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Abstract

This paper presents a review article of Creating the Qur'an by Stephen J. Shoemaker, a monograph that
is highly critical of Quranic studies as practised in the Western academy today, arguing, among other
things, that Islamic studies scholars need to learn from scholarship in other fields, namely history of
religions and biblical studies, and that the Quran as we know it today, in both form and content, is a
product of the early eighth century, and was propagated by the Umayyad caliph ‘Abd al-Malik. The
article discusses these claims and puts them in the context of methodological issues concerning the
study of early Islam and the origins of the Quran in particular.
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When European philologists of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries looked at the
Muslim scripture, one question preoccupied them: Whence the Quran? The first Orientalists
had little interest in what Muslims had to say about their text of revelation: they wanted to
know where it came from, how it came to be, and the “pre-history” of the Quranic text.! This
type of study is undergoing what can legitimately be called a renaissance. After spending
much of the last century adrift in the academic doldrums, studies of the Quran are now very
active and much more wide-ranging, but the search for what we might call the pre-Islamic
Quran is especially prominent.

This time around, however, one crucial element is drastically different. Scholars today
are less inclined to accept without question what we must call the traditional or ortho-
dox version of Islamic origins, that is, the general narrative presented in the biographies
of Muhammad, the sira literature (until recently mainly those of Ibn Ishaq (d. 150/768)
and al-Wagqidi (d. 207/823)), and validated by (a generally Sunni) consensus over the ages.
Orientalists may not have believed that Muhammad’s message was genuinely divine, but
they accepted the non-divine parts as genuine.

! This almost exclusive interest in origins is not unique to the study of Islam. Orientalists followed the lead of
biblical scholars, who similarly lost interest in their own scriptures once canonized. “It could be said that historical
criticism addressed itself almost entirely to the question of how we came to have the Bible, and when it had solved
this problem, saw little else for the biblical scholar to do”, John Barton, “Historical-critical approaches” in Barton
(ed.), The Cambridge Companion to Biblical Interpretation (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 10.

© The Author(s), 2025. Published by Cambridge University Press on behalf of SOAS University of London

https://doi.org/10.1017/50041977X25000242 Published online by Cambridge University Press
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What is the problem with a tradition that has served Muslims well for centuries? Western
scholars have expressed reservations about any number of things, chief among them the
fact that all our main sources were written down long after events they purport to describe,
by people with vested interests in certain issues. Muslims themselves were aware that much
of the hadith literature could not be considered historical fact, and the sira’s claim to truth
is even more suspect. Hadith and the formation of Islamic law were the object of some revi-
sionist scholarship, notably of Ignaz Goldziher (1850-1921) and Joseph Schacht (1902-69),
but the Quran less so.

If nobody was doubting the standard account of how the Quranic text was stabilized
during the caliphate of ‘Uthman, there was nonetheless a list of unresolved questions about
the Quran and its revelation and canonization, as well as the form and content of the text
itself. How to explain the biblical material in the Quran? Are Jewish influences the most
evident? Or Christian? Or Arab? Where did the biblical references come from, and how could
the Messenger’s audience have understood them, especially if one accepts the conventional
Muslim view of the Hijaz as predominantly pagan? How do we explain the different versions
of the Quran’s composition or, for that matter, the myriad accounts of passages being added
or omitted? What is the relation between the oral and written Quran? Why do we have
countless references to variant readings but hardly any manuscript evidence for them?

Scholars have always been aware that the foundations of the traditional narrative were
less than certain, that there was often no reason to favour one version of events over
another, and that it was hard to go beyond conjecture. But these nagging questions could
not displace the weight of tradition. As Régis Blachére summed up, “Let us admit in return,
however, that without the Tradition we would have to resign ourselves to knowing nothing
about how such an astonishing religious book was created”.?

It is easy to be critical of inertia in the field, but one should keep in mind that Quranic
(and even Islamic) studies in the West was and remains very small, with just a handful of
researchers working on very difficult material. It is hardly surprising that they clung to a
model which worked reasonably well, for which sources were abundant, and most impor-
tantly, for which they could see no alternative. Furthermore, with so few participants, there
was hardly room for dissenters or splinter groups. A few lonely voices protested the status
quo with some vigour but little impact, let alone success.

The changes began in 1977, with the publication of two monographs that radically
challenged the accepted narratives of Islamic beginnings. Hagarism, by Patricia Crone and
Michael Cook, was an attempt to rewrite Islamic history using only non-Muslim sources.
John Wansbrough’s Quranic Studies was an attempt to apply methods of biblical criticism
to the Quran and its early exegeses. Both books saw Jewish influence as paramount, and
both argued that the Quran was not compiled in the seventh-century Hijaz, but later and
further north. As successful alternative models for early Islamic history, neither has gar-
nered much acceptance. As spurs to alternative methods and approaches, both have proved
hugely important; that few found their arguments persuasive was less important than the
paths opened up for further investigations. In this respect, Cook, Crone, and Wansbrough
demonstrated that it was OK to be wrong: even misguided efforts can make important
contributions.

Hagarism and Quranic Studies are so frequently mentioned together that one might forget
that they do not form a “sceptical” school. They are methodologically incompatible if not
antithetical. Casting doubt on Islamic tradition can be fruitful, but is not a method in itself,
and should not be confused with one. There certainly exists a revisionist school of thought,

2 Régis Blachere, Introduction au Coran second edition (Paris, 1991), 3. Similarly: W.M. Watt, and R. Bell,
Introduction to the Qur'an (Edinburgh, 1970), 109.
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as exemplified in Amir-Moezzi and Dye, Le Coran des historiens® (2019), but even that work
displays a broad range of opinion and cannot be reduced to a simple debunking of Muslim
orthodoxy.

We are faced with the very real challenge of trying to make sense of or resolve the dilem-
mas posed by Islamic origins and of finding approaches that will enable us to do so. For all
the renewed interest in the Quran, it has yet to lead to any substantial new consensus “on
any aspect of the discipline, really”.* On the one hand this is frustrating; on the other it
is evidence of a fascinating and challenging intellectual puzzle. The challenges are promi-
nently on view in StephenJ. Shoemaker’s Creating the Qur’an: A Historical-Critical Study, which
attempts to follow in the paths of Wansbrough, Crone and others, but ultimately resembles
its illustrious predecessors only in being flawed and unconvincing.

The reader cannot but feel that Shoemaker, however he might object, has mistaken scep-
ticism for a method. He covers a wide range of topics (historiography, manuscripts, carbon
dating, geology, etc.), somewhat suspiciously arriving at the same conclusion in each case.
The sources are far more complex and difficult than one would know from Shoemaker’s
treatment. It is worthwhile, nonetheless, devoting some attention to the monograph. Our
field is a small one, with very few people working on topics related to Quranic origins.
Creating the Qur’an is published by a major university press and is available in open access.
Its subject has a relatively broad appeal and at the same time lends itself to polemics and
apologetics.

Shoemaker is unimpressed with the current state of the field, and among his stated aims
is to counter “the ossified credence in the canonical Sunni narrative of the Qur’an’s compo-
sition - particularly as rearticulated by Néldeke and Schwally - that has stultified progress
in the academic study of the Qur’an’s origins for over a century now” (p. 13).°

Shoemaker’s “canonical Sunni narrative” alludes to the account of the Quranic codex
derived from two traditions reported by Ibn Shihab al-Zuhri (d. 742) and preserved in the
Sahih of al-Bukhari (d. 870). In the first, Abl Bakr is persuaded by ‘Umar to order a written
compilation of the revelation so that it may be safely preserved (some reciters having died
in battle). In the second, ‘Uthman does the same but in more public fashion, in response to
reports of varying recitations among the Muslims. Both collections, the first to preserve,
the second to standardize, were led by the Medinan Zayd ibn Thabit. Once ‘Uthman’s ver-
sion is completed, copies are sent to various cities of the burgeoning empire, and the order
given that all other existing copies are to be destroyed. This ‘Uthmanic text is subsequently
understood to be the basis for the written Quran as we know it today. Despite its widespread
acceptance by most Muslims and non-Muslims alike, there are good reasons to be suspicious
of this version of events (convenient early involvement of the first three caliphs, typical
narrative techniques of repetition, the state of the Arabic alphabet at the time, etc.).

Shoemaker proposes a very different version of the Quran’s written canonization:

On the basis of the available historical evidence, we conclude that the Qur’an’s final
composition into the canonical form that has come down to us today seems to have
taken place around the turn of the eighth century under the direction of the caliph
‘Abd al-Malik (r. 685-705) and his viceroy al-Hajjaj ibn Yasuf. This tradition not only

3 Le Coran des historiens, ed. Mohammad Ali Amir-Moezzi and Guillaume Dye (Paris: Cerf, 2019).

4 Devin Stewart, “Reflections on the state of the art in Western Qur’anic studies”, in Carol Bakhos and Michael
Cook (eds), Islam and Its Past: Jahiliyya, Late Antiquity, and the Qur’an (Oxford, 2017), 6.

® The reference is to the foundational work in Western studies of the Quranic text, the Geschichte des Qorans by
Theodor Né6ldeke, especially in the second edition, with the assistance of Friedrich Schwally, Gotthelf Bergstrisser,
and Otto Pretzl, Geschichte des Qorans (Leipzig: Dieterich’sche Verlagsbuchhandlung, 1909); The History of the Qur’an,
trans. Wolfgang Behn (Leiden: Brill, 2013). Schwally revised the section on the collection of the Quran.
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holds the most consistency with the range of our available evidence, including the
gradual development of the caliphal state, but it is also the most broadly attested
account of the Qur’an’s origins across the various sources relevant to this question
(p. 13).

Should there be any doubt what he intends by “composition”, Shoemaker tells us he means
neither “the mere compilation of textual material that has already been fixed into a cer-
tain form” nor “mere cosmetic adjustments to an already fixed text, such as adding textual
divisions or diacritical marks”.

While he does not exclude the possibility that some of the Quran may have its origins
in words of Muhammad uttered in early seventh-century Hijaz, what must have happened,
in his view, is that as the Muslim soldiers conquered the vast swathes of neighbouring ter-
ritory, they came into contact with other religious traditions and eventually incorporated
some of their newfound lore into the Arabian “teachings” of Muhammad. The supposed
Quranic milieu of the seventh-century Hijaz was largely illiterate, isolated, and had little or
no contact with monotheist traditions so clearly represented in the Quran, and so the book
as we know it must have taken definitive shape elsewhere, namely Syria and Iraq.

Shoemaker is highly critical of previous scholars’ faith in the traditional narrative of
the Quran’s collection. He puts this down repeatedly to a “commitment to defending the
N6ldekean-Schwallian/Sunni paradigm” (passim) without considering the reasons behind
it. He assumes that such a position must be due to apologetics, the desire not to offend
Muslims, or to intellectual incuriosity and weakness. (I would venture that it is due to the
paucity of alternatives and the fact that most Orientalists have been better philologists than
historians.)

He begins, accordingly, with a robust statement of where he stands vis-a-vis his pre-
decessors in Quranic and Islamic studies. He stresses his adherence to the vision of an
“historian of religion” (p. 3). In a brief sketch of Western Islamic studies, he laments “the
outsize influence of Wilfred Cantrell [sic] Smith”. According to Shoemaker, “Smith was able
to direct the training and influence the methodological approach of ‘many, if not the major-
ity, of Islamicists who held (and continue to hold) positions in religious studies departments
in North America™ (pp. 3-4). The only sources cited for the history of Islamic studies are
those of Aaron Hughes, also a critic of “Wilfrid [sic] Cantwell Smith” and his claim “that no
statement about a religion is valid unless it can be acknowledged by that religion’s believ-
ers”.% Smith’s dictum is indeed hard to accept without qualification, but one wonders if
it is meant to apply to the study of scriptural origins, as opposed to the lived practice of
a religious tradition. Both subjects fall under the rubric of “religious studies”, “history of
religions” and so on, but they are fundamentally different areas of study. Shoemaker, how-
ever, makes no such distinction: any uncritical reiteration of standard Muslim belief about
Quranic origins is a failure. Or this is what I assume, as he notes no difference. In any case,
one would think that if the influence of W.C. Smith is indeed so pervasive, his name would
be less frequently misspelled.

Moreover, it is unusual for someone to be so critical of an academic field and yet write a
book whose arguments are taken almost entirely, though not always accurately, from sec-
ondary sources. An accessible account in English of the sources and opinions on scriptural
origins would be desirable, but Creating the Qur’an is not that book.

The first two chapters treat the earliest sources on the Quran’s formation, as well as
some Orientalist forays into the subject. This is the core of the book, from which all else

¢ Aaron Hughes, “New methods, old methods in the study of Islam: on the importance of translation”, in Abbas
Aghdassi and Aaron W. Hughes (eds), New Methodological Perspectives in Islamic Studies (Leiden: Brill, 2023), 16.
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proceeds, and thus is the focus of our review. Time and space do not permit a full inventory
of all questionable claims and outright errors, which are substantial.

Shoemaker criticizes first of all the supposed “unanimity” of attribution to ‘Uthman of
the first collection of the Quran. He is both right and wrong here. The sources themselves
are not unanimous: they give myriad variant versions, and moreover, they speak unembar-
rassedly of competing codices alongside that of ‘Uthman. There is, however, a consensus
(though not exactly unanimous) among believers that the consonantal “vulgate” dates to
the reign of ‘Uthman, a consensus largely followed by scholars. Shoemaker has confused
unanimity of sources with a later consensus. No one is saying that the sources are unan-
imous, thus he seems to be arguing against a claim that nobody is seriously making, and
diverting attention from the more pressing question of how to understand the sources we
do possess and asking why is there a preference for ‘Uthman.

Shoemaker here takes to task Alford T. Welch for his Encyclopaedia of Islam (2nd ed.) article
on the Quran for referring to, in Welch’s words, “the unanimity with which an official text
is attributed to ‘Uthman”:

How Welch, and so many other scholars, can recognize the historical problems of the
Abii Bakr tradition and rightly dismiss it, while continuing to assent to an alternative
tradition involving ‘Uthman that is clearly no less problematic is utterly baffling.

Moreover, Welch'’s claims about the unanimity of the ‘Uthmanic tradition are simply
not true, and demonstrably so (p. 24).

Shoemaker has misrepresented Welch. As the surrounding sentences (and the context)
make abundantly clear, Welch refers to the unanimity of the later consensus, not of the
sources themselves, whose divergences and contradictions he has just documented. Welch
makes the clear distinction between believing that the Quranic codex as we know it dates
to the reign of ‘Uthman and accepting the ‘Uthmanic account of al-Zuhri in all its details;
Shoemaker makes no such distinction and thus gives a gravely distorted version of his
predecessor’s work.” The same is unfortunately true of his very brief and unsatisfactory
treatment of Néldeke/Schwally (pp. 20-22). The German orientalists’ case may not have
aged well, but it is more complex and critical than one would know from Shoemaker’s
remarks.

Chapter 1 then takes us through some passages in early historical and biographical
sources touching on the collection of the Quran. Virtually all the significant material here
originally appeared in the work of Alfred-Louis de Prémare (1930-2006), who argued against
the “canonical” version of events, pointing out a number of inconsistencies and curiosities
in the record.? Shoemaker sometimes misrepresents de Prémare, and when he attempts his
own readings of the Arabic passages treated by the French scholar, the results are, at best,
unreliable. De Prémare was not always convincing, but he differed from Shoemaker in two

7 Shoemaker puts the reviewer in the awkward position of appearing hypercritical or obsessive in fault-finding.
However, a full accounting of his arguments is beyond the scope of any one review; even his brief summary of
Welch’s EI article contains enough minor misrepresentations to make a concise and coherent critique impossible,
and one risks looking vindictive or worse if one attempts to explain all of one’s objections. As this review article
will I hope make clear, perhaps the best one can say is that anyone interested the topics treated would be well
advised to look at the sources Shoemaker cites before accepting his statements (in this case, Welch in “Kur’n”, EI2
vol. V, pp. 404-6, and Creating the Qur’an, 23-5).

8 Les fondations de l'islam. Entre écriture et histoire (Paris: Seuil, 2002); Aux origines du Coran. Questions d’hier, approches
d’aujourd’hui (Paris: Téraédre, 2004).
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crucial respects: he engaged with the texts themselves quite closely, and he was more mod-
erate in his sceptical claims (at least in the two main works of 2002 and 2004; he seems to
have become a bit more rigid in later publications).

Shoemaker’s résumé of the relevant passages in Ibn Shabba’s (d. 878) Tarikh al-madina al-
munawwara bears little resemblance to what one finds in the text. He begins with “Perhaps
the most shocking aspect of Ibn Shabba’s assemblage of reports concerning the Qur’an’s
production is the complete absence of any memory of Abii Bakr’s involvement in the pro-
cess” (p. 42). Yet there it is: “the codices that Abii Bakr ordered Zayd to collect” (al-masahif
allati kana Abi Bakr radiya allah ‘anhu amara bi-jam‘iha zaydan).? Even de Prémare noted this.'

Overall, what Shoemaker provides is an insufficient paraphrase of de Prémare (Aux orig-
ines du Coran, 74-5). On ‘Umar, de Prémare is correct that the pages have nothing to do with
the actual collection of the Quran, and that they indicate a plurality of codices in ‘Umar’s
day, although we know nothing more about them, i.e. whether they were necessarily com-
plete, etc. Ibn Shabba’s reports focus almost solely on ‘Umar attempting to establish the
reading of Quraysh as the preferable one, and in one case permitting the Companion Ubayy
ibn Ka‘b to teach and recite but insisting that when the Quran was written, it should be
according to the reading of ‘Umar and Zayd (gir@at ‘Umar wa-Zayd).'! But there is nothing
here to justify Shoemaker’s “we learn that what [‘Umar] was actually engaged in was not
so much the initial compilation of the Quran as he was trying to establish the authority of
one among several already collected versions” (p. 25).

Similarly, the section on ‘Uthman and the Quran focuses overwhelmingly on establishing
the correct pronunciation and establishing the linguistic credentials of Zayd and others
involved in the project, as well as the order to destroy other codices and well-known reports
concerning the missing surahs and linguistic infelicities. I am not sure how literally we
should take them, but all accounts refer to the creation of a new and revised version and
not, as Shoemaker has it, the promotion of one already existing over others.

He then turns to the “Kitab al-tabaqgat al-kabir (The book of the major classes)” [sic] of Ibn
Sa‘d (d. 845). Shoemaker states that there is no mention of Abii Bakr or ‘Uthman collecting
the Quran (pp. 26, 27). This is not the case. De Prémare made the mistaken claim, apparently
unaware that the older editions of Ibn Sa‘d are missing sections on the Medinans. In the
more complete edition, both caliphs play their expected roles in the biography of Zayd ibn
Thabit.'? At the very least this information calls into question Shoemaker’s conclusion:

And so, one must conclude, on the basis of Ibn Sa‘d’s apparent ignorance of the
canonical account that Zayd compiled the Qur’an in a definitive codex at the order
of ‘Uthman ... that this tradition was not yet, in fact, a widely accepted and definitive
“fact” about the Qur’an’s origins at the beginning of the ninth century (pp. 28-9).

On Sayf ibn ‘Umar (d. 796-797) and his Kitab al-ridda wal-futith (“The Book of the Wars of
Apostasy and the Conquests”), Shoemaker’s errors are particularly egregious. This is one
of the oldest accounts of the ‘Uthmanic Quran, and it generally conforms to the “canon-
ical” version known from al-ZuhrT’s reports in al-Bukhari’s Sahih. Shoemaker refers only
to the differences between the “codices”, while Sayf’s account begins, as does al-Zuhri’s
version, with Hudhayfa noting differences and disputes over recitation. Sayf gives an inter-
esting list of different codices (masahif) in circulation, but the emphasis throughout is on
establishing the correct recitation. Contra Shoemaker, there is no mention of “significant

° Ibn Shabba, Tarikh al-madina al-munawwara, ed. Shalttt (Medina, 19797), iii, 992-3.

19 De Prémare, Aux origines, 74.

1 Ibn Shabba, Tarikh al-madina al-munawwara, ii, 710.

12 Ibn Sa‘d, Kitab al-tabaqat al-kabir, ed. ‘Ali Muhammad ‘Umar (Cairo: Maktabat al-Khanji, 2002), V 311-2.
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differences among these first codices” (p. 29). Sayf does speak of differences, but not in
codices, only in recitations, and the word used for any variations is qara’a/qira@a, consis-
tent with the majority of reports on the reasons for creating an official codex. ‘Uthman did
not summon “representatives” from the various regions, as Shoemaker would have it; he
gathered together those Companions of the Prophet who, as the text states, were present
in Medina.

He also claims that “we do not learn whether ‘Uthman’s efforts met with any success
or if his codex was received in these centers as a replacement for their local versions”. Yet
Sayf’s text says in no uncertain terms that the effort was approved of, that everyone saw the
merit of what he had done, and that they agreed on it and abandoned their other versions,
with the exception of the Kufans who stuck with the reading of Ibn Mas‘td (wa-baththa-ha
ila l-amsar fa-kullu I-nas ‘arafa fadla dhalika ajma‘ ‘alayhi wa-tarakii ma siwahu illa ma kana min
ahli I-kifa ..."*). Without judging the reliability of Sayf’s account, let us at least understand
what he says.

Shoemaker seems to miss the main point of Sayf’s account and misunderstand the text:
the Muslims in the garrison cities learned the Quran at great remove from the Prophet
himself, and so the report emphasizes the superior readings of those who learned the
Quran from Muhammad in Medina, over those who learned it far away in Syria or Iraq.
For example, the mushaf of Miqdad was gathered in Syria, where people had not recited
with the Prophet; Ibn Mas‘ad, though based in Kufa, had recited with two Companions,
then “collected the Quran in Kufa and wrote it in a codex” (jama‘a I-qur’an bil-kiifa wa-kataba
mushafan).'* Thus ‘Uthman “had codices copied while he was in Medina along with those
who had recited the Quran with the Prophet himself”. This is not, as Shoemaker would have
it, “certain unspecified codices copied in Medina, presumably on the basis of yet another
version of the text in use there”, but an effort to create an authoritative version resembling
(supposedly) how Muhammad himself would have recited it.

Sayf has fa-ktataba l-masahif wa-huwa bil-madina wa-fiha lladhina qara’d I-qur’an ‘ala l-nabi.
Following the thread and logic of the anecdote, I would understand this to mean that he
had copies made that followed the reading of those who had learned from the Prophet. De
Prémare thought it meant “recopying copies that already existed in Medina” (de Prémare,
Aux origines du Coran, 83), but there is no reference to any specifically Medinan mushaf, only
to the recitation of Muhammad.

A major difficulty is that we do not know what is meant by “collect”. The Arabic jama‘a
sometimes means to collect or gather, but also “to memorize”, with respect to the Quran.
The complexity of the issue has been well examined by Claude Gilliot, but receives virtually
no attention from Shoemaker.'

Our sense of what is meant by “collect” is shaped by the Zuhri anecdotes, which describe
a careful process of gathering material on which verses had been inscribed, as well as those
remembered aurally, and of verification. Yet at the end, we read of the command that all
other, non-‘Uthmanic, codices be destroyed. The obvious question, then, is how were those
other codices compiled? Did each one require a similarly lengthy process of collecting bones
and palm leaves, of interviews and authentication? We are in the realm of speculation here,
but given the number of masahif mentioned in the sources, this seems unlikely.

13 Sayf ibn ‘Umar, Kitab al-ridda wa-I-futith, ed. Qasim al-Samarra’i (Leiden: Smitskamp Oriental Antiquarium,
1995), 50.

1 Sayf, Kitab al-ridda wa-l-futiih, 50.

15 Claude Gilliot, “Collecte ou mémorisation du Coran. Essai d’analyse d’'un vocabulaire ambigu”, in Riidiger
Lohlker (ed.), Haditstudien - Die Uberlieferungen des Propheten im Gesprich. Festschrift fiir Prof. Dr. Tilman Nagel
(Hamburg: Verlag Dr. Kovac, 2009), 77-132.
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The vast majority of reports about Quranic origins are concerned not with the gathering
up of the revelation (the primary interest of many Western scholars) but with the establish-
ment of the correct recitation. Reports of the former are in fact conspicuously rare. This
gives one to think that people either no longer know how the Quran came to be written
down in single codices, or they knew and took it for granted, finding it of little interest.'¢
Sources such as Ibn Shabba and the others discussed here certainly describe a proliferation
of codices.” Admittedly none of this is certain, but it seems plausible that the majority of
what became the Quran was already well established in some written form at a very early
date, probably during the lifetime of the Messenger. I suspect that the references to indi-
vidual surahs (e.g. yd ashab siirat al-bagara!) are a clue to this hidden history, but it is hard to
say more.

So when Sayf tells us that the Companions outside Arabia “collected” the Quran, e.g.
Jjama‘a l-qur’an bil-kiifa fa-kataba mushafan ... jama‘a l-qur’an bil-sham ... (Sayf, 50), it is unlikely
that they were starting from scratch (if, in any case, we are to accept the account at face
value).

Our sources contain any number of accounts of things being added to or omitted from
the ‘Uthmanic Quran. Shoemaker strangely mentions very few. His arguments are based
not on what the sources say, but on speculation about what they do not say: “Although
such reports about the variations of these codices that have come down to us suggest only
relatively minor differences from the canonical text, there is no reason to assume that this
was in fact the case” (p. 33).

As Shoemaker warms to this theme, he again follows de Prémare, citing Arthur Jeffrey
citing the exegete Abti Hayyan al-Gharnati (d. 1344), who said that he had deliberately omit-
ted “those variants where there is too wide a divergence from the standard text of ‘Uthman”
(p. 33)."® Shoemaker and de Prémare wish to see this as evidence for a vast variety of vari-
ants indicating substantial modification of the text. In fact the reference serves to support
the traditional version of Quranic formation. Abi Hayyan states clearly that he refers only
to readings at variance with the rasm, the skeletal text, although he uses the word sawad,
in the sense of “black ink [of the text]”. The passage, which refers to a variant reading of
Q 34: 14, is as follows:

Wa-qara’a ibn ‘abbas fimd dhakara ibn khalawayh wa-ya‘qub bi-khildf ‘anhu tubuyyinat mab-
niyan lil-maf‘al wa-‘an ibn ‘abbds wa-bn mas‘ad wa-ubayy wa-‘ali bn al-hasan wal-dahhak
qgird’a fi hadha l-mawdi¢ mukhalifa li-sawad al-mushaf wa-lima ruwiya ‘anhum dhakaraha
l-mufassirin wa-adribu ‘an dhikriha safhan ‘ala ‘adatina fi tark naql al-shadhdh alladhi
yukhalifu lil-sawad mukhalafa kathira."®

16 One could of course think that reports have been suppressed in order to propagate a particular version (that
of al-Zuhri). Such a theory would require addressing at least two major problems. First, by what mechanism could
state authorities have enforced such a prohibition on the writings and teachings of historians, hadith scholars,
and Quran commentators and others? Second, given that our sources contain all kinds of divergent and highly
controversial material, some of it directly related to major schisms in the community, can we imagine that “they”
censored only material related to Quranic origins? Or, more broadly, that certain topics were proscribed, when all
kinds of other contentious material circulated freely?

7 Non-‘Uthmanic codices are usually associated with a Companion of Muhammad, most famously Ubayy ibn
Ka‘b and Ibn Mas‘iid. These versions are said to have enjoyed much popularity, usually in a particular region (e.g.
Ibn Mas‘ad in Kufa). However, Ibn Shabba and others mention various anonymous codices as well.

18 De Prémare, “‘Abd al-Malik b. Marwan and the process of the Qur’an’s composition”, in Karl-Heinz Ohlig and
Gerd R. Puin (eds), The Hidden Origins of Islam (Amherst, NY: Prometheus Books, 2010), 208. De Prémare refers to
Arthur Jeffery, Materials for the History of the Text of the Qur’an (Leiden: Brill, 1937), 10. Neither gives the full text or
translation of Abli Hayyan.

19 Abl Hayyan, al-Bahr al-muhit (Cairo, 1328 [1910-11]), vol. 7, p. 274.
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Ibn ‘Abbas (according to what Ibn Khalawayh has mentioned) and Ya‘qib (with dis-
agreement) read tubuyyinat [instead of tabayyanat], in the passive. Additionally, Ibn
‘Abbas, Ibn Mas‘tid, Ubayy, ‘Ali ibn al-Hasan and al-Dahhak have a reading here that
diverges from the ink of the codex [that is, the lines of text without diacritics].
The Quran commentators have discussed their readings [lit. “what was related from
them”]. We refrain from doing so, in line with our custom of not mentioning those
deviant readings that diverge too much from the black ink.

There is nothing here to suggest anything other than conventional divergences from the
consonantal skeleton of the ‘Uthmanic text, which Muslim tradition has abundantly doc-
umented. Of course, it does not explicitly exclude major deviations of the kind envisaged
by Shoemaker, but if you have read much of this material, I think you would find it hard
to believe that major textual restructuring would be referred to as “deviating from the
black ink”. Our exegetes were not so coy. Later Muslim scholarship has preserved abun-
dant references to minor variations in the text and its recitation, often in painstaking if not
mind-numbing detail. Are we to understand that either these accounts of minor variants
are fabrications meant to lead us off the scent of the truly enormous changes that really
occurred, or that all traces of those major revisions have been effaced, leaving only the
minor ones? Shoemaker has nothing to say about this and seems unaware of the level of
deception his theory demands.

In wanting to see evidence of significant changes in the Quran between proclamation
and canonization, Shoemaker rightly notes that the distinction between different modes
of divine communication was not initially clear. He is again following de Prémare (Les fon-
dations de l'islam, 317-21), who discusses the word hadith and its different usages, in the
Quran and elsewhere, in an effort to demonstrate the ambiguity of the term and its rela-
tion to the Quran and its discourses (e.g. that the Quran is “the most beautiful hadith”
(Q 39: 23)). He also mentions the hadith qudsi as well as some examples of vari-
ant readings and cases where Muhammad’s own reported words were very close to
those of the Quran. De Prémare gives an interesting discussion of semantic range
and potential ambiguity, but Shoemaker reduces it to a simple confusion between
divine and prophetic authority. Citing Mohammed Ali Amir-Moezzi, Shoemaker writes:
“Ibn Sa‘d transmits a claim by [Salama ibn al-Jarmi] that he had collected ‘many
qur’ans, from Muhammad, presumably meaning by this many of what the later tra-
dition would regard as hadith” (p. 30). The term is qur’anankathiran, and I am
not sure why we should presume this means “hadith”. Amir-Moezzi admits that
the phrase may well mean to “collect passages of the Quran from the mouth of
Muhammad”.”® This latter instance is perfectly consistent with early usage of the word
quran.

Shoemaker takes a reductive view: “So it is not at all clear what sort of distinctions would
or even could have been made at the time of Abii Bakr or ‘Umar or ‘Uthman as to what
should be collected and authorized as the divine revelation of the Qur’an, on the one hand,
and the teachings of Muhammad, the hadith, on the other” (p. 30).

The distinctions are evident to anyone who has read much Quran and hadith: they rep-
resent totally different styles, content, and language. There could have been and most
likely was some slippage between the two, as the handful of well-known examples indi-
cates. Nonetheless, the distinction was ultimately pretty clear, and the number of confused

2 Mohammed Ali Amir-Moezzi, The Silent Qur'an and the Speaking Qur’an, trans. Ormsby (New York: Columbia
University Press, 2016), 54 and 189 n. 46.
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cases remains very small. Fred Donner argued this case persuasively.”! One might add that
pioneering studies on the original meaning of qur’an and on the nature of the hadith qudsi
were penned by William A. Graham, whose conclusions certainly diverged from Muslim
tradition/orthodoxy, despite his being a prominent student of the nefarious W.C. Smith.*

Shoemaker claims that an ‘Uthmanic canonization is “something that the history of reli-
gions repeatedly informs us is an extremely unlikely set of events” (p. 38). Piecing together
his scattered remarks, we infer that because the Christian case followed a certain trajectory,
the Islamic case should follow suit (e.g. 22, 31-32, 207-08). He notes that biblical scholars
reject the attribution of the New Testament books to anyone really named Matthew, Mark,
Luke, or John, and that it was not until well into the second century that early Christians
began to think that they needed more precise information about Jesus’ teachings.

Into the second century, these Gospels were still circulating among the Christian com-
munities without any indications of authorship: the respective authors were only
assigned toward the end of the second century. One would certainly imagine that a
similar set of circumstances must have applied to the Qur’an during the first several
decades of its history (p. 32).

Furthermore, since certain evangelical Christians make claims that Jesus’ followers carried
notebooks and thus preserved his words faithfully, Muslims no doubt did the same. The
Islamic case must be assumed to follow the Christian model, unless proven otherwise. He
then repeatedly tells us that for the historian of religion, it is impossible that the Quran’s
form was fixed by the mid-seventh century:

Why, then, in the case of this religious community alone, should we believe that there
is ... a fully accurate remembrance of its origins unaffected [by] the concerns of the
later community?” (p. 39).

I am not sure that anybody is claiming “a fully accurate remembrance” and, moreover, I
have little doubt that the Islamic sources do reflect some of these same tendencies. The
question is how and to what degree, and what do our sources tell us, directly or indirectly??
The gospel experience is fine as a point of departure, but more consideration of the specifics
is necessary for a conclusion.

Shoemaker takes the Christian example (he gives no other) as the template, and insists
that the Islamic model conform. Of the abundant references to writing down the revelation
in Muhammad’s lifetime, he is dismissive (“shockingly modest”, “based more on conviction
and assertion than on proof and argument” (p. 21)). I am sure I am not alone in thinking
that such references deserve more consideration, which one would expect from a work sub-
titled A Historical-Critical Study.

2 Fred M. Donner, Narratives of Islamic Origins: The Beginnings of Islamic Historical Writing (Princeton: Darwin Press,
1998), 39 ff.

2 William A. Graham, Divine Word and Prophetic Word in Early Islam: A Reconsideration of the Sources, with Special
Reference to the Divine Saying, or So-called “Hadith Qudst” (The Hague: Mouton and Co., 1977); “The earliest meaning
of ‘Qur’an’, Die Welt des Islams 23/24, 1984, 361-77.

2 The potential pitfalls of assuming a one-size-fits-all biblical model are demonstrated by Devin Stewart’s
“Wansbrough, Bultmann, and the theory of variant traditions in the Qur’an”, in Angelika Neuwirth and Michael
Sells (eds), Qurianic Studies Today (London: Routledge, 2016), 17-51, in which he argues that John Wansbrough’s
application of Rudolf Bultmann’s form criticism, while not on the face of it unreasonable, turns out to falter due
to the very different nature of the sources.

https://doi.org/10.1017/50041977X25000242 Published online by Cambridge University Press



BSOAS 11

Chapter 2 attempts a case for a Quranic canonization around the turn of the eighth
century, at the impetus of ‘Abd al-Malik, with his governor al-Hajjaj playing a major role.
Shoemaker again follows de Prémare closely but incautiously.

According to Shoemaker, scholars have long neglected the well-established reports
attributing to ‘Abd al-Malik the “standardization” of the Quranic text as we have it today. It
is true that recent decades have seen a greater interest in these reports, but the same could
be said of almost anything in the field. (Moreover, the force of Shoemaker’s criticisms of
current scholarship is weakened by his reliance on that very scholarship.)

In any case, the interventions during the reign of ‘Abd al-Malik are no secret: even Bell
and Watt’s Introduction to the Qur’an mentions them. There are numerous references to the
copying or production of a new version of the Quran, usually with reference to improved
orthography, especially the addition of diacritics, but of other features as well. It is also
mentioned that copies were made and sent out to the major cities, just as was allegedly
done with the ‘Uthmanic codex. It is by no means clear exactly what modifications were
made, but all references are to the orthographic.

Shoemaker’s approach certainly grabs the attention:

Not surprisingly, Néldeke and Schwally, along with their many disciples, emphasize
those traditions reporting only minor improvements under ‘Abd al-Malik while dis-
regarding others that describe much more significant interventions in the text, in
order to maintain fidelity to the canonical Sunni narrative. Yet these reports of only
negligible amendments should hardly be taken seriously, since they can be easily dis-
proved by the earliest Qur’anic manuscripts, which demonstrate unambiguously their
falsehood (pp. 44-5).

To take the latter claim first, that manuscript evidence gives the lie to reports of “minor
improvements”, Shoemaker’s reference here is to de Prémare’s discussion of ‘Abd al-Malik
(Les fondations de l'islam, 294-6). The French scholar (in the pages cited) first of all admits that
we don’t know of what ‘Abd al-Malik’s reforms consisted, nor do we know to whom should
be attributed the development of diacritics and the like. He then makes the erroneous claim
that the earliest quranic manuscripts lack all diacritical punctuation or vocalization. The
relation to Shoemaker’s claim is unclear.

Shoemaker then argues that since we know that certain reforms said to have been car-
ried out under al-Hajjaj were already present in pre-Hajjaj MSS and absent from some
post-Hajjaj manuscripts (citing Francois Déroche), then the attribution of such reforms
to the Umayyad governor cannot be correct: Hajjaj’s interventions then must have been
much more substantial. Déroche is more circumspect in the passage referenced. He says that
the Hajjaj project aimed to produce only an “improved mushaf”, with mainly orthographic
reforms. He notes that since some earlier manuscripts contained such reforms, the reports
on the Hajjaj “second masahif project” must be taken critically, but nonetheless the steps
described do “echo quite directly what has been observed in the manuscripts”.* 1 do not see
how this opinion can possibly “demonstrate unambiguously [the] falsehoods” claimed by
Shoemaker. The manuscript studies indicate that various diacritics and vocalizations were
employed, though not uniformly, through the Umayyad period, so the attempt to impose
a standard system hardly precludes the pre-existence of some diacritics, and the fact that
some later ones lack certain features is also hardly surprising. In any case, Shoemaker pro-
vides no examples, and the references he cites in support (Déroche, Eléonore Cellard) all
refer uniquely to the orthographic and structural, and even state explicitly that the scope

2 Frangois Déroche, Qur’ans of the Umayyads: A First Overview (Leiden: Brill, 2014), 96-7.
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of changes is limited.” In short: there is no evidence whatsoever in the manuscripts to
indicate Shoemaker’s “significant interventions”.

As for actual reports of “much more significant interventions in the text”, Shoemaker
is on similarly shaky ground. First, he declines to give us a full accounting, referring us
for details to de Prémare and Omar Hamdan, leaving the work of describing the quranic
interventions of Abd al-Malik and al-Hajjaj, the central focus of his thesis, to others.?® At
this point the subtitle, A Historical-Critical Study, should have been rethought.

The first piece of supposed evidence for a Marwanid Quran is ‘Abd al-Malik’s state-
ment, “In the month of Ramadan, jama‘tu l-qur’an”, which could mean “I collected” or
“I memorized” it. It is highly unlikely that this statement is a declaration of a major
state achievement of which all other traces have been effaced (and which, in any case, in
Shoemaker’s view, was to be attributed to ‘Uthman, not ‘Abd al-Malik). It is much more
likely a reminiscence of memorization.”’

Shoemaker cites only one Muslim source that might appear to support his argument in
any sort of way, the hadith found in Sahih Muslim (and abbreviated in Bukhari), in which
al-Hajj3j is preaching from the pulpit (wa-huwa yakhtubu ‘ala I-minbar):

Compose the Quran (allifii l-qur’an) as Gabriel composed it: The surah in which is men-
tioned the Cow; the surah in which are mentioned the Women; the surah in which are
mentioned the Family of ‘Imran ...”.

According to Shoemaker, “al-Hajjaj appears to be addressing a group of scribes and scholars
whom he has charged with composing what will be the new standard version of the Quran
to replace the regional codices” (p. 49). A huge speculative leap is necessary to go from all
other sources on Hajjaj’s reforms to such a statement. Moreover, what conclusions can one
legitimately draw from such a puzzling passage?

How to understand allifi? To collect or compose, to order, would be the usual meanings,
but such a choice would solve one mystery at the price of creating more. Nicolai Sinai’s
alternative of “recite” makes more sense, but is not entirely satisfactory either.?® And what
would it mean for Gabriel to allafa the Quran? The answer is hardly obvious. If al-Hajjaj was
instructing “scribes and scholars” on making a new mushaf, why do it from the pulpit? And
why on earth would al-Hajjaj, of all people, give the surah order of Ibn Mas‘ad’s codex, to
which he was unambiguously opposed?

“One should not be confused here”, writes Shoemaker, “by the use of the word siira, since
this term has a broad meaning, even and especially in the Qur’an, where it simply designates
a writing of some sort” (p. 49). This is an awkward paraphrase of de Prémare and Guillaume
Dye, who proposed that the word in the Quran may not mean surah in the post-quranic
sense, which is not at all the same as claiming “a broad meaning”.?

% E.g. Déroche, Qurians of the Umayyads, 137, who in turn cites Donner, “The Qur’an in recent schoalrship”, in
Gabriel Said Reynolds (ed.), The Qur’an in its Historical Context (London: Routledge, 2008), 42.

¢ E.g. “De Prémare has carefully analysed the relevant reports in his many publications, and here we will effec-
tively summarize their information, leaving readers more interested in the details to consult his works” (272,
n. 12) and similarly for Hamdan at n. 6. (Studien zur Kanonisierung des Korantextes, Wiesbaden, 2006; “The second
Masahif project: a step towards the canonization of the Qur’anic text”, in Angelika Neuwirth et al. (eds), The Qur'an
in Context, Leiden: Brill, 2010, 795-835.)

7 Nicolai Sinai, “When did the consonantal text of the Quran reach closure? Part I”, BSOAS 77/2, 2014, 282.

28 Sinai, “When did the consonantal text”, 283, following al-Nawawi (d. 1277), who wrote a commentary on
Muslim’s Sahih.

2 “On notera que le mot siira (notamment dans le Coran) ne veut pas nécessairement dire « sourate » - il fait
simplement référence a un écrit, méme bref. S’agit-il, dans ce contexte, sinon exactement des sourates 2, 4 et 3,
au moins de textes approchants, ou est-il simplement question de sections de ces sourates (par exemple un texte
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I do not know how to understand the passage, but Shoemaker is uninhibited by doubt:
“Clearly, some sort of deliberate composition of the Qur’an under al-Hajjaj’s direction is in
view in this report - presumably, a synthesis of the earlier regional codices”. The best one
can say is that this is not impossible.

More to the point, Shoemaker states repeatedly that “numerous reports from the early
Islamic tradition indicate that the changes to the Qur’anic text introduced at the direction
of ‘Abd al-Malik and al-Hajjaj were in fact substantial” (p. 49), and yet this obscure passage is
the only such evidence he brings, and it can hardly count as such. On the abundant sources
we do possess, Shoemaker is silent.

All the more surprising, then, is that when there is an example of a writer describing
major additions to the Vulgate, “a significant intervention”, Shoemaker stops short of men-
tioning it. He cites the Risalat al-Kindi, a Christian apologetic tract of the early ninth century.
The author shows himself aware of many Islamic traditions regarding the scripture, includ-
ing the interventions by al-Hajjaj. Shoemaker gives us al-Kind1’s words: “Then there was
and he removed many things from it” (p. 56). But he leaves out what follows, for al-Kindi’s
text continues, “and he added things to it. They say that these included verses revealed
concerning the Umayyads and the Abbasids, and they included names”.*® If Shoemaker
feels that al-Kindi is a reliable source, why not mention this? Presumably because it is not
the kind of intervention he is arguing for, viz. monotheistic lore added on to an Arabian
substrate during the first generations’ occupation of Syria and Iraq. Excised references
to Umayyads and Abbasids would recall certain Shiite claims, and there are many exam-
ples of alleged sectarian doctoring of the revelation, but Shoemaker cites none of them,
either. The “significant interventions” he claims took place are confirmed nowhere - even
in those cases that might suggest “significant intervention”, it is nothing like what he
proposes.

The waters are further muddied by claiming support from other scholars. Most would
now agree, [ think, that the early history of the Quranic text and its recitation is more com-
plicated than commonly thought, and contains more variety than any introductory text-
book would admit. But this is very different from Shoemaker’s claim of major substantial
revisions at the time of ‘Abd al-Malik.

It was de Prémare, it would seem, who first returned our attention to the compelling
evidence for ‘Abd al-Malik’s decisive role in establishing the canonical Qur’an, and a
number of other scholars have since followed in his wake (p. 44).

A perusal of some of those “other scholars” indicates otherwise. Shoemaker frequently cites
Chase Robinson in support of his Marwanid Quran position, but avoids a crucial sentence:
“The scope of ‘Abd al-Malik’s Qur’anic project is impossible to measure, but we must envi-
sion it as one of editing and revising, rather than composing”.** Similarly, Fred Donner:
“although we know relatively little about it, ‘Abd al-Malik ordered his governor in Iraq,
Hajjaj, to prepare a re-edition of the Qur’an text that was provided for the first time with

centré autour de Q 2: 63-74 pour I'écrit de La vache) ? On évitera de se prononcer.” (Guillaume Dye, “Pourquoi et
comment se fait un texte canonique ? Quelques réflexions sur I'histoire du Coran”, in Christian Brouwer, Guillaume
Dye, and Anja van Rompaey (eds), Hérésies. Une construction d’identités religieuses, Brussels: Editions de I'Université
de Bruxelles, 2015, 90.)
protestante, 1977), 117.

31 Chase Robinson, ‘Abd al-Malik (Oxford: Oneworld, 2005), 104.
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clear vowel and diacritical markings to ensure proper reading and recitation of the text”.??

Nor does the work of Frangois Déroche support Shoemaker’s claims. Most impressive per-
haps is when he takes Jonathan Brockopp’s résumé of Wansbrough'’s theories and states
that Brockopp is arguing the same thing, even though Brockopp’s following sentence reads,
“This thesis has been largely refuted ...” (p. 210).

The subsequent chapters take up various aspects of early Islamic and late antique history
and historiography, such as the reliability of carbon dating, and the commercial significance
of Mecca before Islam, as well as its natural environment, all drawing heavily on the work
of Patricia Crone and others. Chapter 5, on literacy in the Hijaz, suffers from faulty analo-
gies, bibliographic gaps, and a misunderstanding of “literacy” when applied to nomads and
town-dwellers. Chapters 6-7 are interesting in that they treat “memory science”, which
emphasizes the fallibility of human memory, with all indications that we are much worse at
remembering than we think. The implication here is that there is no way that Muhammad’s
proclamations could have been accurately preserved even for a short time, let alone for
decades, before being written down. The only cases where accurate memorization can occur
is with some degree of written support.

These chapters (6-7) do provide a good reminder that the traditional version of strictly
oral preservation of the revelation is probably untenable, but they also point us in a direc-
tion quite different from Shoemaker’s arguments. If whatever passed for the Quran in
Muhammad’s day and the following generation could not have been preserved accurately
by mere oral transmission, we have a choice: we may consider it to have been subject to dras-
tic changes and modifications until codified many decades later, or we might consider that
there was indeed some writing going on and transmission was overall reliable. Which argu-
ment is better supported by available evidence? If the Quran varied so drastically in form
and content over the decades, then why does all the evidence show, very consistently, rela-
tively minor variations?** How to explain the extent of the cover-up? Moreover, interesting
as the 50 pages on memory science are, it would have been beneficial to have something
about how this applies to the Quran, rather than, say, the detailed account of John Dean’s
Watergate testimony. Here and elsewhere, Shoemaker remains at armchair’s length from
the sources, not least the Quran itself, never explaining (or even vaguely suggesting) how
the process he argues for would be manifest in the text.*

32 Fred M. Donner, Muhammad and the Believers: At the Origins of Islam (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,
2010), 206-08.

3 Shoemaker does qualify his reading of Brockopp (p. 298, n. 22), but as the latter states his own view on
the Quran later in the article, Shoemaker’s statements are misleading (Jonathan Brockopp, “Islamic origins and
incidental normativity”, Journal of the American Academy of Religion 84/1, 2016, 32-7.

3* The “Sanaa palimpsest” is a remarkable and unprecedented discovery for the history of the Quranic text,
but its differences from the ‘Uthmanic mugshaf are relatively modest. It contains variations unknown to the early
sources, but those variations are of precisely the same kind and frequency as those reported for the other codices.
For example:

There are additions, omissions, transpositions, and substitutions of entire words and sub-word elements
(morphemes). A large number of these variants involve “minor” elements of language such as suffixes,
prefixes, prepositions, and pronouns. Many variants involve changes of person, tense, mood, or voice (pas-
sive or active), or the use of different words having the same root. (Behnam Sadeghi and Mohsen Goudarzi,
“San‘@’ I and the origins of the Qur’an”, Der Islam 87, 2012, 20.)

% 1 can only admire the self-assurance that permits one to write “let it be noted that the collective findings of
memory science and the study of oral cultures have indeed effectively proved the wholesale inauthenticity of [pre-
Islamic] poetry as preserving the actual words of any pre-Islamic poets” (p. 297, n. 110), without reference to any
sources or showing any evidence of being familiar with the poetry itself and the debates around its authenticity.
Shoemaker is apparently unaware, for instance, that there are indeed references to the kitabs of poets before Islam.
I have no particular position on the topic, but I would question the presumption that a handful of contemporary
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Similarly for ch. 8, “The qur’anic codex as process”, Shoemaker gives lengthy and not
uninteresting examples from scholarship on early Christianity. I have little doubt that some
of the material he cites here is of interest to Islamicists, but that would hardly be the end
of the story: one still has to match theory, paradigm or example from other traditions with
the available evidence for the Islamic case. Shoemaker proceeds directly from theory to
conclusion, with the assumption that what happened in the Christian case must also be
so for Islam. He skips the most difficult step of comparing evidence. The only references
to the Quran in this chapter are two examples of parallel passages that could show signs
of being derived from common sources (passages on the prophet Shu‘ayb and descrip-
tions of paradise in Q 55); these are the same examples given by Wansbrough, with much
more substantial commentary, in Quranic Studies (and discussed more recently by Devin
Stewart).>

This refusal to engage the sources is one of several frustrating aspects of Creating the
Qur’an. (A more apposite title would have been Avoiding the Qur'an.) Two principal method-
ological weaknesses are evident. First, if one looks solely at the traditions involving the
Quran, it is indeed hard not to be sceptical about the veracity of the traditional narrative of
canonization. This scepticism is tempered but by no means eliminated by reading more
widely, by getting a sense of how opinions are conveyed, of how countless other refer-
ences indirectly support some version of tradition, and how the collection of the Quran
is but one of many topics on which the early sources present contradictory versions of
events. Shoemaker’s view, such as it is, is far too narrow for the material involved, and the
energy and enthusiasm he brings to secondary sources could have been better applied to
the primary texts.

Second, for all his zeal for iconoclasm and revisionism, it is Shoemaker who clings to
traditional Muslim notions of oral transmission and late antique Arabia as an illiterate
den of polytheism and idolatry. Current scholarship is suggesting that both literacy and
monotheism were much more widespread than previously thought. It is still too early to
say anything definitive, but if this turns out to be correct, it would resolve a number of
issues, bringing us closer to understanding how a text like the Quran could have appeared
in the Hijaz. (Shoemaker is highly critical of historical linguists’ standards of evidence, but
they are higher than anything he provides himself.)

One should not rush to conclusions on the basis of preliminary findings, but if the Hijaz
was more monotheist and more literate than previously thought, we would have little to
revise, since we don’t know that much about pre-Islamic Arabia anyway. Shoemaker’s sce-
nario, in contrast, requires revising our view of the Islamic period, for which we do have
abundant sources that then must have been falsified. It is true that to posit greater lit-
eracy or widespread monotheism also requires that that the earliest sources left out or
covered up something. But the early Muslims had a vested interest in playing up the dif-
ferences between the Jahiliyya and Islam. The degree of cover-up and revision demanded
by Shoemaker is infinitely greater than that required by the assumption of greater literacy
and more monotheism. Moreover, the latter view requires only that certain aspects of the
past were not mentioned or downplayed; the Shoemaker scenario requires wholesale fab-
rication on a scale that is hard to consider, let alone accept. It involves far more than a few
anecdotes about Abai Bakr and ‘Uthman.

social science studies permits one to render summary judgement on a complicated subject so far removed in space
and time.

3¢ John Wansbrough, Quranic Studies (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1977), 20-27. Devin Stewart treats
Wansbrough’s treatment of the Shu‘ayb narratives in “Wansbrough, Bultmann, and the theory of variant traditions
in the Qur’an”.

https://doi.org/10.1017/50041977X25000242 Published online by Cambridge University Press



16 Bruce Fudge

This is pointedly clear in Shoemaker’s Conclusion, which has an epigraph from al-
Suytti’s Itqan: “The Qur’an was revealed in three places: Mecca, Medina, and Syria” (p. 259).
As it follows an argument for a revelation somewhere north of Arabia, one might imagine
that this is supposed to be the final nail in the coffin of the Hijazi Quran, but Shoemaker
adds only this:

Al-Suyiiti is admittedly a rather late author, who wrote in only the fifteenth century,
and yet, based on what we have seen in this book, we must regard this tradition, which
he brings on the authority of al-Tabaran[i], as sahih. Although the Qur’an seemingly
has deep roots in the preaching of Muhammad to his earliest followers in Mecca and
Medina, the text that we have today was composed no less, it would seem, in Syria -
that is, in al-Sham or Syro-Palestine - as well as in Mesopotamia (p. 259).

The citation and comment are typical of the main problems with Creating the Qur’an. First,
the citation means nothing like what he implies, which is obvious from the context. It
is found in a section on where the Quran was revealed, and various reports state Mecca,
Medina, or elsewhere - wherever Muhammad happened to be. Here, it says the Quran was
revealed in Mecca, Medina, and al-Sham (“Syria”), which can refer to points north of the
two holy cities.*”” (Moreover, Shoemaker does not mention it, but the words are attributed
to the Prophet, and in his view the Syrian-Mesopotamian additions came decades after the
Messenger’s demise, so it is not even clear how the saying should fit his argument.)

Second, Shoemaker feels no need to explain how such clear evidence for his revision-
ist narrative could have gone unnoticed. Would it never be questioned by the thousands
of scholars who read it? Has Shoemaker stumbled on something that generations of
Orientalists and centuries of Muslim savants have missed? Such a major discovery on his
part would need a bit more support and explanation. I am not saying this couldn’t hap-
pen, only that it would require more effort. As it stands, the plucking of single reports or
sentences out of context does not suffice.

The topics treated in this book are interesting and important, for there remains much
we do not know, and much that is frankly puzzling about what we think we know. It is all the
more unfortunate that these questions receive here such unsatisfactory treatment. Those
looking for an introduction to the “sceptical” or “revisionist” side of Quranic studies are
better advised to consult the two lengthy articles by Guillaume Dye in the first volume
of Amir-Moezzi and Dye (eds), Le Coran des historiens (2019): “Le corpus coranique: con-
texte et composition” and “Le corpus coranique: questions autour de sa canonisation”.*®
In English, one may refer to Nicolai Sinai’s two-part article, “When did the consonantal
skeleton of the Qur’an reach closure?”, * which reaches conclusions quite opposed to those
of Shoemaker, but nonetheless provides a more nuanced and even-handed account of the
issues and opinions involved.

37 The discussion is a typical one of classification: is “Meccan” to be taken temporally (i.e. before the Hijra) or
geographically (i.e. revealed in Mecca, and what do we understand by that, Mecca proper or its environs, etc.),
and so on. al-Itgan, ed. Muhammad Aba 1-Fadl Ibrahim (Saudi Arabia: Wizarat al-shw’n al-islamiyya, n.d.) I, 23
(naw 1).

38 Le Coran des historiens, vol. i, 733-918.

39 BSOAS 77/2, 2014, 273-92 and BSOAS 77/3, 2014, 509-21.
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