. The content following the qul command depends upon the content of
the opening premise, but, generally speaking, it expands upon or underscores the content of the
premise. In cases in which the opening premise is the manufactured speech of an opponent, qul
commands initiate a refutation of the premise.

Finally, proclamations tend to conclude with references to God’s omnipotence and
omniscience or eschatological punishment. The closing boundaries of proclamations are not as
well-defined as their opening boundaries. One reason for this is that there are no concluding
syntactic particles equivalent to the introductory syntactic particles of inna, gad, and la-gad.

There is, however, formulaic syntax that occurs at the end of verses and may indicate the
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conclusion of an utterance. These syntactic markers, which Neuwirth calls clausulae, occur
throughout religio-political commentary and include such phrases as: wa-/lahu, wa-inna Illaha,
wa-kana allahu plus divine epithets.®? In addition to these clausulae, proclamations can include
references to eschatological punishment to conclude an utterance.

Q. 52:1-49 offers an early Meccan example of a proclamation:

. By the Mount,

. And a Scripture inscribed

. On fine parchment unrolled,

. And the House frequented,

. And the roof exalted,

. And the sea kept filled,

. Indeed, the doom of thy Lord will surely come to pass;

. There is none that can ward it off.

. On the day when the heaven will heave with (awful) heaving,

10. And the mountains move away with (awful) movement,

11. Then woe that day unto the deniers

12. Who play in talk of grave matters;

13. The day when they are thrust with a (disdainful) thrust, into the fire of hell
14. (And it is said unto them): This is the Fire which ye were wont to deny.

15. Is this magic, or do ye not see?

16. Endure the heat thereof, and whether ye are patient of it or impatient of it is all
one for you. Ye are only being paid for what ye used to do.

17. Indeed, those who kept their duty dwell in gardens and delight,

18. Happy because of what their Lord hath given them, and (because) their Lord
hath warded off from them the torment of hell-fire.

19. (And it is said unto them): Eat and drink in health (as a reward) for what ye
used to do,

20. Reclining on ranged couches. And we wed them unto fair ones with wide,
lovely eyes.

21. And they who believe and whose seed follow them in faith, We cause their
seed to join them (there), and We deprive them of nought of their (life's) work.
Every man is a pledge for that which he hath earned.

22. And We provide them with fruit and meat such as they desire.

23. There they pass from hand to hand a cup wherein is neither vanity nor cause
of sin.

OO ~NOoO O WN -

92 Angelika Neuwirth, "Two Faces of the Qur’an: Qur’an and Mushaf,” Oral Tradition 25, no. 1
(2010): 141-156. For further discussion of this concluding syntax, see: Devin J. Stewart, “Divine
Epithets and the Dibacchius: Clausulae and Qur'anic Rhythm,” Journal of Qur’anic Studies 15,
no. 2 (2013): 22-64.
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24. And there go round, waiting on them menservants of their own, as they were
hidden pearls.

25. And some of them draw near unto others, questioning,

26. Saying: Indeed, of old, when we were with our families, we were ever
anxious;

27. But God hath been gracious unto us and hath preserved us from the torment of
the breath of Fire.

28. Indeed, we used to pray unto Him of old. Indeed, He is the Benign, the
Merciful.

29. Therefor remind (men, O Muhammad). By the grace of God thou art neither
soothsayer nor madman.

30. Or say they: (he is) a poet, (one) for whom we may expect the accident of
time?

31. Say (unto them): Except (your fill)! Indeed, | am with you among the
expectant.

32. Do their minds command them to do this, or are they an outrageous folk?
33. Or say they: He hath invented it? Nay, but they will not believe!

34. Then let them produce speech the like thereof, if they are truthful.

35. Or were they created out of naught? Or are they the creators?

36. Or did they create the heavens and the earth? Nay, but they are sure of
nothing!

37. Or do they own the treasures of thy Lord? Or have they been given charge
(thereof)?

38. Or have they any stairway (unto heaven) by means of which they overhear
(decrees). Then let their listener produce some warrant manifest!

39. Or hath He daughters whereas ye have sons?

40. Or askest thou (Muhammad) a fee from them so that they are plunged in debt?
41. Or possess they the Unseen so that they can write (it) down?

42. Or seek they to ensnare (the messenger)? But those who disbelieve, they are
the