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Qur’anic Studies Today: towards a Hermeneutical Turning-Point? (CEFREPA 

lectures Islam: History and Society) 

March 24, 2021, 6:00 pm (Kuwait), online 

Speakers:  

• Dr. Mehdi Azaiez is a professor of Islamic studies at the Catholic University of 

Louvain (Belgium). He has published Le Contre-discours coranique (2015) and 

co-edited the Qur'an Seminar (2016). He was also a contributor to Le Coran des 

Historiens, commenting on Surahs 26-21; 78, 90. 

 

• Dr. Abdulla Galadari is a professor at Khalifa University (UAE). He stands out 

as he has done both a thesis on civil engineering, and on Arabic and Islamic 

studies.   

Summary of the lecture by Dr. Mehdi Azaiez and moderated by Dr. Abdulla Galadari: 

 Qur'anic studies have undergone, during the last two centuries, many 

upheavals. The discovery of new sources (manuscript, epigraphic or archaeological) 

and the establishment of new methods and concepts have led to the transformation of 

this field of research.  

 At the beginning of the 20th century, Rudoplh Eugen Geyer, in an article entitled 

"Zur Strophik des Qurans", emphasized the need to establish a critical edition of the 

sacred text. However, a century later, a rigorous edition still does not exist. The 

opposite trend can be observed for the Bible. In 1898, a critical edition of the New 

Testament, under the name Novum Testamentum Graece, was published by Eberhard 

Nestlé. However, in 1924, under the direction of Muhammad b. 'Ali al Husayni al 

Haddad, the Cairo Edition, which sought to facilitate the reading of the Qur'an for 

religious instruction in Egypt, was met with great success in the Muslim world. If this 

approach does not have the ambition to be critical, it is nevertheless heavy with 

consequences: it implies a unique reading of the Qur'an. In this sense, Gotthelf 

Bergsträsser, Arthur Jeffrey and Otto Pretzl launched a critical edition project, but the 

death of Bergsträsser and Pretzl as well as the impossibility of accessing the Munich 

archives after the bombings of the Second World War led to the abandonment of the 

project. 

 Later and since the 1970s, Qur'anic studies have experienced a new revival of 

interest. Inspired by Goldziher, Lammens and Caetani, scholars such as Gunter Lüling 

(1972); John Wansbrough; Crone and Cook (1977); Nevo (1982) and Christoph 

Luxenberg (2002) redefine the understanding of the context of the Qur'an's 

elaboration, not through the biographical elements of Muhammad's life, but through 

two new orientations: one philological, the other literary. Two innovative hypotheses 

emerge: the first, defended by Gunter Lüling, assumes the existence of a proto-Qur'an, 

of a primitive form, notably in the pre-Islamic Christian era. This approach is joined by 

Christoph Luxenberg, who insists on the key role of the Syriac liturgy in the elaboration 

of the sacred text. The other hypothesis, supported by John Wansbrough and later by 

Crone, Cook and Nevo, considers the Qur'an to be the result of a gradual gathering of 

texts during the two centuries following Muhammad's death. These new hypotheses 
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have been much criticized and have caused perplexity and even rejection. However, 

from the 2000s onwards, this field of research has known its Golden Age.  

 This Golden Age is possible thanks to the discovery of new sources, of diverse 

nature: manuscript, epigraphic and archaeological. In 1973, numerous manuscripts of 

the Qur’an were discovered in Sana'a, which re-launched research on this subject. 

Added to this discovery are the photographs of ancient Qur’anic manuscripts taken by 

Bergsträsser. These new sources have notably led to the realization of the Parisino-

petropolitanus, by François Déroche, which focuses on the collection of copies of 

Qur’anic manuscripts in the public collections of Paris and Saint Petersburg. This work 

shows the rapidity of the elaboration of the Qur’an, as well as the importance of oral 

transmission. Other sources, such as archaeology, have also led to the production of 

new knowledge. The epigraphic discoveries of Frederic Imbert in particular, give rise 

to what the specialist calls the "Qur’an of stones". These new sources also allow the 

implementation of new methods, such as codicology, which allows the deciphering of 

manuscripts (location, evolution...) and the analysis of materials and manufacturing. 

Also, the new use of Carbon 14 and ultraviolet photography are proving to be sources 

of new discoveries. They orient specialists towards synchronic, rather than diachronic, 

perspectives. New concepts such as intertextuality, intra-textuality, or metatextuality 

are also emerging. 

 In the preface to The Qur'an in Its Historical Context, Daniel Madigan 

distinguishes two orientations in Qur'anic criticism. The first, known as "mens auctoris", 

assumes that it is possible to know the original meaning of the Qur'an and the 

intentions of its authors, while the other, known as "men lectoris", admits that it is 

impossible to find the original meaning of the Qur'an, since it is constantly updated by 

the community of believers in each era. This last consideration was notably defended 

by Watt and Bell or Jacqueline Chabbi, who proposes to understand the elaboration of 

the Qur’an thanks to the context in which it was received by the faithful (tribal 

environment...).  

 In conclusion, this renewal of the field of Qur'anic studies raises several 

questions: Is it really possible to reconstruct the history of the text? In what way is the 

context of the elaboration of the Qur’an different from the Judeo-Christian tradition? 

And how can we understand the method of writing the Qur'an in the face of the diversity 

of sources, sometimes antagonistic? For Mehdi Azaiez, these questions can be 

elucidated through an in-depth dialogue between specialists from the Western and 

Arab worlds. The recent increase in the number of translations of research works, from 

English to Arabic in particular, is proof of this desire to shed light on these issues.  

Report by Justine Clément, CEFREPA and SciencesPo Paris.  

 


