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Structural Dividers in the Qur’an

This volume showcases a wide range of contemporary approaches to the identifi-
cation of literary structures within Qur’anic surahs. Recent academic studies of
the Qur’an have taken an increasing interest in the concept of the surah as a unity
and, with it, the division of complete surahs into consecutive sections or parts.

Part I presents a series of case studies focusing on individual Qur’anic surahs.
Nevin Reda analyzes the structure of Sirat Al ‘Imran (Q 3), Holger Zellentin
looks at competing structures within Siirat al-‘Alaq (Q 96), and A.H. Mathias
Zahniser provides an exploration of the ring structures that open Strat Maryam
(Q 19). Part II then focuses on three discrete aspects of the text. Nora K. Schmid
assesses the changing structural function of oaths, Marianna Klar evaluates how
rhythm, rhyme, and morphological parallelisms combine in order to produce
texture and cohesion, while Salwa El-Awa considers the structural impact of
connectives and other discourse markers with specific reference to Surat Taha
(Q 20). Part III juxtaposes contrasting attitudes to the discernment of diachronic
seams. Devin Stewart examines surah-medial oracular oaths, Muhammad Abdel
Haleem questions a range of instances where suggestions of disjointedness have
historically been raised, and Nicolai Sinai explores the presence of redactional
layers within Strat al-Nisa’ (Q 4) and Sarat al-Ma’idah (Q 5).

Bringing a combination of different approaches to Qur’an structure into a
single book, written by well-established and emerging voices in Qur’anic
studies, the work will be an invaluable resource for academics researching Islam,
religious studies, and languages and literatures in general.

Marianna Klar is currently a post-doctoral researcher at Oxford University. Her
publications focus on the Qur’an’s structure, its narratives, and its literary
context. She has also worked extensively on the medieval Islamic historiographi-
cal tradition and on Qur’anic exegesis.
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1 Structural Dividers in the Qur’an

Preliminary Remarks and Suggestions
for Supplementary Reading’

Marianna Klar

Preliminary Remarks: On the Question of the Segmented
Qur’anic Surah

In June 2016, I convened a workshop, hosted and fully funded by the Centre of
Islamic Studies, SOAS, on the theme of “Structural Dividers in Qur’anic
Material.”! The premise of the workshop—to investigate the plausibility and the
implications of a number of possible methods for understanding the flow of
argument within a Qur’anic surah in accordance with a set of structurally
informed rules—was prompted by research undertaken for an article published
shortly thereafter in the Journal of Qur’anic Studies.* In this two-part publica-
tion, I sought to rationalize a number of approaches to the structure of Sirat al-
Bagarah (Q 2), among them the inductive analyses of Neal Robinson,’ Mathias
Zahniser,* and Nevin Reda,’ the ring-based study of Raymond Farrin,® and the
diachronic breakdown of the surah suggested by Mehdi Bazargan (d. 1995).” It
seemed to me that such apparently conflicting structural indicators as thematic
concerns, semantic repetitions, thematic repetitions, envelope structures (inclu-
sios), shifting verse rhythms, alternating rhyme patterns, and variations in verse
length could feasibly be utilized, not in order to argue for competing structures
within Sarat al-Baqarah, but in order to produce a more nuanced and rounded
understanding of the surah as a whole,® one in which a patchwork of both minor
and major caesurae were viewed as adding deliberate and valuable texture to an
entity that, in its final form, presents itself as a discrete literary unit.’

The appropriate division of Qur’anic surahs into sequential verse-group clusters
is very much a modern concern.'® The medieval exegetes had two principal object-
ives in their approach to the text. They sought, on a word-by-word and verse-by-
verse basis, to understand and explain the lexical, grammatical, and distinct
rhetorical features of the Qur’an. They also utilized sophisticated hermeneutical
arguments and stratagems in order to harmonize the Qur’an’s many theological
and doctrinal statements, and the multiple reports that had accumulated regarding
these matters, with the prevailing intellectual currents of their day.!" Despite the
occasional inclusion of brief discussions of the relationship between adjacent
verses and neighboring surahs (tanasub al-ay wa-I-suwar) in the classical Islamic
tradition,'? therefore, an exposition of the form and structure, as individual and

DOI: 10.4324/9781003010456-1


https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003010456-1

2 Marianna Klar

self-contained literary units, of the 114 surahs that make up the Qur’anic corpus
was not on the medieval exegetical agenda. With the onset of the twentieth
century, this situation began to change."

The Egyptian exegete and literary critic Sayyid Qutb (d. 1966) is the first
author credited with a division of Qur’anic surahs into a series of verse-group
clusters (in this case magati‘, sg. magta ), rotating around a pivotal axis (Qutb
favors the term mihwar),'"* an idea that was simultaneously being developed—
and later expanded—in the Indian subcontinent by the Islamic scholar ‘Abd
al-Hamid al-Farahi (d. 1930) and his student Amin Ahsan Islahi (d. 1997)."
Translators of the Qur’an, too, began to show a decided preference for breaking
Qur’anic surahs up into a series of consecutive paragraphs or linked sections.
The British-Indian barrister Abdullah Yusuf Ali (d. 1953), for example, divided
Surat al-Baqarah into forty parts.'® The Indian intellectual Abdul Majid Darya-
badi (d. 1977),"” who acknowledges the commentary of Yusuf Ali as one of the
sources upon which he drew in undertaking his own translation of the text,'
does the same."” Régis Blachére (d. 1973) suggested that al-Baqarah should be
separated into forty-five sections,® while the contemporary translation com-
pleted in 2013 by Arthur Droge breaks the surah up into fifty-three consecutive
parts.”!

Recent academic studies of the Qur’an have likewise shown an increasing
interest in the concept of the surah as a unity and, with it, the division of com-
plete surahs into sequential sections or parts. Early attempts by the Austrian ori-
entalist David Heinrich Miiller (d. 1912) to break a selection of Qur’anic surahs
along what he termed to be “strophic” lines were thoroughly incorporated and
expanded into Angelika Neuwirth’s 1981 Studien zur Komposition der mekka-
nischen Suren.”> Neuwirth declared an ambition to illustrate the clear presence of
“an effective compositional purpose” in the Meccan Qur’an,” and took upon
herself the task of dividing—into mathematically symmetrical and thematically
defined verse-group clusters—eighty-five of the surahs classified by Theodor
Noldeke as stemming from the Meccan phase of Muhammad’s ministry.*
Alongside thematic considerations, Neuwirth included reference to a number of
possible structural indicators—devices that I am referring to for the purposes
of the present volume as “structural dividers”—that might influence the location
of plausible surah-internal borders. These incorporated shifts in the prevailing
rhyme pattern, verse length, or verse structure, the presence of syntactic parallel-
isms, antithetically opposed pairs, or formulaic opening and closing phrases, and
changes in speaker/addressee.” Neal Robinson, who looked to “develop the pio-
neering work of Angelika Neuwirth,?® refined these indicators further in the late
1990s and early 2000s, adding into his astute analytical mill the suggested surah
breakdowns of Islaht and the influential text-linguistic analysis of the Epistle to
the Hebrews undertaken by the Biblical scholar George Howard Guthrie.”” A H.
Mathias Zahniser, whose three insightful surah studies were published almost
concurrently with the works of Robinson,” also takes Neuwirth as his inspira-
tion in focusing his attention on both divisive and cohesive elements in Q 2
(al-Baqarah), Q 3 (Al ‘Imran), and Q 4 (al-Nisa’).”’ Zahniser supplements his
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understanding of Neuwirth with a methodological framework informed by the
writings of Henry Van Dyke Parunak,*® and also engages heavily with the work
of Islahi as presented by Mustansir Mir,*' and with the thought of Robinson
himself.** A belief in the compositional logic of Qur’anic surahs, as expounded
by the likes of Neuwirth, Robinson, Zahniser, and Mir, now undergirds the bulk
of close textual scholarship on the literary structure of the Qur’an.”

At the same time, scholars such as Michel Cuypers and Raymond Farrin have
in recent decades been systematically applying to Qur’anic material the hypo-
theses of Roland Meynet.** Building on the work of the “founders of rhetorical
analysis”—John Jebb (d. 1833), Thomas Boys (d. 1880), John Forbes (d. 1898),
and especially Nils Wilhelm Lund (d. 1954)—Meynet argues that words, themes,
or grammatical forms that occur in the first half of an expanse of Biblical text
often recur, in reverse or in parallel order, in the second half of the same expanse
of Biblical text.* This creates a non-linear structure, Meynet proposes, and the
accurate placement of the lines of demarcation in such a chiastically organized
text has implications both for the perceived intratext of any one statement (which
may reside many verses away from the original declaration) and for pinpointing
the location of rhetorical emphasis.*® Meynet compares the center of a chiastic
structure to the central branch of a seven-branch candlestick, explaining that:*’

[1]f the central branch may be recognized as “the most important one” it is
because it is the one that keeps all the others together, the one that provides
the cohesion and coherence of everything. If any of the six other branches
were removed, the candlestick would certainly be unbalanced but it would
still be standing and would remain a candlestick; if, however, the central
branch were removed, there would only be detached pieces left and the can-
dlestick would be destroyed.

There are apparent, if basic, similarities between Meynet’s understanding of
Biblical structure and work done by Qutb and Islaht in identifying the “pivotal
axes” of Qur’anic surahs. The intricacies of rhetorical analysis, nonetheless, far
outstrip any interest modern Muslim exegetes might have displayed in the minu-
tiae of Qur’anic textual structure.®

The identification of chronological layers within existing surahs continues to
be another focus of academic attention.” Indeed, if one accepts the traditional
hypothesis that certain surahs were not revealed as unities at all but, rather,
underwent revision and expansion over a number of months or even years, the
profound stylistic differences between the early and the late Meccan surahs, on
the one hand, and between Meccan surahs and so-called Medinan insertions, on
the other, must be taken into account. It seems unlikely that structural features
that took priority when the text was circulating in one form would have been
overwritten by new structural features when fresh logia were slotted into their
final resting place. A given piece of Qur’anic prose could plausibly, therefore,
exhibit historic structural markers whose function has been superseded by the
addition of a new piece of text, extending the borders of a structural unit beyond
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its erstwhile limits and blurring its boundaries. Richard Bell’s 1930s hypothesis
that the juxtaposition of earlier and later passages within the text of the Qur’an
as we have it might in any way be haphazard has long been rejected as
untenable,* and the fashion for enhancing the Qur’an’s accessibility by rearran-
ging its surahs in chronological rather than mushaf order waned more than half a
century ago,*' but the idea that certain surahs might profitably be divided into
sections in accordance with their chronological layers persists.

The Iranian scholar Mehdi Bazargan, for example, went through the entire
Qur’an in the 1960s and, on the basis of a mathematical formula centered around
mean verse length,* posited a full diachronic reordering of the Qur’an. In Bazar-
gan’s analysis, while many surahs gave no indication of having stemmed from
different periods within the Qur’an’s development, many others could be divided
into thematically coherent clusters to which Bazargan then applied his mathemat-
ical formula. Where Bazargan’s formula indicated that neighboring clusters should
be kept together, Bazargan included them in the same chronological block, but
where there was a disparity in mean verse length, Bazargan kept them apart. A
surah like Ysuf (Q 12), accordingly, was treated by Bazargan as a chronological
unicum, while Siirat al-Baqarah (Q 2) was initially separated by Bazargan into 27
plausible thematic clusters, a number that was then condensed first into 20 them-
atic clusters, then into 4 mathematically defined stylistic blocks.* 1 made an
attempt to explore the implications of Bazargan’s chronology for our under-
standing of surah structure in 2017.* Significant work on rationalizing the evo-
Iution of chronologically composite surahs has also been undertaken by Nicolai
Sinai.* The idea that certain aspects of the Qur’an’s structure might be the result
of oral methods of composition, while others might reflect scribal compositional
techniques, has likewise garnered scholarly interest in recent years.*

Structural Dividers in the Qur’an

Every attempt has been made to include in the present volume a wide variety of
methodological stances and theoretical approaches to the rules that might plaus-
ibly be viewed as governing Qur’anic verse, section, and surah structure. Care
has been taken, moreover, to ensure that a full range of Qur’anic materials, from
the early Meccan through to the late Medinan and from the structurally concise
through to the rhetorically opaque, have been addressed. To assist the reader, the
volume has been arranged into three parts. Part I, “Competing Structures: Siirat
Al ‘Imran, Sirat al-‘Alaq, and Strat Maryam,” features the essays of Nevin
Reda, Holger Zellentin, and Mathias Zahniser, all demonstrating the presence of
more than one structure in one and the same stretch of Qur’anic discourse. Thus
Reda analyzes the presence of verbatim repetitions and thematic patterns in Stirat
Al ‘Imran (Q 3), Zellentin investigates the shifts in rhyme patterns and the
various overlapping repetitions that suggest a structure within Siirat al-‘Alaq
(Q 96), while Zahniser identifies the “members,” “segments,” “pieces,” “parts,”
“passages,” “subsequences,” and “sequences” that make up vv. 1-33 of Surat
Maryam (Q 19).

EEINE3
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Part II, “Small-Scale Structural Markers and Connectives,” focuses on three
discrete aspects of the text. Nora K. Schmid’s essay explores the structural and
epistemic functions of oaths across four chronologically defined strata of the
Qur’an. Her analysis builds on a number of specific passages from eight of the
earliest Meccan surahs, four later early Meccan surahs, nine mid-Meccan surahs,
and sixteen surahs from the late Meccan or Medinan periods of Muhammad’s
ministry. My own essay looks at how shifting rhythmical patterns combine with
rhyme alternations and morphological parallelisms in order to produce texture
and cohesion across the Qur’anic corpus, concentrating on a series of short,
rhythmically defined pericopes within al-Bagarah (Q 2), Al ‘Imran (Q 3),
al-Anfal (Q 8), al-Tawbah (Q 9), Hud (Q 11), al-Nahl (Q 16), Maryam (Q 19),
Taha (Q 20), al-Furgan (Q 25), al-Ahzab (Q 33), Qaf (Q 50), al-Najm (Q 53),
al-Qamar (Q 54), al-Waqi‘ah (Q 56), al-Haqqah (Q 69), al-Muddaththir (Q 74),
al-Mursalat (Q 77), al-Duha (Q 93), and al-‘Adiyat (Q 100). Salwa El-Awa then
considers the use of connectives and other discourse markers—defined as
expressions like “and,” “but,” “however,” “on the contrary,” etc., that commonly
occur in surah, verse, or sentence initial position—in Siirat Taha (Q 20).

Part III, “The Question of Composite Surahs,” consists of essays written by
Devin J. Stewart, Muhammad Abdel Haleem, and Nicolai Sinai. Stewart exam-
ines the case for editorial seams in the eight Qur’anic surahs—al-Dhariyat
(Q 51), al-Wagqi‘ah (Q 56), al-Haqqah (Q 69), al-Ma‘arij (Q 70), al-Muddaththir
(Q 74), al-Takwir (Q 81), al-Inshiqaq (Q 84), and al-Tariq (Q 86)—where orac-
ular oaths occur outside of surah-initial position. Abdel Haleem defends the
Qur’an against suggestions of disjointedness in twenty specific cases where a
switch in subject matter or a departure from standard compositional patterns
might have led the likes of Theodor N6ldeke or Richard Bell to posit a structural
seam, looking at passages in al-Bagarah (Q 2), al-Nisa’ (Q 4), al-Ma’idah (Q 95),
al-Anfal (Q 8), Maryam (Q 19), Taha (Q 20), al-Mu'mintn (Q 23), al-Nar
(Q 24), al-Ahzab (Q 33), Ya Sin (Q 36), al-Shara (Q 42), al-Fath (Q 48),
al-Rahman (Q 55), al-Muddaththir (Q 74), and al-Qiyamah (Q 75). Sinai, mean-
while, investigates possible areas of diachronic expansion in Sairat al-Nisa’ (Q 4)
and Sirat al-Ma’idah (Q 5), basing his understanding of where the Qur’an might
display evidence of later textual insertions on a hypothesis of “appendicular
growth,” whereby additional sections accrue at the end of existing textual units.

This volume is not in any way an attempt to argue for the validity of one
potential scheme for the division of a surah into a series of constituent segments
over another. It is to be hoped, rather, that the discerning reader will take note of
where there is overlap and where there is dissonance between the nine method-
ologies espoused below, thereby forming a sense of the intricacies of the
Qur’an’s structure and how these might profitably be navigated. There are both
similarities and differences, for instance, between the approaches illustrated by
the three contributors to Part 1. Reda’s analysis of Siirat Al ‘Imran (Q 3) is based
upon an initial observation that this surah consists of three thematically defined
and sequentially arranged compositional units whose borders are reinforced by
the presence of verbatim repetitions (envelope structures or inclusios) that act as
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a frame, but the surah can also be divided into nine pairs of thematic bands,
arranged concentrically around a center point. Reda distinguishes between the
“organizational boundaries” created by the inclusios of Surat Al ‘Imran and
the more cohering function of the surah’s ring structures (p. 48). She argues
that such envelope structures serve to provide emphasis and delineate borders,
while concentrically organized ring structures “arrange the text within these
broad units into smoothly flowing pieces” (p. 48). Zellentin’s study of Sirat
al-‘Alaq (Q 96), meanwhile, posits a scheme for the prioritization of certain
markers over others. Focusing on small-scale structural markers such as
rhyme, alliteration, and the close repetition of terms and concepts, Zellentin
divides the surah’s structural features into primary (exclusively verse-initial or
verse-final) and secondary (mostly verse-medial) structural devices. Primary
structural devices are then argued to divide the text, while secondary structural
devices serve to unify the text. Returning to Al ‘Imran, one might speculate
that Zellentin would, therefore, categorize Reda’s inclusios as primary struc-
tural devices, while viewing the ring structures identified by Reda as second-
ary (unifying) structural devices.

The third essay of this volume, that of Mathias Zahniser, adopts a different
methodological stance. Zahniser seeks to demonstrate, with regard to Strat
Maryam (Q 19), how the methods developed by scholars such as Lund, Meynet,
and Cuypers allow for competing structures to be at play in any one stretch of
Qur’anic discourse at any one time. Like both Zellentin and Reda, Zahniser
would appear to distinguish between “the relations that elements of the discourse
have with each other” and “discerning borders between units of the discourse”
(p. 93). Strict terminological inclusios, however, play little part in discerning the
structure of Stirat Maryam, and the inclusio-marked structural units hypothesized
by Reda (with regard to Siirat Al ‘Imran) or by Zellentin (with regard to Sirat
al-‘Alaq) are not dominant in Zahniser’s reading of Siirat Maryam. Indeed, ver-
batim repetition seems to serve a different purpose in Stirat Maryam, with its
parallels showing a tendency toward theological juxtaposition rather than struc-
tural inclusio. Nonetheless, just as Reda’s inclusio-marked units contain more
than one ring structure and Zellentin’s primary structures contain more than one
secondary structure, Zahniser’s “passages” contain more than one “part,” and his
“parts” contain more than one “piece.” All three of the contributors to Part I of
this volume, in their own way, look to systematize and rationalize the complexi-
ties of the surahs upon which they focus.

Part II, “Small-Scale Structural Markers and Connectives,” directs the read-
er’s attention to three specific structural devices that occur throughout the
Qur’an. Nora K. Schmid provides an exposition of the shifting function of oaths
within the texture of a number of surahs, arguing that the authoritative force of
early Qur’anic oaths that function as incipits of Prophetic speech or of meta-
linguistic commentaries (statements about inspired speech) is superseded in later
surahs by oaths used for pragmatic purposes to give emphasis to human speech.
These oaths no longer occur in surah-initial, or section-initial position, Schmid
observes, and she therefore concludes that oaths as a structural divider are an
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early and mid-Meccan phenomenon, and that the drift to surah-medial and then
to section-medial oaths reflects a corresponding development in the Qur’an’s
rhetorical strategies.

My own study looks at the Qur’an’s manipulation of rhyme and rhythm, with
a view to establishing the truth of Diya’ al-Din Ibn al-Athir’s (d. 637/1239)
assertion that the Qur’an was written almost entirely in s@j ‘ (thymed and rhyth-
mic prose). From a starting position that structural units are created where end-
rhyme is maintained across rhythmically and/or grammatically parallel runs of
Qur’anic verses, a number of expansions, extensions, and variations from this
general rule are observed. Although rhyme is arguably the most apparent of all
of the Qur’an’s structural features, the equally pervasive sense of rthythm gener-
ated in any recitation of the text should not thereby be discounted, especially if
that sense of rhythm is reinforced by grammatical parallelism. Zellentin’s argu-
ment that verse-initial (or, as I would have it, colon-initial) repetition possesses
additional structural weight seems pertinent in this respect.

The concluding essay of Part II is Salwa El-Awa’s study of discourse markers
in Strat Taha (Q 20), primarily its sentence-initial wa-s and fa-s, but also its
surah-initial t@ha and the qul/ that introduces its final verse. El-Awa concludes
that the surah as a whole favors a sense of loose continuity over one of explicit
textual connection, with its seven thematically defined sections maintaining an
element of “semantic and syntactic independence” (p. 253). Indeed, while all the
section divisions proposed in Part I of this volume occurred in verse-initial posi-
tion,"” El-Awa argues that the division between Sections Two and Three of Surat
Taha occurs at the discourse marker wa-gad which separates the two statements
ka-dhalika naqussu ‘alayka min anba’i ma qad sabaqa (“Thus We tell you some
of the tidings of what has gone before”) and wa-gad ataynaka min ladunna
dhikra (“We have given you a reminder from Us”) in v. 99. With an eye to my
own essay, it might be worth noting that EI-Awa’s proposed segmentation of
v. 99 occurs at a point at which rhyme might be hypothesized (... ma gad sabaqa
protruding from the texture of the surah no less, after all, than the verse-final
fa-nasiya of Q 20:88). It seems equally remarkable, however, that Angelika
Neuwirth, in both her 1981 and her 2017 study of the surah’s structure, places a
firm structural border between Q 20:99 and Q 20:100, thereby separating the
dhikr (“reminder”) of v. 99 from the ‘anhu (“from it”) of v. 100 that would seem
to refer back to it (“Those who turn away from it will bear a burden on the Day
of Resurrection”; man a‘rada ‘anhu fa-innahu yahmilu yawma I-qiyamati
wizrd@).® A fully systematic analysis of the structure of Stirat Taha remains to be
undertaken, and El-Awa’s argument that a division between major thematic sec-
tions might, in this instance, occur mid-verse certainly creates food for thought.

Part III of this volume, “The question of composite surahs,” juxtaposes the
contrasting attitudes to the discernment of diachronic seams demonstrated in the
essays by Devin J. Stewart, Muhammad Abdel Haleem, and Nicolai Sinai. Devin
Stewart opens Part III with an investigation of the eight Qur’anic instances of
surah-medial oath clusters. Oath clusters traditionally occur, as Nora K. Schmid
demonstrated in her contribution to Part II, at the outset of authoritative speech
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and, accordingly, the large majority of the Qur’an’s oath clusters are placed at
the beginnings of surahs. Earlier scholars such as Noldeke, Bell, and Blachere
proposed the eight occasions where oath clusters are found outside of this surah-
initial location as evidence that once disparate pieces of the Qur’anic recitation
had been conjoined into uncomfortably unified wholes. Schmid, in some contrast
to this historical position, considered the presence of a limited number of surah-
medial oath clusters as evidence of a process of disengagement, whereby the
Qur’an gradually distanced itself from pre-Islamic practices of oath-taking
before dispensing with this custom entirely.

Like Schmid, Stewart rejects the assessment of conjunction in a number of
cases. The supporting evidence in favor of composition from several separate
pieces in three surahs, however, Stewart considers to be substantial. The
emphatic statement of Q 69:30-32 (khudhithu fa-ghullih ...), for instance, fol-
lowing on from the declaration to the believers in v. 24 (kulii wa-shrabii
hani’an ...), suggests closure to Stewart in a way that is comparable to the
emphatic statement made by Jesus in v. 33 of Strat Maryam (wa-l-salamu
‘alayya ...), following on from the declaration about John in v. 15 (wa-salamun
‘alayhi ...). Indeed, Zahniser, in his study of the precise parallelisms and contrasts
between the Stirat Maryam John and Jesus pericopes in Part I of the volume, does
identify the declaration about John in v. 15 (wa-salamun ‘alayhi ...) as closing a
passage (vv. 12—15) and a subsequence (vv. 2—15) of Strat Maryam. Jesus’ state-
ment in v. 33, meanwhile, wa-I-salamu ‘alayya ..., is portrayed by Zahniser as
closing a passage (vv. 23-33), a subsequence (vv. 16-33), and a sequence
(vv. 2-33). Reda, also writing in Part I, similarly includes reference to section-
closing quls at Q 3:98-99, the border of her second panel. In Part II of the present
volume, meanwhile, El-Awa describes the final statement of Strat Taha (qul:
kullun mutarabbisun ...) as embodying closing remarks that pertain to the entire
preceding surah. There would appear to be something of a consensus on the iden-
tification of emphatic statements as indicators of closure in Qur’anic units.

Areas of scholarly consensus notwithstanding, an impassioned plea for
caution in the identification of structural borders is made by Abdel Haleem in his
contribution to Part III: “Structural Coherence in the Qur’an: How to See the
Connections.” Abdel Haleem argues that a tendency to view the Qur’an through
the lens of its hypothetical Urtext, the series of diachronically spaced revelations
described to us by the tradition, is in fact unhelpful. He proposes that the focus
of academic research should not be on whether a verse or part of a verse was
originally Meccan or Medinan, but on “the text of the Qur’an, as recited by the
Prophet and read by Muslims ever since” (p. 358). Taking a step back from
surface considerations of the Qur’an’s form, Abdel Haleem instead accepts inter-
ruptions and disjunctures as Qur’anic fact, and investigates the hypothetical
emotional impact of the Qur’an’s shifts in topic or style on its listeners and
readers.

Abdel Haleem proposes a catalogue of five rhetorical strategies utilized by
the Qur’an, for each of which he coins an Arabic term. The first of these, which
he labels istikhdam (“employment”), occurs where “one topic is employed for



Structural Dividers in the Qur’an 9

the service of another” (p. 359). This is a phenomenon that was also alluded to
by Reda in her study of Sirat Al ‘Imran. Reda observes, with reference to
Q 3:130-36, that “the instructions to the Muslim community are not necessarily
war related: they include avoidance of usury and restraint in anger, which seem
to be especially important in times of war” (p. 43). The interjection directed to
the Prophet Muhammad in Q 3:44, meanwhile, serves to reaffirm his propheth-
ood. Abdel Haleem, in contrast, cites the example of prayer being utilized in the
middle of a discussion of divorce in order to “urge the believers to stop, in the
middle of bitterness” (p. 342), arguing that “prayer is an enabler that facilitates
obedience to God’s instructions” (p. 343). Another such enabler is the reference
to the perfection of God’s religion and completion of His blessing in Q 5:3, in
the middle of a long verse detailing dietary restrictions. Abdel Haleem suggests
that this interjection “reinforces the prohibition of unlawful food in the strongest
way” (p. 344).

Others of Abdel Haleem’s proposed rhetorical strategies also exhibit overlaps
with preceding essays in this volume. Abdel Haleem attributes the lack of
explicit connections within sections of the Qur’an, for instance, to a deliberate
policy; a similar lack of explicit connections was notable in the results of El-
Awa’s study of discourse markers in Strat Taha (Q 20). Meanwhile, Abdel Hal-
eem’s plea to the researcher to cease his or her search for “the cohesive formal
devices used in writing modern expository prose” and to attempt to “capture the
connectivity and interdependence of the teachings of the Qur’an at a deeper
level” (p. 360) can be seen as comparable to Zellentin’s declaration that “any
certitude regarding formal analysis is defied by the text’s complexity, with which
scholars have to reckon” (p. 76). Indeed, Stewart’s petition for an understanding
of the Qur’an, not as a text modeled on the likes of the Gospels or the Hebrew
Bible, but as “an anthology of sermons, prayers, and other religious texts”
(p. 271), speaks to a similar theme. The sense that mistakes will be made if one
misclassifies the Qur’an as, in any way, a modern, simple, or conventional text is
pervasive throughout the volume. Nicolai Sinai’s essay, therefore, which argues
from an opening stance that acknowledges the text’s “complexity” and the
urgent need for “far more detailed scholarly attention,” which presents “a tent-
ative typology” and talks of refinement and hypotheses over and above any ref-
erence to certainty or simplicity (pp. 365—66), seemed an appropriate postscript
and closing note.

The basic premise of Sinai’s proposed “Redactional History of the Medinan
Qur’an” is an exploration of Neuwirth’s 2010 conjecture that the long Medinan
surahs (al-Baqarah, Al ‘Imran, al-Nisa’, al-Ma’idah, and al-Tawbah) are “sec-
ondary compilations” of pre-circulating material (p. 365); as Stewart observed
(p. 269), this is a postulate the implications of which both Sinai and I have
recently been considering in some depth. In his essay for the present volume,
Sinai investigates the plausibility of repetition occurring in the Qur’an, not as an
indicator of thematic borders (vide Reda, Zellentin, Klar) nor of theological con-
trast (thus Zahniser), but rather as evidence of a textual procedure that was iden-
tified with reference to the Hebrew Bible in 1952 by Curt Kuhl, and highlighted
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with reference to the Qur’an in 2012 by Karl-Friedrich Pohlmann. The hypo-
thesis that surah- (or section-) encompassing inclusios might occasionally be
evidence not of synchronic coherence but of diachronic modification substan-
tially muddies the waters of our certainty.

Concluding Remarks

The frequent layering of a number of possible structural markers in any given
Qur’anic surah means that, in every instance of a proposed Qur’anic structure, a
considered judgment must be made whereby one set of structural indicators—a
change in speaker/addressee, rhyme pattern, or verse shape; the presence of anti-
thetically opposed pairs, grammatical or morphological parallelisms, or formu-
laic opening/closing phrases; the suggestion of an envelope structure (inclusio),
a chiastically arranged scheme, or chronological layers—is given priority over
other, possibly equally valid, sets of structural indicators. The nine contributors
to this volume collectively demonstrate that competing inclusios and multiple,
contrasting ring structures, saj -inspired rhythmical, phonetic, and grammatical
units, the “pieces,” “parts,” and “passages” of Semitic rhetorical analysis, can all
coexist in one and the same stretch of Qur’anic discourse. Protrusions in rhyme
or rhythm can indicate the presence of a new structural unit, introduce a gram-
matical aside, flag up an insertion, or create a sense of closure. Connectives can
be taken as evidence of topic shifts, textual cohesion, or a lack of textual cohe-
sion; they can similarly be used to argue for the addition of an insertion. Vivid
terminological inclusios can produce separation, cohesion, or theological con-
trast, in addition to suggesting the presence of later accretions to pre-existing
expanses of text.

It must nonetheless be emphasized that it would be erroneous to conclude
from this that either the Qur’an, or the methods of its students, are somehow
haphazard or incorrect. As Zellentin explains, “structural analysis can seem sub-
jective because it can be subjective, yet it can also seem so because there are
many overlaying structures within a text” (p. 79). Wrongfully conflating textual
complexity with haphazardness simply impedes scholarly progress, and the nine
essays of this volume, taken together, establish that an acknowledgement of the
Qur’an’s textual complexities in no way undermines its cohesion or its origin-
ality. An investigation of the ways in which each stretch of text is both muhkam
(“precise”) and mutashabih (“unspecific”’; Q 3:7) at one and the same time can
only serve to strengthen our understanding of the Islamic scripture. The embed-
ding of additional angles into existing arguments, the combination of originally
independent verse groups, and the self-conscious manipulation of literary form
for rhetorical or strategic effect are part of the very warp and weft of the Qur’an,
and it is only by means of a careful delineation of the Qur’an’s many literary
forms that we can begin to understand what this effect was meant to be. It is
hoped that the nine essays of this volume will serve as an important stepping
stone in the creation of a functional toolkit, the use of which will enable any
student of the Qur’an to weigh up which of several textual markers at play in a
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particular stretch of Qur’anic material might best be argued to serve as a struc-
tural divider in any individual case. The categorization of what the Qur’an’s
structural and compositional patterns are remains an ongoing task.
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Yusuf Ali explains that (emphasis added):

Sometimes whole Stiras were revealed, and sometimes portions, which were
arranged together according to subject-matter under the Apostle’s directions.
Some Siiras are long, and some are short, but a logical thread runs through
them all.

See Yusuf Ali, The Holy Qur’an, 13, n. 15. In the preface to his work, printed at the
very end of the 1946 edition, Yusuf Ali writes: “[a] division of the Siira into Sections
is shown in all Arabic Texts. These are logical divisions according to meaning.” See
Yusuf Ali, The Holy Qur’an, xx. The shorter surahs are, accordingly, left as structural
wholes while, in his introductory remarks to each of the divided surahs, Yusuf Ali
will often provide a brief description of the thematic content of the individual sections
that combine in order to make up the longer surahs. That Yusuf Ali’s surah divisions
were inspired by thematic rather than perceived diachronic shifts is made apparent in,
for example, his description of the mono-part Q 57 as stemming from two different
periods of revelation. See Yusuf Ali, The Holy Qur’an, 1,795-96. Yusuf Ali also
shows no apparent interest in the alleged Medinan provenance of Q 74:30. See Yusuf
Ali, The Holy Qur’an, 1,639-44.

First published as Abdul Majid Daryabadi, The Holy Qur’an; Translated from the
Original Arabic with Lexical, Grammatical, Historical, Geographical and Eschato-
logical Comments and Explanations, and Sidelights on Comparative Religion
(Lahore: The Taj Company, 1941-1957). For a discussion of this work, see Abdur
Raheem Kidwai, “Maulana Daryabadi’s Contribution to Quranic and Islamic Studies,”
in Journey of Faith: Maulana Abdul Majid Daryabadi, ed. Akhtarul Wasy and Abdur
Raheem Kidwai (Delhi: Shipra Publications, 2016).

See Abdul Majid Daryabadi, Tafsir-ul-Qur’an. Vol. 1. Translation and Commentary
of the Holy Qur’an (Karachi: Darul-Ishaat, 1991), vi. It is interesting to note that Dar-
yabadi also, at the same juncture, acknowledges the work of Richard Bell and the
Urdu commentary of Maulana Ashraf Ali Thanavi. The reference to “every Sirah” in
the passage cited in n. 19 below notwithstanding, Daryabadi would appear, at first
glance, to follow Yusuf Ali in his division of certain surahs into sections. Both trans-
lators, for example, divide each of surahs 60-79 into two parts, with surahs 80114
being left undivided.

Although he provides no explanation for the location of these divisions, Daryabadi
does state in his footnotes that:

A Siirah is a chapter. There are 114 chapters in the Book, each chapter having
been named and assigned its proper place by the Holy Prophet himself ... Another
structural division of every Sirah is into “sections” of various lengths.

See Daryabadi, Tafsir-ul-Qur’an. Vol. 1,2 n. 2 and 7 n. 27. It remains to be ascertained
whether the precise location of Daryabadi’s divisions match those of Yusuf Ali.

Régis Blachére, Le Coran (Paris: Librairie Orientale et Americaine, 1957 [first pub-
lished 1947]).

Arthur J. Droge, The Qur’an: A New Annotated Translation (Sheffield: Equinox,
2013). Both Blachere’s and Droge’s divisions of the text would appear to be themati-
cally defined. It should be noted that Draz (see n. 12 above) also divides al-Baqgarah
into sections. See Muhammad ‘Abd Allah Draz, Al-Naba' al-‘azim: nazarat jadidah
Ji I-Qur’an al-karim, ed. Ahmad Mustafa Fadliyah (Cairo: Dar al-Qalam li-1-Nashr
wa-l-Tawzi', 2008), 196-284. This volume is available in English translation as 7he
Qur’an: An Eternal Challenge, trans. and ed. Adil Salahi (Leicester: The Islamic
Foundation, 2001).
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See David Heinrich Miiller, Die Propheten in ihrer urspriinglichen Form: Die Grund-
gesetze der ursemitischen Poesie erschlossen und nachgewiesen in Bibel, Keilin-
schriften und Koran und in ihren Wirkungen erkannt in den Choren der griechischen
Tragddie (Vienna: Alfred Holder, 1896), 20—60. The surahs divided by Miiller are Q
15 (al-Hijr), 19 (Maryam), 26 (al-Shu‘ara’), 28 (al-Qasas), 44 (al-Dukhan), 56 (al-
Wagi‘ah), 75 (al-Qiyamah), 80 (‘Abasa), 82 (al-Infitar), 90 (al-Balad), and 92 (al-
Layl). Miiller also provides strophic analyses of discrete passages within Q 7
(al-A‘raf), 11 (Had), 51 (al-Dhariyat), and 69 (al-Haqqah). In addition to Neuwirth,
see Pierre Crapon de Caprona, Le Coran: aux sources de la parole oraculaire. Struc-
tures rythmiques des sourates mecquoises (Paris: Publications Orientalistes de France,
1981).

Angelika Neuwirth, Studien zur Komposition der mekkanischen Suren (2nd edn.
Berlin: De Gruyter, 2007), 75: “die Wirksamkeit einer kompositorischen Absicht klar
erkennbar zu machen.”

These structures are in the process of being reproduced and systematically updated in
the various volumes of Angelika Neuwirth, Der Koran (Berlin: Verlag der Weltreli-
gionen, 2011-), of which two out of an anticipated total of five volumes have already
been published (2011 and 2017). For a (partially critical) analysis of Neuwirth’s
approach to surah structure in the Studien, see both Andrew Rippin, “Review of
Studien zur Komposition der mekkanischen Suren, by Angelika Neuwirth,” Bulletin of
the School of Oriental and African Studies 45, no. 1 (1982) and Alford T. Welch,
“Review of Studien zur Komposition der mekkanischen Suren, by Angelika Neu-
wirth,” Journal of the American Oriental Society 103, no. 4 (1983). The potential
shortcomings to Neuwirth’s methodology are also briefly touched upon in Travis
Zadeh, “Qur’anic Studies and the Literary Turn,” Journal of the American Oriental
Society 135, no. 2 (2015), 333-34. For a discussion of Neuwirth’s structural division
of Q 18 (al-Kahf), see Marianna Klar, “Re-examining Textual Boundaries: Towards a
Form-Critical Sturat al-Kahf,” in Islamic Studies Today: Essays in Honor of Andrew
Rippin, ed. Majid Daneshgar and Walid Saleh (Leiden: Brill, 2016). Protests against
the particulars of Neuwirth’s analysis notwithstanding, there is no doubt that the
Studien is an extremely valuable resource (see Rippin, “Review,” esp. 150; Welch,
“Review,” esp. 764 and 767).

See Neuwirth, Studien, 176. The sheer quantity of data included in Neuwirth’s 1981
breakdown of the Meccan surahs can render the logic behind her structural decisions
rather opaque, and a number of Neuwirth’s structures are clarified in Carl Ernst’s
2011 volume, How to Read the Qur’an. See in particular Ernst’s description of the
structure of the early Meccan surahs and his Appendix A (Ernst, How to Read the
Qur’an, 72-77 and 177-85). Neuwirth’s understanding of surah structure is also
brought heavily to bear on Neal Robinson’s 1996 Discovering the Qur’an. See the
following note.

Robinson, Discovering, 2. See also Robinson, Discovering, 99. It is worth noting that,
like Rippin and Welch, Robinson questions the validity of some of Neuwirth’s con-
clusions and decisions without in any way calling into doubt the overall value of the
Studien volume. See Robinson, Discovering, 152, 185, 311 n. 15, and 317 n. 15 (and
see n. 24 above).

For Robinson’s various studies on surah structure, see the bibliography. For Robin-
son’s employment of the work of Amin Ahsan Islahi, see Robinson, Discovering,
especially his treatment of Sarat al-Baqarah (Robinson, Discovering, 201-23), which
takes as its starting point Islaht’s divisions of the surah (Robinson, Discovering, 319
n. 8), and ch. 13, “The Order of the Surahs: Islaht’s Explanation” (Robinson, Discov-
ering, 271-83). For Robinson’s utilization of George Howard Guthrie, see Neal Rob-
inson, “Hands Outstretched: Towards a Re-reading of Sirat al-Ma’ida,” Journal of
Qur’anic Studies 3, no. 1 (2001), 6-8. For Guthrie himself, see “The Structure of
Hebrews: A Text-Linguistic Analysis” (PhD diss., Southwestern Baptist Theological
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35

36
37
38

Seminary, 1991), published as The Structure of Hebrews: A Text-Linguistic Analysis
(Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1994). In addition to Guthrie’s illustration of “hooked key-words”
and “parallel introductions,” utilized in Robinson’s analysis of Strat al-Ma'idah,
Guthrie’s description of what he terms “cohesion shifts” seems relevant here. Guthrie
singles out the following as generating “cohesion fields”: “genre, topic, spatial indi-
cator, temporal indicator, actor, subject, verb tense, mood, person, and number, refer-
ence, and lexical items.” See Guthrie, “The Structure of Hebrews,” 87. Guthrie’s
declaration that “[t]he problems caused by the complex structure of Hebrews are not
easily answered and may never be answered with a consensus by the guild of New
Testament scholarship ... Perhaps part of the difficulty of depicting Hebrews in
outline form lies in the fact that Hebrews was originally delivered for its effect on the
hearers. The discourse was not crafted to fit our neat, thematically progressing out-
lines. It was meant to have an impact on listeners” (Guthrie, “The Structure of
Hebrews,” 217) is also reminiscent of scholarly statements about the complexity of
the Qur’an.

For Zahniser’s various studies on surah structure, see the bibliography.

For Zahniser’s utilization of Neuwirth’s Studien, see, e.g., Zahniser, “The Word of
God,” 83, “The kind of analysis which Neuwirth has pioneered, with passages laid out
structurally according to verses and their cola, provides the basis for my analysis of
Al ‘Imran 33-62,” and his description of Neuwirth’s methodology in 81-82 and
passim. Neuwirth is also referenced throughout Zahniser, “Stra as Guidance and
Exhortation: The Composition of Siirat al-Nisa’,” in Humanism, Culture, and Lan-
guage in the Near East, ed. Asma Afsaruddin and A.H. Mathias Zahniser (Winona
Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 1997).

See H. van Dyke Parunak, “Transitional Techniques in the Bible,” Journal of Biblical
Literature 102, no. 4 (1983), referenced throughout Zahniser, “Major Transitions,”
and H. van Dyke Parunak, “Oral Typesetting: Some Uses of Biblical Structure,”
Biblica 62, no. 2 (1981), referenced throughout both Zahniser, “Major Transitions”
and Zahniser, “Stra as Guidance.” It should be noted that Parunak was an important
source for Guthrie (see, e.g., Guthrie, “The Structure of Hebrews,” 152) while
Parunak, in turn, was influenced by the work of David Heinrich Miiller (see, e.g.,
Parunak, “Oral Typesetting,” 158).

For Zahniser’s utilization of the work of Islahi as presented by Mustansir Mir, see
Zahniser, “Major Transitions,” and Zahniser, “Stira as Guidance.”

For Zahniser’s engagement with the writings of Robinson, see Zahniser, “Siira as
Guidance.”

In addition to the essays printed below, see the further publications of Salwa El-Awa,
Marianna Klar, Nevin Reda, and Nicolai Sinai, as listed in the bibliography.

For Roland Meynet, see, e.g., Roland Meynet, Treatise on Biblical Rhetoric, trans.
Leo Arnold (Leiden: Brill, 2012). For the works of Michel Cuypers and Raymond
Farrin, see the references provided in the bibliography.

For a description of the four figures as the “founders of rhetorical analysis,” see, e.g.,
Meynet, Treatise, 279. For Meynet’s discussion of Lund’s seven laws of chiastic
structures, see Meynet, Treatise, 42. For a thorough discussion of the works of
Meynet and Lund, see Zahniser, Chapter 4, this volume (“The Miraculous Birth
Stories in the Interpretation of Strat Maryam (Q 19): An Exercise in a Discourse
Grammar of the Qur’an”). An example of one of Lund’s laws is the suggestion that
the center is always the turning point; also that identical terms sometimes occur at the
center and at the extremes of a rhetorical unit.

See Meynet, Treatise, 239-52 and 279-310.

Meynet, Treatise, 287.

Accordingly, perhaps, neither Cuypers nor Farrin dwell on the possibilities raised by
exploring this developmental trajectory. Farrin does, however, briefly engage with the
surah divisions proposed by Islahi in Raymond Farrin, “Surat al-Baqara: A Structural
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Analysis,” Muslim World 100, no. 1 (2010), 17-18; idem, “Strat al-Nisa’ and the
Centrality of Justice,” Al-Bayan: Journal of Qur’an and Hadith Studies 14, no. 1
(2016), 7. Cuypers too makes reference, in passing, to the work of IslahT (see, e.g.,
Michel Cuypers, The Banquet, 500—1; idem, A Qur’anic Apocalypse: A Reading of
the Thirty-Three Last Sirahs of the Qur’an, trans. Jerry Ryan (Atlanta: Lockwood,
2018), 70; idem, “Semitic Rhetoric as a Key to the Question of the nazm of the
Qur’anic Text,” Journal of Qur’anic Studies 13, no. 1 (2011), 2).

It has long been posited that traces of the structural seams occasioned by the Qur’an’s
original process of revelation “in stages” (see, e.g., Q 17:106) remain visible within
the bound version of the mushaf as we have it. Jalal al-Din al-Suyiitt (d. 911/1505)
reports the opinions of a number of authorities on surahs of mixed Meccan and
Medinan origin. See Jalal al-Din al-Suytti, al-ltqan fi ‘uliim al-Qur’an, ed. Shu'ayb
al-Arna’tit (Beirut: Mu’assasat al-Risalah, 2008), 33-34 and 38-47. Al-Suyuti also
discusses criteria for the identification of Meccan and Medinan passages within dis-
crete surahs. See al-Suylti, al-ltqgan, 47-49. For Q 17:106, and the matter of the
Qur’an’s being revealed seriatim, see Walid A. Saleh, “A Piecemeal Qur’an: Furgan
and its Meaning in Classical Islam and in Modern Qur’anic Studies,” Jerusalem
Studies in Arabic and Islam 42 (2015). For Islahi’s approach to surahs reported to
stem from more than one chronological period, see, e.g., Bashir, “Revisiting Modern
Nazm Approaches,” 63—64; Mir, Coherence, 90-92.

See, inter alia, Robinson, Discovering, 83-96 and 162-95. As Robinson puts it
(p. 96), “Bell’s suggestion that the editors sometimes placed groups of @yahs in the
wrong surahs is very implausible and has been almost universally rejected.” Andrew
Rippin provides an informative elucidation of the intellectual context, the reception
history, and the scholarly content of Bell’s academic output in Andrew Rippin,
“Reading the Qur’an with Richard Bell,” Journal of the American Oriental Society
112, no. 4 (1992).

For historic examples of chronologically rearranged translations of the Qur’ans, see
the work produced in 1860 by John Medows Rodwell (d. 1900), the 1947 translation
of Régis Blachére (d. 1973), and the 1956 edition of The Koran: A New Translation
by Nessim Joseph Dawood (d. 2014). A recent example of a chronologically rear-
ranged translation is available in the 2017 publication by the retired US soldier,
Malone Fellow in Arab and Islamic Studies, interfaith leader, and author Jason Criss
Howk, The Qur’an: A Chronological Modern English Interpretation. On the history
of chronological surah lists, see Emmanuelle Stefanidis, “The Qur’an Made Linear: A
Study of the Geschichte des Qordns’ Chronological Reordering,” Journal of Qur’anic
Studies 10, no. 2 (2008). For the different approaches to the chronology of the Qur’an
evidenced in Muslim and in Orientalist scholarship, see Morteza Karimi-Nia, “The
Historiography of the Qur’an in the Muslim World: The Influence of Theodor
Noldeke,” Journal of Qur’anic Studies 15, no. 1 (2013).

Bazargan calculated mean verse length by dividing the total number of words in a
passage by its number of verses. For the precise mathematical formula used by Bazar-
gan, see Sadeghi, “Chronology,” 231.

See Bazargan, Sayr-i tahawwul, and the detailed exposition of Bazargan’s work in
Sadeghi, “Chronology.” Bazargan’s contribution to Qur’anic studies is also discussed
in Karimi-Nia, “The Historiography of the Qur’an,” 54-55.

Klar, “Text-Critical Approaches to Sura Structure: Combining Synchronicity with
Diachronicity in Stirat al-Baqara,” Part Two, 65-88.

See Nicolai Sinai, “Processes of Literary Growth and Editorial Expansion in Two
Medinan Surahs,” in Islam and its Past: Jahiliyya, Late Antiquity, and the Qur’an, ed.
Carol Bakhos and Michael Cook (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017); idem, The
Qur’an: A Historical-Critical Introduction (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press,
2017), esp. 92—110 and 126-37; idem, “Two Types of Inner-Qur’anic Interpretation,”
in Exegetical Crossroads: Understanding Scripture in Judaism, Christianity and
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Islam in the Pre-Modern Orient, ed. Georges Tamer et al. (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2018);
and idem, Chapter 10, this volume.

46 See Andrew G. Bannister, An Oral-Formulaic Study of the Qur’an (Lanham, MD:
Lexington Books, 2014) and my review of this work, “Review Article: An Oral-
Formulaic Study of the Qur’an. By Andrew G. Bannister. Lanham: Lexington Books,
2014,” Journal of Qur’anic Studies 19, no. 1 (2017). A thorough dose of skepticism
regarding the applicability of oral-formulaic theory to Biblical texts is provided in
Robert D. Miller II, Oral Tradition in Ancient Israel (Oregon: Cascade Books, 2011),
1-39. For a tentative exploration and criticism of the implications of Bannister’s
hypotheses, see the chapters by Gabriel Said Reynolds and Cecilia Palombo in
Unlocking the Medinan Qur’an, ed. Nicolai Sinai (forthcoming).

47 While, in Zahniser’s evaluation of the discourse structure of Strat Maryam,
“members,” “segments,” and “pieces” might begin mid-verse, all of Zahniser’s pro-
posed “parts,” “passages,” “subsequences,” and “sequences” respect the textual
boundaries suggested by the surah’s verses themselves.

48 See Neuwirth, Studien, 270; idem, Der Koran. Band 2/1, 327 and 349.
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2 The Poetics of Siirat Al ‘Imran’s
Narrative Structure (Q 3)"

Nevin Reda

Introduction

The structure of long Medinan surahs has long puzzled scholars, their seemingly
haphazard composition often perceived as the result of the Qur’an’s piecemeal
development over time. Accordingly, some have suggested the pericope as the
Qur’an’s basic unit of composition, approaching these long surahs as collections
of such isolated passages that do not necessarily cohere.! However, Angelika
Neuwirth among others has proposed the surah as the basic unit of composition,
thereby focusing attention on surahs as whole units and asking questions of
surah genre and style.” In keeping with this trend, recent studies have uncovered
certain structuring devices that indicate a compositional schema and underlying
rationale for the odd organization of some of these surahs, particularly Strat al-
Bagqarah (Q 2), the longest of the Medinan surahs and the first to follow after the
short opening prayer, al-Fatihah (Q 1).* Such studies affirm the surah as a com-
positional unit and examine a variety of questions related to the Qur’an’s history,
chronology, aesthetics, and hermeneutics.

This essay is located within these new approaches, examining the poetics of
Stirat Al ‘Imran’s (Q 3) narrative structure by means of certain devices that give
substance to the surah’s compositional schema. It focuses on two such poetic
figures: inclusio (verbatim repetition of words, phrases, or whole sentences that act
as a frame for the enclosed unit) and ring composition (thematic repetitions in an
inverted order that fan out from a central element to cover an entire unit of text),
illustrating how they work together to provide structure, pinpoint a common
theme, and imbue the surah with an internal dynamic. After a brief introduction to
major scholarly contributions and structuring devices, the following is organized
into two sections: the first analyzes Al ‘Imran’s inclusios and the second its ring
compositions. The conclusion demonstrates how these figures work together to
point to a theme of integrity of belief in God and God alone, a call that is issued to
all and sundry and that demands an adherence to God’s prophets and the messages
they communicate. They warn that ignoring this call can lead to communal
fragmentation, as exemplified in early Christian and Muslim history.

Three scholars have put forward a compositional schema for Sirat Al ‘Imran:
Mathias Zahniser, Neal Robinson, and Raymond Farrin.* Whereas Zahniser and
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Robinson approach the surah in a linear fashion, examining its flow of ideas one
after the other, the third scholar mentioned here, Raymond Farrin, conceptual-
izes the surah’s structure in the form of concentric rings that fan out from a
central point.’ His analysis is therefore better discussed in connection with ring
composition below.

Zahniser uses inductive and literary analysis in his study of Strat Al ‘Imran,
examining cola, word preponderance, and themes in a largely synchronic ana-
lysis of the surah’s structure.® Robinson brings in a diachronic dimension, con-
necting the surah’s themes with the Muslim community’s historical experience
in ancient Arabia.” While employing different analytic techniques, both Zahniser
and Robinson have identified very similar compositional units for the surah (see
Table 2.1), making not only a very convincing argument for the surah’s layout,
but also underlining the need to approach it as a whole unit. Zahniser identifies
an introduction and three compositional units in the surah, whereas Robinson
adduces the self-same introduction and compositional units, but sets apart, in the
last unit, a section that he distinguishes as an ending. Zahniser’s and Robinson’s
thematic borders are therefore very similar, differing only in the small detail of
the categorization of the surah’s final verses.

In some respects, the present essay builds upon this existing work, showing
how inclusios serve to accentuate the same thematic borders identified by Zah-
niser and Robinson. The current study differs, however, inasmuch as inclusios
are argued to outline only three thematic subunits, combining both the introduc-
tion and ending into their respective adjacent sections (again, see Table 2.1).
Inclusios, moreover, delineate these borders rhetorically rather than thematically.
Nevertheless, the convergence of thematic borders as outlined by Zahniser and

Table 2.1 Three contrasting outlines for Sirat Al ‘Imran (Q 3)

Verses Robinson’s outline® Zahniser’s outline’ | Reda’s outline

1-32 Preliminary matter Introduction Panel 1 (framed by
Inclusio 1)

33-63 Central core (vv. 33-189) Family of ‘Imran
* Part 1: The status of
previous prophets, vv. 33-99
(a) Jesus and his entourage,

vv. 33-63
64-99 (b) The religion of Abraham | Section in which the | Panel 2 (framed by
phrase “People of | Inclusio 2)
the Book” is
prominent
100-89 * Part 2: The Muslim Section with Panel 3 (framed by
experience of death and primary reference to | Inclusio 3)
defeat the believers

190-200 Ending
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Robinson and the rhetorical borders elaborated below suggests that the poetic
devices identified here are not haphazard. Rather, they signal distinct composi-
tional subunits and therefore have a clear organizational function.

Structuring Devices

In the realm of Biblical studies, H. Van Dyke Parunak has described inclusios,
alternations, and chiasms—three of the Bible’s main structuring devices—in
great detail.'” All these figures are composed of repetitions that follow special
patterns. Some are made up of lexical repetitions of the exact same words, such
as inclusios. Others comprise thematic repetitions that come in distinct patterns,
although such figures may also contain a verbatim repetition or two. Of this
second category of structuring device, ring compositions are some of the best
known. Ring composition, which has received significant scholarly attention
(notably in the work of Mary Douglas),'" is a special kind of chiasm.

In Qur’anic studies, meanwhile, it has been demonstrated that a surah can
sometimes have layers of organization, with multiple organizational figures at
work at the same time.'> Some surahs have a linear dynamic, propelling the main
thrust of the surah forward. Others may be circular, providing for an internal
symmetry and an in-built balance. Michel Cuypers has argued that the Qur’an
generally follows non-linear, symmetrical rhetorical structures, alongside other
ancient Semitic texts, in contra-distinction to the more familiar linear structures
of Greek rhetoric."

As will be shown below, the findings of the present essay support the exist-
ence of both a linear and a non-linear dynamic to Sirat Al ‘Imran. It is note-
worthy that all of the organizational figures discussed here in relation to Sarat Al
‘Imran also occur in Siirat al-Baqarah (Q 2), where they help pinpoint its struc-
ture." It is, therefore, no surprise to find them in Al ‘Imran. These findings,
rather, affirm the importance of these poetic devices in understanding surah
structure.

Part 1: Inclusios

Inclusios are lexical repetitions located close to the beginning and end of an
expanse of text, thereby bracketing a distinct unit.'”> They are usually composed
of repeated phrases, but they can be as long as a sentence or two, or as short as
one distinctive repeated word. Indeed, sometimes these repetitions are not even
exact matches of the word but different grammatical forms that derive from it,
such as singulars and plurals, or verbs and participles. /nclusios organize text
when they enclose certain portions of it, thereby indicating a thematic subunit.
From an aesthetic and rhetorical perspective, they signal closure and cyclic
completion.

As T have demonstrated at length in an earlier publication,' inclusios in the
Qur’an are not necessarily composed of two brackets but often feature a third
bracket within the text of the unit, thereby adding emphasis. Sometimes these
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tripartite figures are more heavily weighted toward the end, by adding a further
repeated element to the second and third bracket. When this augmentation
occurs, emphasis also rises, since by increasing the length of the repetition the
level of emphasis automatically increases. These tripartite figures can also be
more heavily weighted toward the beginning of the enclosed unit, thereby creat-
ing a mood of decreasing emphasis. This feature allows for a movement of rising
and falling emphasis that, as [ have argued elsewhere, resembles the dynamics of
rising and falling volume in musical compositions. Tripartite inclusios can there-
fore add interest to a surah by changing the emphatic intensities within the text.
Units framed by these devices are often sections or subsections in the surah’s
general structure. One should note that inclusios can also contribute to the
internal dynamics of a surah in a second way by decreasing or increasing the
amount of text they enclose, since emphasis also varies in accordance with
space: the longer a unit of text devoted to a topic the more it is emphasized, and
vice versa. Inclusios can also, however, encompass a surah in its entirety, signal-
ing to the reader or listener that the surah has come to an end. It should be noted
that, in addition to their segmenting function, inclusios serve to unify text. They
are composed of lexical repetition and therefore function as cohesive elements."”

In Sirat Al ‘Imran, inclusios organize the surah into three distinct panels,
each with its own sub-theme. The first panel (vv. 1-63) contains the story of the
family of ‘Imran, which incidentally has given the surah its name. ‘Imran is
identified as Mary’s father and Jesus’ grandfather, the panel depicting founding
narratives of Christianity, from a distinct Islamic perspective, and showcasing
the nativities of Mary, John, and Jesus. Although these narratives illustrate
Christian origins, they coincidentally also depict communal fragmentation within
the Children of Israel, with one group subsequently developing into Christianity
and the other into Judaism. The panel also contains an introduction, which high-
lights the crux of the narratives and the main theme of the panel: God’s oneness
and the importance of following prophets in the worship of God alone.

The second of Al ‘Imran’s panels (vv. 64-99) is addressed to the People of
the Book (Jews and Christians) in the present moment, also arguing for God’s
oneness, but bringing in nuances of authority and invoking the example of
Abraham in the distant past. It suggests that true monotheists do not take up
other human beings or even angels as figures of authority alongside God. This
panel seems to be in conversation with the Christian notion of Jesus’ divinity, as
well as Christian and Jewish practices of religious leadership. It also provides
balance to the surah’s imperative of following prophets, limiting their religious
authority to the communication of divine messages and to the preaching of
monotheism.

The third panel (vv. 100-200) is the longest in the surah, covering about half
of it. It is addressed to the Muslim community and contains another lengthy nar-
rative set in the past—that of the first Muslim battles under the leadership of
Muhammad: Badr (2/624) and Uhud (3/625). The third panel, thus, also recounts
events, and interspaces them with lengthy commentary and guidance for
believers, underlining the importance of following the Prophet. Here, too, lack
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of adherence to the Prophet’s instructions leads to communal fragmentation, in
this case to the emergence of the historical group commonly referred to as “the
hypocrites” (al-munafigiin). Furthermore, the third panel ends in a conclusion
that resembles the surah’s introduction, affirming God’s oneness and the import-
ance of obeying prophets.

As will be shown below, the inclusios framing Al ‘Imran’s three panels serve
to segment the surah into three thematic subunits. Al ‘Imran, moreover, con-
tains—in addition to these three inclusios—an overarching inclusio that brackets
the surah in its entirety, and sets it apart from its neighboring surahs.

The Inclusio Framing Al ‘Imran’s First Panel (Q 3:1-63)

The inclusio framing Al ‘Imran’s first panel is composed of three brackets with
four repeated elements. They are: /@ ilaha illa huwa (“there is no god but He”),
haqq (“truth”), al-‘aziz (“the mighty”), and al-hakim (“the wise”). Due to the
multiplicity of the repeated elements, one could hypothetically consider these to
be four separate inclusios; however, here they are treated as one rather complex
figure, since they all frame the same panel. Their occurrence in vv. 2—6 forms
the first bracket; the second bracket is made up of vv. 18 and 20; and the third
bracket falls in vv. 60 and 62 (see Table 2.2). As was already noted by Zah-
niser,'® the phrase /a ilaha illa huwa is doubled in the first and second brackets
(vv. 2,4, 18, and 18), and occurs with a slightly more emphatic variation in the
form of ma min ilahin illa llahu in the last bracket (v. 62). The doubling of this
distinctive phrase, its length, and its location right at the beginning of the surah
make this phrase particularly noteworthy. Siirat Al ‘Imran also has a relatively
high number of occurrences of this phrase compared to, say, Strat al-Baqarah
(Q 2), which, despite the fact that al-Baqarah is a much longer surah, has only
two (vv. 163 and 255). This preponderance affirms the importance of this phrase
in Al ‘Imran." The term ‘aziz is also doubled in the first bracket (Q 3:4 and 6).%°
In the first panel (vv. 1-63), incrementation occurs, with the augmentation of
the second and third repetitions of the featured inclusio via the addition of other
elements. Accordingly, the middle bracket is incremented with the word islam
and derivatives thereof (vv. 19-20), which occur again toward the end of the
panel (v. 52). This increase adds to the bracketing effect and the sense of closure
that is already occasioned by the augmentation of /a ilaha illa huwa (vv. 2, 4,
18, and 18) in the panel’s final ma min ilahin illa llah (v. 62). The s-I-m occur-
rences in the middle bracket are of particular interest, since four such derivatives
are in evidence: al-islam, aslamtu, a-aslamtum, and aslamii (vv. 19-20). In the
entirety of the surah, derivatives of islam occur twelve times. This number is rel-
atively high compared to al-Baqarah (Q 2), for example, in which this term and
its derivatives occur only eight times.?' Moreover, all of the Al ‘Imran occur-
rences fall near the end, beginning, or middle of a panel. The Form IV s-/-m root
would therefore seem to have structural significance in Strat Al ‘Imran.”> One
should also mention the phrase hajjitka (“they disputed/argued with you™) near
the middle of the first panel in v. 20, of which derivatives occur six times in this



