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Proposed Chronological Orderings of the Qur’an
Islamic tradition
Since the eighth century, Muslim sources have attempted to place Qur’an verses within the context
of the recorded life of Mohammed. From the earliest times of study of the Qur’an the variation in
the tone of the Qur’an has, from the earliest records, been associated with a division between the
more poetic verses revealed at Mecca, and the more prosaic verses revealed at Medina.
However, because being able to ascertain the chronological order of verses is necessary to
determining whether a later verse has abrogated an earlier verse, the precise order of verses
became a matter of legal as well as academic or devotional interest.

Accounts of the recitation of many verses appear in Ibn Ishaq’s biography of Mohammed. Later, Ibn
Ishaq’s generally unattributed accounts were supplemented by many hadith. Those Hadith referring
to the narration circumstances of Quran’s verses appeared in hadith collections and also Qur’an
commentaries, and by the eleventh century they were being compiled and presented as a distinct
category of hadith: for example the Asbab Nuzul of Ali bin Ahmad al-Wahidi (d.1075).

Some of the narration accounts offered to explain a verse show clear signs of having been
deliberately invented for that purpose. For example the statement in the Qur’an at {8.17}:
‘Thou did not throwest but God threw ‘ came to be explained by such stories as that prior to the
Battle of Badr Mohammed had thrown a handful of dust towards the Meccans which had
miraculously turned into a sandstorm; or alternatively that at the Battle of Uhud he had thrown a
spear at the a Meccan who had mocked the Qur’an, fatally wounding him.

Gustav Weil’s proposed chronology (1844)
The first secular scholar to offer a chronological ordering of the Qur’an was Gustav Weil who did so
in Historisch-kritische Einleitung in den Koran in (1844). It is said that he used as his starting point
the sixteenth century Taʾrikh al-khamisf-i-aḥwal anfas nafis of Ḥusayn ibn Muḥammad ibn alḤassān al-Diyārbakr.

Weil’s chronology is best remembered for its suggestion of a tripartite division of the Meccan
Surahs into early middle and late, and consequently a four-part division of the whole Qur’an:
Early Meccan
Middle Meccan
Late Meccan
Medinan

Weil’s proposed order is produced below (although this author is not currently aware of where
Weil set the divisions between his four categories.

Gustav Weil’s proposed chronoloigcal ordering of the Qur’an
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Theodor Nöldeke’s proposed chronology (1860)
In 1860 Theodor Nöldeke published Geschichte des Qorâns (1860) which, following a 1909 revision
by Nöldeke’s student, Friedrich Schwally, was to become the standard chronological ordering of the
Quranic surahs for academics.
Nöldeke adopted Weil’s tripartite division of the Meccan surahs, but further subdivided the Early
Meccan Period into five sub-categories.

Early Meccan Period (‘The first to fifth year of Mohammed’s mission’)
Nöldeke gives a vibrant description of the characteristics he sees in the surahs of the Early
Meccan Period.
‘In the pieces of the first period the convulsive excitement of the Prophet often expresses
itself with the utmost vehemence. He is so carried away by his emotions that he cannot
choose his words; they seem rather to burst from him. Many of these pieces remind us of
the oracles of the old heathen soothsayers, whose style is known to us from imitations,
although we have perhaps not a single genuine specimen. Like those other oracles, the
surahs of this period, which are never very long, are composed of short sentences with
tolerably pure but rapidly changing rhymes.
The oaths, too, with which many of them begin, were largely used by the soothsayers.
Some of these oaths are very uncouth and hard to understand, some of them perhaps
were not meant to be understood for indeed all sorts of strange things are met within
these chapters. Here and there Muhammad speaks of visions, and appears even to see
angels before him in bodily form. There are some intensely vivid descriptions of the
resurrection and the last day, which must have exercised a demonic power over men who
were quite unfamiliar with such pictures. Other pieces paint in glowing colours the joys of
heaven and the pains of hell.
However, the surahs of this period are not all so wild as these; and those which are
conceived in a calmer mood appear to be the oldest. Yet, one must repeat, it is exceedingly
difficult to make out any strict chronological sequence.’

Within this category, Nöldeke perceives that one group of surahs ‘strike at every attentive reader
as being the oldest.’
‘They are in an altogether different strain from many others, and in their whole
composition they show the least resemblance to the Medina pieces. It is no doubt
conceivable ... that Muhammad might have might have returned at intervals to his earlier
manner; but since this group possesses a remarkable similarity of style, and since the
gradual formation of a different style is on the whole an unmistakable fact, the
assumption has little probability; and we shall therefore abide by the opinion that these
form a distinct group.’

These initial verses are:

96

74

111

106

Nöldeke then classifies the bulk of the other surahs that he judged to be Early Meccan into three
sub-categories, defined by their possession or not of two characteristics:
I.

Surahs containing prominent attacks upon opponents

108 104 107

II.

94

92

90

Surahs that neither criticise nor predict apocalyptic events

93

III.

101
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Surahs that focus upon the Last Day

99
52

82
56

81
70

53
55

84

100

79

75

83

69

Finally, within in the Early Meccan Period, are a series of surahs ‘showing quite obvious
affinities with the style of the Medina surahs, which must therefore be assigned to the
later part of the Prophet's work in Mecca.‘
These are identified as:

112 109 113

114

1

Middle Meccan Period (‘The fifth and sixth year of Mohammed’s mission’).
Nöldeke says of the Middle Meccan Period:
‘Since Muhammad's strength lay in his enthusiastic and fiery imagination rather than in
the wealth of ideas and clearness of abstract thought on which exact reasoning depends,
it follows that the older surahs, in which the former qualities have free scope, must be
more attractive to us than the later. In the surahs of the second period the imaginative
glow perceptibly diminishes; their is still fire and animation, but the tone becomes
gradually more prosaic. As the feverish restlessness subsides, the periods are drawn out,
and the revelations as a whole become longer.
The truth of the new doctrine is proved by accumulated instances of God's working in
nature and history; the objections of opponents, whether advanced in good faith or in
jest, are controverted by arguments; but the demonstration is often confused or even
weak.
The histories of the earlier prophets, which had occasionally been briefly touched on in
the first period, are now related sometimes at great length.’

In addition to the dullness of style, Nöldeke also relies upon the frequent use of ‘al-Rahman’ as an
epithet for God to justify this category:
‘Several words and turns of expression are borrowed directly from the Jews, in particular
the designation of God as the ‘Compassionate’, ‘Rahman’. This is simply the Jewish
Rahmana, which was a favourite name for God in the Talmudic period. Muhammad seems
for a while to have entertained the thought of adopting al-Rahman as a proper name of
God, in place of Allah, which was already used by the heathens. This purpose he ultimately
relinquished, but it is just in the surahs of the second period that the use of Rahman is
specially frequent.’

He identifies these surahs as:
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Late Meccan Period (‘The seventh year of Mohammed’s mission to the Hijra’.)
Nöldeke says of the Late Meccan Period:

‘The surahs of the third Meccan period, which form a pretty large part of our present
Qur'an, are almost entirely prosaic. Some of the revelations are of considerable extent,
and the single verses also are much longer than in the older surahs. Only now and then a
gleam of poetic power flashes out. A sermonizing tone predominates.
The surahs are very edifying for one who is already reconciled to their import, but to us at
least, they do not seem very well fitted to carry conviction to minds of unbelievers. That
impression, however, is not correct, for in reality the demonstration of these longer
Meccan surahs appeared to have been peculiarly influential for the propagation of Islam.
Muhammad's mission was not to Europeans, but to a people who, though quick-witted
and receptive, were not accustomed to logical thinking, while they had outgrown their
ancient religion.’

He identifies these surahs as:

32
34

41
35

45
7

16
46

30
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11
13
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40

28

39
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42
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Median Period
Nöldeke says of the Medinan Period:

‘The style of this period bears a pretty close resemblance to that of the latest Meccan
period. It is for the most part pure prose, enriched by occasional rhetorical
embellishments. Yet even here there are many bright and impressive passages, especially
in those sections which may be regarded as proclamations to the army of the faithful. For
the Muslims, Muhammad has different messages. At one time it is a summons to do
battle for the faith; at another, a series of reflections on recently experienced success or
misfortune, or a rebuke of their weak faith; or an exhortation to virtue, and so on.
He often addresses himself to the "doubters," some of whom vacillate between faith and
unbelief, others make a pretence of faith, while others scarcely take the trouble to do
even that. They are no consolidated party, but to Muhammad they are all equally
vexatious, because, as soon as danger has to be encountered, or a contribution is levied,
they all alike fall away.
There are frequent outbursts, ever increasing in bitterness against the Jews, who were
very numerous in Medina and its neighbourhood when Muhammad arrived. He has much
less to say against the Christians, with whom he never came closely in contact; and as for
the idolaters, there was little occasion in Medina to have many words with them.
A part of the Medina pieces consists of formal laws belonging to the ceremonial, civil and
criminal codes; or directions about temporary complications.
The most objectionable parts of the whole Qur'an are those which treat of Muhammad's
relations with women. The laws and regulations were generally very concise revelations,
but most of them have been amalgamated with other pieces of similar or dissimilar
import, and are now found in very long surahs.’

He identifies the Medinan surahs as:

2
58

98
22

64
48

62
66

8
60

47
110

3
49

61
9

57
5

4

65

59

33

63

24

Sir William Muir’s proposed chronology (1878)
In 1878 Sir William Muir wrote The Coran, Its Composition and Teaching and the Testimony it bears
to the Holy Scriptures. Muir proposed six phases for the announcement of the Qur’an, and gave
clear characterizations of each. Muir’s most remarkable suggestion was that eighteen surahs did not
appear to be drafted as though coming from God at all and may have been composed and
announced prior to the commencement of Mohammed’s ‘revelations’ from Jabril.

The First Period: Eighteen ‘Short rhapsodies’
‘Short rhapsodies, some of only one or two lines. They may have been composed before
Mahomet had conceived the idea of a Divine mission, or of a Revelation communicated to
him direct from heaven. None of them are in the form of a message from the Deity.’
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The Second Period: The Opening of Mahomet's Ministry
96

‘Traditionally the first surah revealed.’

113 ‘Five short verses on the unity and eternity of the Deity.’
74

‘Opens with the command to preach, and proceeds with a scathing denunciation of one of
the chiefs of Mecca who scoffed at the Resurrection. Unbelievers are threatened with hell.’

111 ‘A short Sura, in which the uncle of the Prophet, Abu Lahab, and his wife are cursed in wild
and bitter terms.’

The Third Period: From the Commencement of Mahomet's public Ministry, to the
Abyssinian Emigration.
‘Chiefly composed of descriptions of the Resurrection, Paradise, and Hell, with references
to the growing opposition of the Coreish.’
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The Fourth Period: From the Sixth to the Tenth year of Mahomet's ministry
67

53

32

39

73

‘With this period begin narratives from the Jewish Scriptures, and rabbinical and Arab
legends. The temporary compromise with idolatry [The ‘Satanic Verses’ episode] is
connected with Sura 53.’

79
15

54
51

34

31

69

68

41

71

52

50

45

44

37

30

26

The Fifth Period: From the tenth year of Mahomet's Ministry (the period of the removal of the
Ban) to the Flight from Mecca.
‘The Suras of this period contain some narratives from the Gospel. The rites of pilgrimage
are enjoined. The cavillings of the Coreish are refuted; and we have vivid picturings of the
Resurrection and Judgment, of Heaven and Hell, with proofs of God's unity, power, and
providence.’
‘From stage to stage the suras become, on the average, longer, and some of them now fill
many pages.’
‘In the later suras of this period we meet not unfrequently with Medina passages, which
have been interpolated as bearing on some connected subject. As examples may be taken:
•

{22.41} in which permission is given to bear arms against the Meccans;

•

{17.33} containing rules for the administration of justice;

•

{16.110} referring to such believers as had fled their country and fought for the faith;

being all passages which could have been promulgated only after the Flight to Medina.’
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The Final Period: Suras revealed at Medina.
Muir offers considerably more analysis of his the (proposed) Medinan surahs than the Meccan
ones, making a short statement about each:

98

‘A short chapter of eight verses, regarding good and bad Jews and Christians. Nothing very
determinate about its chronology.’

2

‘Considerably the longest Sura in the Coran. It is named Sura Bacr, or the Cow, from the Red
heifer described in v. 67 as having been sacrificed by the Israelites at the direction of Moses.
The chapter was so named in Mahomet's lifetime, as we have seen by its mention at the
battle of Honein. ‘
In this Sura have been collected together passages, on various subjects, which were
delivered during the first two or three years after the Flight.’
The greater part relates to the Jews, who are at times exhorted in friendly terms (these
being the earlier passages), and at times reprobated. Biblical and rabbinical stories abound;
and we have:
•
•
•
•

the order to change the Kibla (or direction at prayer),
denunciation of the disaffected citizens of Medina,
injunctions to fight, and
permission to bear arms in the sacred months.

There is likewise much matter of a legislative character promulgated on first reaching
Medina, with passages interpolated on the same subject, but of later date.’

3

‘Also of very considerable length.’
A part belongs to the time immediately after the battle of Bedr (A.H. 2), which is described.
Another and longer portion relates to the defeat at Ohod (A.H. 3); and the second
expedition to Bedr (A. H. 4) is also alluded to.
The Jews are referred to at great length, and in terms of bitter hostility.
The interview with the Christian deputation from Najrân (vv. 57-63) belongs to a much later
period.
And, finally, there are some passages appertaining to the Farewell pilgrimage (A.H. 10),
introduced in connection with other (probably) earlier texts on the rites of pilgrimage.

8

‘Contains instructions on the division of the spoil taken at Bedr, and is mostly of that period.
Some parts are in the old Meccan style, and the Coreish are frequently referred to.’

47

‘War and slaughter strenuously enjoined, and the idolaters of Mecca threatened.’

62

‘A short Sura, in which the Jews are denounced for their ignorance. The Friday service is to
take precedence of secular engagements.’

5

‘A long chapter, composed in great part of abuse of the Jews. The doctrines held by
Christians are controverted, though they themselves are spoken kindly of,
he opening passage, prescribing the rites of pilgrimage, is of later date; part probably
appertains to the Hodeibia journey (A.H. 6), but part also to the Farewell pilgrimage, as
{5.3}: "This day have I perfected your religion unto you."
We have also many civil ordinances, as the law of inheritance, and miscellaneous
instructions.’

59

‘Of inconsiderable length and relating to the siege and expulsion of the Bani Nadhîr (AH. 4).’

4

‘Entitled "Women," from the large portion of it devoted to the treatment of wives, and the
relations of the sexes. There are also ordinances on the law of inheritance, and general
precepts, social and political. The friendship of the idolatrous Meccans is to be shunned.
There are likewise animadversions against the Jews.’

58

‘A short chapter on divorce and other social questions. The ‘disaffected’ are blamed for
taking the part of the Jews.’

65

‘A very short chapter on divorce, and connected subjects, with some religious admonitions.’

63

‘A short chapter containing menaces against Abdallah ibn Obey for his treasonable
language on the expedition against the Bani Mustalick (A.H. 5).’

24

‘Contains the vindication of Ayesha in reference to her misadventure (A.H. 5), with the law
of evidence for conjugal unfaithfulness, and miscellaneous injunctions, social and religious.’

33

‘Composed of several portions spread over the year A.H. 5.
The earliest are those sanctioning the marriage of the Prophet with Zeinab, wife of his
adopted son, which preceded the expedition against the Bani Mustalick by about half a
year; then there are various passages on the conjugal relations of Mahomet.
The remainder is devoted to the siege of Medîna, and the fall of the Bani Coreitza, events
occurring some four months after the above campaign.’

57

‘Contains strenuous injunctions to fight and contribute towards the expenses of war, and
thus obtain a special merit by joining the cause before victory was finally declared. The
disaffected are warned, and Christians are also mentioned in kindly terms.’

61

‘A short chapter, like the preceding. ‘Verily, the Lord loveth such as fight in His cause,
drawn up in line like unto a well-compacted building’. Speedy victory is promised.’

The remaining Suras belong exclusively to the last five years of the Prophet's life.

48

‘Refers to the truce of Hodeibia (A.H. 6), and the prospect of victory and spoil to be obtained
elsewhere (fulfilled shortly after at Kheibar).’

60

‘A short chapter relating chiefly to the treatment of those women who, after the truce,
came over from Mecca. Believers are warned against forming friendships with the idolaters
of Mecca.’

66

‘A short chapter on the affair of Mahomet and the Coptic maid (A.H. 7 or 8).’

49

‘Another short chapter, blaming the profession of the Bedouin Arabs as insincere, chiding
the deputation which called out rudely at Mahomet's door, and exhorting believers against
distrust and uncharitableness among themselves.’

9

‘The final chapter, of some considerable length.
It treats of the campaign to Tebûk (A. H. 9).
The Sura opens with the ‘Release’ promulgated at the pilgrimage of the same year, and
proceeds to declare the antagonism of Islam to other religions, and all but Mahometans
excluded from Mecca and the rites of pilgrimage. Slaughter and slavery are breathed
against idolatrous people; and war is commanded against Jews and Christians, until they
pay tribute and are humbled. It is called Sura Jehâd, or ‘the crusade Chapter’, and in the
early campaigns of the Caliphate was often read on the field before battle.’

The Cairo Edition (1924)
In 1924 the Al-Azhar University at Cairo was commissioned by King Fuad I of Egypt to create a
printed Qur’an with the intention that this be accepted as the standard Qur’an across Egypt. It has
since become the most commonly used edition across the Muslim world. In their commentary to
this, the scholars proposed the chronology of the announcement of the verses of the Qur’an.

One feature of this chronology is the large number of occasions upon which a verse was deemed to
be an inserted into an earlier surah. On the one hand there is no reason to assume that later verses
were not inserted into pre-existing surahs: the possibility has long been discussed by Islamic
scholars. Current academic analysis into surah structure is finding more signs of surah coherence
than were evident in 1924, but all accept that there can be no certainty on the issue. On the other
hand, what can fairly be said is that the more exceptions one has to make for verses that do not ‘fit’
a proposed pattern, the less persuasive that overall pattern looks.

The chronological order of Quran verses in the intorduction to the 1924 ‘Cairo Edition’

Meccan Surahs
96
111
109
101
54
36
20
26
17
12
11
31
40
44
18
14
70
83

68 Except verses 17-33 and 48-50
73 Except verses 10-11 and 20
74
1
81 87 92 89
93
94 103 100 108 102 107 Except verses 4-7
105 113 114 112 53 Except verse 32
80 97 91 85 95 106
75 104 77 Except verse 48
50 Except verse 38
90 86
Except verses 44-46
38
7 Except verses 163-170
72
Except verse 45
Except verses3 68-70
25
35 19 Except verses 58 and 71
Except verses 130-131
56 Except verses 81-82
Except verses 197 and 224-227
27 28 Except verses 52-55 and 85
Except verses 26, 32-33, 57 and 73-80 10 Except verses 40 and 94-96
Except verses 1-3 and 7
15 Except verse 87
Except verses 20, 23, 91, 93, 114, 141 and 151-153
6
37
Except verses 27-29
34 Except verse 6
39 Except verses 52-54
Except verses 56-57
41
42 Except verses 23-25 and 27
43 Except 54
45 Except verse 14
46 Except verses 10, 15 and 35
51 88
Except verses 28 and 83-101
16 Except verses 126-128
71
Except verses 28-29
21
23 32 Except verses 16-20
52 67 69
78 79 82 84
30 Except verse 17
29 Except verses 1-11

Median Surahs
2
110
5

8
24
9

3
22

33

60

4

Except verses 52-55

99

57
63

47
58

13
49

55
66

76
62

65
64

98
61

59
48

Bazagan and Sadeghi: Stylometric analysis of the Qur’an
In 2011 Benham Sadeghi published a fascinating stylometric analysis of the Qur’an, The Chronology
of the Qur’an: A Stylometric Research Program.1 The essence of stylometric research is the
measurement of the frequency of ‘morphemes’ (either complete words or parts of words) within
blocks of text.

Sadeghi took as his starting point a division of the Qur’an into 194 blocks of text by Mehdi Bazargan
in the 1970s. Bazargan was an Iranian intellectual who had found himself imprisoned in the 1970s
prior to the Iranian Revolution. 2 During his incarceration Bazargan had conducted a laborious
analysis of the mean, mode and median verse lengths of each surah. Through this means he divided
the whole of the Quran into 194 text blocks, based upon verse length.

In setting out the basis of stylometric analysis, Sadeghi stresses that his findings are not dependent
upon the validity of Bazargan’s methodology in dividing the Qur’an in this way. Using the analogy of
piecing together shards from a broken window, Sadeghi writes:
‘As an analogy imagine somebody who picks two jagged shards of glass from a heap
of broken windows, shows that they ﬁt perfectly, and claims that they are from the
same window. What validates his claim is the improbable ﬁt, not how he went about
ﬁnding the matching fragments. Had he picked them in a random fashion, his
argument would be no less valid.’

Sadeghi reduced theses 194 text blocks into twenty two groups (see Appendix 1) and thereafter into
seven ‘clusters’.

Sadeghi then used a computer program to conduct three different analyses of morpheme frequency
across these sections of text, in a manner that would not have been possible for Bazargan:
List A: the twenty-eight most common morphemes in the Qur’an,
List B: 114 morphemes, less common than those in List A,
List C: 3693 very infrequent (‘smoking gun’) morphemes that each occurred only between
two and twenty times within the Qur’an.

1

Arabica 58 (2011) 210-299.
Published as Sayr-i taḥawwul-i Qurʾān. Bazargan would become Iran’s first post-revolution prime minister,
but resign his office in 1979, following the Iran revolutionary guard’s acquiescence in the seizing of the US
embassy
2

For each of these three lists, he arranged the seven clusters into a sequence from lowest frequency
to highest frequency, and compared these three sequences with Bazargan’s initial verse length
criteria.

Sadeghi found that when separately ordered by each of the four criteria (verse length and the
frequency of the morphemes in the three lists described above), with only two exceptions, the seven
clusters of text blocks fell in the same order, and that the variations between the groups (ie over
time) progressed in a ‘smooth’ transition from the first to the last. By this complex process, he was
able to demonstrate that despite the great variation in style between different parts of the Qur’an,
the verses, arranged in these clusters, show a consistent trajectory measured by four sophisticated
yet entirely independent criteria.

As Sadeghi concludes:
‘... What could one conclude about the Qur’an’s composition just from the formal, stylistic
patterns observed?

One would conclude that the style backs the hypothesis of one author. For the sake of
argument, suppose there were two authors: let’s say A wrote Groups 1-11 [of Bazargan’s
twenty two text blocks] and B wrote 12-22. Then one would have to say that the style of A
moved along a trajectory towards that of B or that B picked up from where A stopped , with
respect not only to verse length but also the frequencies of the most common words and the
frequencies of uncommon words. It is much easier to imagine a single author.

Furthermore, if one assumed three, four or more authors instead of two, the improbability
would increase exponentially... ‘

Sadeghis’s arrangement of text blocks into seven clusters that display a ‘smooth’ stylistic
transition according to four independent stylistic criteria.

Group 1 (oldest)

53.1-22
77.1-50
78.1-36
84.1-25
106-1-4

53.24-25

70.5-18

74.8-30

74.32-56

Excl. 19, 24, 28, 34, 37, 40, 45, 47, 49

79.1-26
89.1-14
107.1-7

80.1-42
89.27-30
109.1-6

91.11-15
Excl. 5

92.1-21
114.1-6

93.1-11

104.1-9

Group 2

1.1-7
23: 1-11
26.52-227
37.1-182
55: 1-7
55.46-77
56.1-96
79.27-46
88.17-26
99.1-8

Excluding 127, 145, 164, 180, 67, 103, 121, 174, 190, 68, 104,
122, 140, 159, 175, 191, 110,126, 131, 144, 150, 163, 179

44.43-59
55.10-27

53.33-62

68.1-16
82.6-19
89.15-26
100.1-11

69.1-3
83.1-36
90.1-20
101.1-11

69.13-3
86.1-10
96.6-19
102.3-8

15.49-99
43.66-80
52.9-49

19.75-98
44.1-42

Exclude 1

Excl. 16, 18, 21, 23, 25
Excl. 47, 49, 51, 53, 55, 57, 59,61, 63, 65, 67, 69, 71, 73, 75, 77

69.38-52
Exclude 7

95.1-8
105.1-5

70. 19-35
87.8-19

75.1-40
88.6-7

Exclude 6.

111.1-5

113.1-5

Group 3

15.1-5
38.67-88
51.7-60
54.1-55
55.8-9
68.17-52

20.1-52

Exclude 1

Exclude 22, 32, 40, 21, 30
Exclude 28, 30, 32, 34, 36, 38, 40, 42, 45,77-78
55.28-45

69.4-12

70.1-4

70.36-44

71.1-28

73.1-19

97.1-5

Group 4

15.6-48
38.1-25
50.1-45

23.12-118
38.30-66
76.1-31

26.1-51
41.1-8
103.3

Exclude 1
Exclude 1

36.1-83

Exclude 1

Group 5

2.1-20
2.153-7
6.1-30
6.74-82
10.71-109
16.1-32
16.41-64
17: 1-8
17.9-52
Exclude
1
19.1-74
25.1-77
27.1-93
29.1-69 Exclude 1
32.1-30 Exclude 1
38.26-29 39.29-37
41.9-36
43.1-65
64.1-18
67.1-30

2.159-163
6.105-117
11.1-123
16.98-105
17.61-65
20.53-135
28.1-46
30.1-60
33.1-3
39.53-66
43.81-89
72.1-28

2.204-9
2.244-5 Exclude 1
7.59-155
7.177-206
12.1-111 14.42-52
16.120-8
17.71-111
18: 1-8
21.1-112 22.18-29 22.42-69
28.47-75 28.85-88 Exclude 1
Exclude 1
31.1-11 Exclude 1
33.7-8
33.41-48 33.63-68
40.1-6
40.51-60 Exclude 1
45.1-37 Exclude 1
74.31
78.37-40
85.8-11

3: 1-200
5.33-40
6.118-134
10.1-70
16.106-19
22.70-78

Exclude 1

4: 44-57

4.131-75

5.51-86
6.154-65
13.1-43
17.53-60
24: 1-34

7.1-58
14:.1-5
17.66-70
28: 76-84

7.156-76
14.7-30
18.29-59

33.56-62 33.69-73
35.19-45. 39:1-28
Exclude 1
42.1-53
47.1-38
48.1-29

34.1-9
39.38-52

39.67-75

49.1-18

53.26-32

18.60-110
24.46-57

34. 10-54

98.1-8

Group 6

2.40-152
5.7-11
6.31-73
8.1-75
16.33-40
22.1-17
31.12-34
33.4-6
35.4-7
40.7-50
46.1-14
57.1-29
61: 1-14

2.190-5
5.20-26
6.83-104
9.38-129
16.65-97
22.30-41

Exclude 1

14.32-41

Exclude 15 and 27

33.9-40
35.9-11
40.61-85
46.27-28
59.1-24
62: 1-11

33.49-52
35.13-17
41.37-54

Exclude 1
Exclude 7, 15, 21-24.

Exclude 3

63.1-11

65.8-12

73.20

Group 7 (the latest)

2.21-29
4.1-43
5.1-6
6: 135-53
33.53-55
58.1-22

2.158
4.58-130
5.12-19
9.1-37
35.1-3
60.1-13

2.164-189
4.176
5.27-32
14.6
35.8
65.1-7

2.196-203
5.41-50
14.31
35.12
66.1-12

5.87-120
18.9-28
35.18
110.1-3

2.210-43

2.246-86

24.35-45
46.15-26

24.58-64
46.29-35

Fifty nine ‘intact’ Surahs
Based upon his analysis of verse length, Bazargan had concluded that 59 of the Qur’an’s 114
surahs could be treated as a single text blocks, in that they show a consistent verse length
throughout (other than for a handful of single or double verse aberrations). By contrast the
remaining surahs show a variety of verse length, indicating that they include verses revealed at
different times. The former, were much more likely to have been composed as a single literary
work that remained in its ‘intact’ form.

These likely intact surahs are:

1
8
11
Excl.
verse
1
32
45 Excl. verse 1
56 57 58
63 64 66
80 81 83
100 101 104
114

12

13
36
47

21

25

Excl. verse 1

27

Excl. verse 1
42 Excl. verse 1
Excl. verses 22,32,40, 21 and 30.
60 61 62 Excl. verse 3
Excl. 19, 24, 28, 34, 37, 40, 45, 47 and 49.

29
37
54

48
49 50
59 Excl. verses 7, 15, 21-24
67 71
72
76 77
84 90
92
93 94 95 Excl. verse 6
97 98 99
105 106 107 108 109 Excl. verse 5
110 111 112 113

This thesis may be regarded as having been confirmed by Sadeghi’s three additional stylometric
criteria, according to which these fifty nine surahs each possesses an internally consistent
stylometric profile. Below, these ‘intact’ surahs, are arranged into Sadeghi’s proposed seven groups:

The fifty nine surahs, each possessing a consistent verse length and stylometric profile,
arranged into Sadeghi’s seven stylometric groups

Group 1
77 80

84

92

93

94

104 106 107 109 114

Group 2
1
37

56

83

90

95

99

100 101 105 111 113

Group 3
54 71

97

Group 4
36 50
Group 5
11 12

21

25

27

29

32

45

67

72

76

98

Group 6
8
13

42

47

48

49

57

59

61

62

63

64

Group 7
58 60

66

110

Consideration of the content of the fifty nine ‘intact’ surahs in the
overall Quran sequence (per Bazargan/Sadeghi).

Period 1: Arabian Rhapsodies
77

80

84

92

93

94

104 106 107 109 114

These surahs are all short, from just six verses (Surahs 107, 109 and 114) to fifty (Surah 77).
Five focus on the end of the world, divine judgment, and heaven and hell (with much greater
emphasis on the latter than the former).

The style is highly emotive. Three commence with a list of oaths:
{77.1-5}
1. ‘By those sent forth in succession!
2. By the storming tempests!
3. By the spreaders spreading!
4. By the discerners discerning!
5. And by those who bring forth the reminder...’
{92.1-3}
1. ‘By the night as it enshrouds!
2. By the day as it discloses!
3. By Him who created the male and female ...’
{93.1-2}
1. ‘By morning brightness,
2. And by the night when still ...’

There are several other litanies within these surahs, such as:
{77.8-10}
8. ‘So when the stars are blotted out,
9. And when the sky is riven asunder,
10. When the mountains are scattered…’
whilst Surah 77 contains the refrain ‘Woe to the deniers’ no less than nine times within its fifty
verses.

The prevalent theme is the imminence of a Judgment Day, described in graphic terms that stretch
the human imagination to picture what is being described.

{77.28-33}
28. ‘Woe that day to the deniers!
29. Away to that which you used to deny,
30. Away to a threefold shadow
31. That provides no shade nor avails against the flame.
32. Indeed, it throws up sparks like massive tree trunks
33. As though they were yellow camels.‘
{80.33-40}
33. ‘So when the Piercing Cry does come,
34. That day when a man will flee from his brother
35. And his mother and his father
36. And his spouse and his children.
37. For every man that day his affair shall suffice him
38. Faces that day shall be shining radiant laughing joyous
39. And faces that day shall be covered with dust.
40. Overspread with darkness.‘
Surah 104
1. ‘Woe unto every slandering backbiter,
2. Who amasses wealth and tallies it,
3. Supposing that his wealth makes him immortal.
4. Nay he shall surely be cast into the crushing Fire!
5. And what shall apprise thee of the crushing Fire,
6. The Fire of God ignited,
7. Which engulfs hearts?
8. Truly it is enclosed upon them
9. In pillars outstretched.’

Some passages are deliberately enigmatic. Surah 80 mysteriously begins:
1. ‘He frowned and turned away
2. Because the blind man came to him.
3. And what would apprise thee? Perhaps he would purify himself
4. Or be reminded that such that the reminder might benefit him.’

These powerful but ambiguous surahs were clearly composed to be read aloud and thereby to
create an awed, discombobulating, effect upon the listener.

Theology
The rhapsodies are sparse on theology. Whilst the most recurrent theme is that of punishment for
lack of belief, there are precious few details on what it is that must be believed or the criteria for
avoiding the punishment.

{80.11-7}
11 ‘Nay! Truly it is a reminder
12. So let whomsoever will remember it.
13. On pages honoured,
14. Exalted and purified,
15. In the hands of scribes,
16. Noble and pious.
17. May man perish, how ungrateful is he!‘
{84.22-24}
22. ‘Nay those who disbelieve, deny,
23. But God knows best what they conceal
24. So give them glad tidings of a painful punishment
25. Save those who believe and perform righteous deeds...’

There clearly is a specific dogma that must be believed. In the best known passage from these
earliest surahs, Surah 109 states:

1. Say ‘O disbelievers!
2. I worship not what you worship
3. Nor are you worshippers of what I worship
4. Nor am I a worshipper of what you worship
5. Nor are you worshipers of what I worship.
6. Unto you your religion, and unto me my religion.’
But precisely what dogma the author of these words believes is not made explicit.

In Surahs 80, 92 and 104, disbelief is linked to a failure to relinquish wealth:
{92.5-11}
5. ‘As for one who gives and is reverent,
6. And attests to what is most beautiful,
7. We shall ease his way into ease.
8. And as for one who is miserly and deems himself beyond need,
9. And denies what is most beautiful,
10. We shall ease his way into hardship
11. And his wealth shall not avail him when he perishes.’

{80.42} damns ‘the disbelievers, the profligate’.
{93.9-10} advises:
‘So as for the orphan scorn not,
And as for one who requests repel not.’
{104.1} condemns the ‘slandering backbiter’.

Although the prevailing eschatological theme may be somewhat familiar to a Jewish or Christian
listenr/reader there are no specific biblical allusions. In fact, the only two proper nouns across these
eleven surahs are the Qur’an itself {84.20} and the Quraysh, the reference to whom is typically
ambiguous:

Surah 106
1. ‘For the secure passage of the Quraysh
2. Their secure passage in the journey of winter and summer
3. So let them worship the Lord of this house
4. Who relived them of hunger and made them safe from fear.’
There is clearly a story here, but we are not told what it is.

One clue may be contained in the reference to jinn in {114.6}, encountered as the concluding verse
of the canonical Qur’an. These impish supernatural beings have no heritage in Judeo-Christian
writings, and their inclusion in this early surah suggest that whilst these verses undoubtedly
emerged from Judeo-Christian milieu, they initially deliberately avoided specific Judeo-Christian
characterisation, because they were aimed at bringing the threat of judgment to an Arab pagan
audience.

Period 2: Continuation and development
1

37

56

83

90

95

99

100 101 105 111 113

All except one of the surahs in Group 2 (effectively period 2) share the same essential style and
content of those in Group 1, namely:
•
•
•
•

focus on a coming apocalypse,
introductory oaths (surahs 95, 100),
intense yet cryptic imagery, and
the avoidance of Judeo-Christian allusions,

but a distinction from the Period 1 surahs can be seen in their tone which seems more measured.

In Surah 1, repeated by Muslims several times each day as they perform their obligatory prayers,
some see an attempt to replicate the structure and themes of the Lord’s Prayer of Christianity3
Theme
Invocation

Surah 1
1. In the name of God,
the Compassionate,
the Merciful,

The Lord’s Prayer
Our Father,
Who art in heaven,

Praise

2. Praise be to God, Lord of
the Worlds,
3. The Compassionate,
the Merciful,

Hallowed be Thy name.

Anticipation
of the Last Day

4. Master of the Day of
Judgment,

Thy Kingdom come,
Thy Will be done on earth as it is
in heaven’

Appeal for
practical
sustenance

5. Thee we worship and
from thee we seek help,

Give us this day our daily bread,

And forgive us our trespasses,
as we forgive those who
trespass against us
Appeal for
moral guidance

3

Matthew 6.9, Luke 11.2.

6. Guide us upon the
straight path,
7. the path of those whom
Thou hast blessed,
8. Not of those who incur
wrath, nor of those who
are astray.

And lead us not into temptation
but deliver us from evil.

This surah also contains the words of the bismillah ‘In the name of God, the Compassionate, the
Merciful’ (bi-smi llāhi r-raḥmāni r-raḥīm), that later came to be added as a prelude to each surah of
the Qur’an (other than Surah 9).
The use of ‘Rahman’ as an epithet for God is readily traceable to Judaism and has recently been
found in both Jewish and Christian rock inscriptions in Arabia.4
The Quranic theology becomes a little clearer in this second grouping of surahs than the first:
Descriptions of heaven and hell are more detailed. In Surahs 56 two levels of paradise are
specified, one for ‘the companions of the right’ and a superior paradise for a select group,
‘the foremost’. Practical matters such as clothing, food and drink in heaven and hell are
contrasted, and in Surahs 56 and also in {83.25-35} believers are promised the comfort of
houris and immortal youths.

A little more light is cast upon the judgment of deeds:
{90.12-18}
12. ‘And what will apprise thee of the steep pass?
13. The freeing of a slave
14. Or giving food at time of famine,
15. To an orphan near of kin,
16. Or an indigent clinging to the dust,
17. While being one of those who believe,
And exhort one another to patience and exhort one another to patience.
18. Those are the companions of the right.’

{99.7-8}
7. ‘Whoever does a more’s weight of good shall see it
8. Whosoever does a mote’s weight of evil shall see it.’

There are three references to people, places or events that are not known to us, although later
generations of Muslims have attempted to construct explanation.:
Surah 111 is devoted to cursing two specific individuals: Abu Lahab (literally ‘the
father of the flame’): {111.1} ‘May the hands of Abu Lahab perish and may he perish’
and his wife the wood carrier: ‘upon her neck is a rope of palm fibre’.
This surah makes no sense from an eschatological perspective, for why should God
raise Abu Lahab and his wife from the grave in order that his hands may perish and
she be hanged? Why would this be deemed a punishment when compared to the
eternal torments of the Hellfire described as awaiting all disbelievers in other
surahs?

4

See Who Wrote the Qur’an (IRC website)

Surah 105 describes the destruction of the ‘masters of the elephant’ by ‘birds in
swarms pelting them with stones of baked clay’.

Surah 83 refers to the book of the profligate being kept in Sijjin {83.7-8} and the
book of the pious in Illyyun {83.18-19}.

The historical identification of Abu Lahab, the masters of the elephant and Sijjin enables intriguing
speculation, but the important fact may be that these early anchors of the Qur’an in places and
people are not familiar Judeo-Christian terms. As with the first period, the second period appears to
comprise Judeo-Christian themes addressed to a pagan audience generally without specific JudeoChristian allusions.

The only exception to this continuation and development of the second period from the first is Surah
37 which alludes to several biblical prophets: Noah, Abraham, Moses and Aaron, Elias, Lot and
Jonah. For Noah and Lot the emphasis is upon the destruction of their people (although in both
cases the story is told so briefly that no reason is given for these people having incurred God’s
wrath).

These biblical allusions are followed up immediately by a denial that angels are the daughters of God
and a reference to how God will judge jinns. All of which indicates that the Biblical characters are
being inserted into a text that is still aimed at pagans.
Two points are of particular interest.
First: the account of Abraham deals with his destruction of idols: a story that does not
appear in the Bible but does appear in pre-Islamic Jewish non-canonical literature.
Second: it is significant that amongst the introductory oaths of Surah 95 is ‘By Mount Sinai’,
{95.2}, and the reference to the destruction of the people of Lot ends: ‘And truly you pass by
them in the morning And at night. Do you not understand?’ {37.137-138}.
These two passages give us geographical pointers that at this stage the Qur’an was being preached
in the Middle East, rather than on the Arabian Peninsula.
At 182 verses, this surah is much longer than any other surah in this group, almost twice the length
of the next longest surah, (56). This tends to suggest that surah 37 was a transition surah, with the
style of the second group, but many features of the third.

Period 3: Jewish and Arab tales interwoven
54

71

97

Of the three intact surahs showing the style of group 3, one, Surah 97, continues in the same vein as
the rhapsodies of period 1 and several surahs of period 2. In its entirety it reads:
Surah 97
1. Truly We sent it down in the Night of Power.
2. And what shall aprise thee of the night of Power?
3. The Night of Power is better than a thousand months.
4. The angels and the Spirit descend therein, by the leave of their Lord,
with every command.
5. Peace it is until the break of dawn.
The reference to God’s spirit coming down with a command has a hint of Pentecost but
the passage is clearly intended to create an impressive mystique, rather than convey information.

Surah 54 commences with the cryptic ‘The Hour has drawn nigh and the moon has been cleaved’
which it uses to introduce the now familiar unimaginable apocalyptic warnings:
7. With their eyes humbled they emerge from the graves
as if they were scattered locusts,
8. scrambling towards the caller.

However 54 and 71 each return to the biblical allusions that, it is postulated, had been first
introduced with surah 37.

Surah 54 refers to the destruction of the people of Noah and Lot and the House of Pharaoh which
stories it intersperses with the destruction of the people of Ad by a howling wind, and of Thamud for
the hamstringing of a camel. Here, it is curious that the destruction of the House of Pharaoh is
mentioned without any reference to Moses and the destruction of Ad and Thamud without any
reference to the prophets that would later be associated with them. The refrain ‘And indeed we
have made the Qur’an easy to remember, so is there any who remembers’ appears after each
account. {54.17, 23, 32 and 40}.

Surah 71 is entirely devoted to a retelling of the story of Noah. Interestingly it names the supposed
pagan gods of his people (not mentioned in the Bible): ‘Wadd or Suwa, or yaguth, Yauq or Nasr’.

So, by the end of Period 3, a second distinct punishment theme has emerged. The threat of
judgment at the Last Day is supplemented by warnings of punishment in this world. There are
sufficient clues (the interleaving of biblical stories with the tales of Ad and Thamud, continuing

references to jinn, threat of the ‘touch of Saqar’ {54.48}) that the prophet is still directing his
comments at pagans, albeit possibly ones that are familiar with the most well-known stories of
Genesis.
There are also sufficient clues that the prophet is becoming increasingly frustrated at the
unreceptiveness of his audience.
‘Are your disbelievers better than those? Or have you some exemption in the scriptures.’
{54.43},
‘[Noah said:] My Lord forgive me and my parents, whosoever enters my house as a believer
and the believing men and the believing women, and do not increase the wrongdoers in
autght but ruin.’
{71.28}.
All of which is doubtless not unconnected with the shift from threats of punishment on the Last Day
to threats of punishment on earth.

Period 4: An uninspired prophet
36

50

Assuming that a change in style such as verse lengths, consistent usage of morphemes etc occurs
over a significant period of time, the reduction in intact surahs to three for Period 3 and two for
period 4 may suggest either a dramatic decrease in the prophet’s production of new material or a
significant failure to preserve surahs revealed during these periods in their original form.

Surahs 36 and 50 are longer than the rhapsodies (at eighty three and forty five verses respectively)
but with little new material (there is an expansion on God’s creation of the heavens and the earth in
six days.)

Surah 36 gives a parable of a town that rejected first two and then a third prophet (possibly a
reference to Moses and Jesus, preceding the prophet who was announcing this surah) only to be
extinguished with a single cry. However, it contains no proper names other than addressing its
audience as ‘Children of Adam’ and instructing them not to worship Satan: Judeo-Christian terms,
but hardly specific enough to suggest a Judeo-Christian audience.

Surah 50, following from the juxtaposition of the allusions to the fate of the peoples of Noah and Lot
and the Pharaoh with those of Ad and Thamed in Surah 54, namechecks the same medley of biblical
and non-biblical references plus three new peoples (al-Rass, the thicket and Tubba) in the space of
just three verses:

12. ‘Before them [disbelievers] the people of Noah,
the inhabitants of al-Rass and Thamud denied,
13. As did Ad, Pharaoh and the brethren of Lot,
14 The inhabitants of the thicket and the people of Tubba each denied the messengers; so my Threat came due.’
The general absence of specific references and the repetition at greater length of by now well
established themes renders this period, as Muir put it, ‘dull’ and ‘repetitive’.

Period 5: Expansion and explanation
11

12

21

25

27

29

32

45

67

72

76

98

Period 5 seems to have been a much more prolific and varied period than the two periods that
preceded it.
The most significant feature is that in surahs 11, 12, 21 and 27, biblical stories are told in much
greater detail than in the surahs of the previous period.
Surah 11 tells the story of Noah over sixteen verses {32-48} and the stories of Abraham and
Lot are told as a continuous connected narrative {70-83} as they are in the Book of Genesis.
All 111 verses of Surah 12 are devoted to the telling of the story of Joseph, the only figure in
the Qur’an to have his story told from beginning to end in this way.
In Surah 21 a full forty verses are devoted to telling the stories of biblical figures starting
with Abraham, Lot and Noah, but then proceeding to include David and Solomon (focusing
upon their adjudication on the ownership of a straying animal that had eaten a neighbour’s
crops: surely a somewhat minor aspect of their lives), Job, Ishmael, two prophets named
Idris and Dhul Kifl who cannot be identified as specific Hebrew prophets from the text, and
Jonah, strangely referred to not by name but as ‘the Man of the Fish’.

Of great interest is the earliest allusion (in the intact surahs) to the New Testament. The
account of the announcements of the forthcoming birth of John to Zachariah and of Jesus to
Mary is brief but also - through the way that it is worded – highly significant. It confirms the
virgin birth as a result of God’s Spirit, and Jesus’ importance for the whole of the world, not,
as is the case with the other prophets, just for one community.
{21.91} ‘And as for she who preserved her chastity
We breathed into her of our spirit
and made her and her son a sign for the world.’

Surah 27 has the fantastical part biblical, part apocryphal and part original story of
Solomon’s conference of men, jinn and birds, and his summonsing the Queen of Sheba to
visit him.
Surah 10 refers to the Book of Moses and 45 to the Psalms
Surahs 67, 76 and 98 have much in common with the surahs of the third period

During this fifth period the Qur’an even seems to address itself on occasion to the Children of Israel
{27.76}. who are said to be ‘favoured above all the worlds’ {45.16}.
However in Surah 11 the biblical prophets are interspersed with Hud, prophet of Ad; Salih of
Thamud and Shuayb of Midian. Jinn feature in the story of Solomon and in Surah 72 a full sixteen
verses are written in the voice of a jinn (the longest piece of recorded speech in the Qur’an),
describing being chased from heaven by flaming stars. Gog and Magog, whose origins emerge from
the bible, but as presented are creatures of fantastical lore rather than religion, are mentioned in
{21.96}.

Consequently, although it is conceivable that the Qur’an may be, from time to time, addressing a
Jewish or Christian audience, it remains trying to synthesise Jewish ropes into a message still aimed
at pagans.
It is unlikely that a Jew or Christian who was familiar with their own scriptures would find much new
in these verses to consider them a development on what they already knew. If the Qur’an’s message
was in the process of transitioning to being explicitly Judeo-Christian, it is evidently not exclusively
within this genre, and seems more likely to be presenting Judeo-Christian figures to a non-JudeoChristian audience, as interested in jinn as in Jesus.

Period 6: the warlord prophet.
8

13

42

47

48

49

57

59

61

62

63

64

In period 6 the verses make many reference to fighting or ‘jihad in the way of God’.

The predictions of divine punishment in the here and now are being realised by the prophet as God’s
instrument:
{8.9-13}
9. ‘When you sought succour from your Lord He responded to you ‘I shall aid you
with a thousand angels, rank upon rank’.
10. And God made it not, save as a glad tiding and that your hearts may be at peace
thereby. And victory comes from God alone. Truly God is Mighty, Wise.
11. Behold, he covered you with sleepiness, security from him, and sent down upon
you water from the sky to purify you thereby, to remove the defilement of Satan
from you to forty your hearts and to make firm your steps thereby

12. Behold the Lord revealed unto the angels: ‘Truly I am with you, so make firm
those who believe. I shall cast terror into the hearts of those who disbelieve.
So strike above the neck and strike every fingertip.’
13. That is because they are in schism with God and His Messenger. And whosoever
opposes God and His Messenger – truly God is sever in retribution.

Moreover things seem to be going well. Surah 8 concerns itself with victors’ problems: the division
of the spoils of war {8.1}, {8.41} and {59.7}, and the fate of prisoners (‘When you meet those who
disbelieve, strike at their necks, then when you have overwhelmed them tighten their bonds’, {47.4}.
{8.67} states (we do not know in what context, but can make reasonable speculation) that ‘It is not
for a prophet to take captives until he has made slaughter in the land’. Surah 48 celebrates one
great victory whilst promising further spoils to come.
The success of the community of believers was such that the Qur’an also had to address the
problems of a growing successful community: hypocrites (all Surah 63) and fighting amongst
believers, {49.9} and {49.12}. In {49.14} Bedouin allies who do not believe are reassured that that
will nevertheless be rewarded by God for their submission.

Unbelievers, are now not merely condemned and fought against but utterly dehumanised:
{8.22-23}
22. ‘Truly the worst of beasts in the sight of God are the deaf and dumb and those
who understand not’.
23. ‘Had God known of any good in them, he would have caused them to hear yet
had he caused them to hear, they would have turned away in rejection.

{8.55} ‘Truly the worst of beasts in the sight of God are those who have disbelieved
and will not believe.
and with particular reference to Jews:

{62.5} ‘The parable of those who were made to bear the Torah then did not bear it
is that of an ass bearing books. How evil is the likeness of the people who denied
God’s signs And God guides not a wrongdoing people.’

The source of the conflict appears to be the believers’ exclusion from somewhere described as the
‘majid al-haram’ – the sacred place of prostration.
{8.34}
‘What have they to keep God from punishing them while they turn others from the [masjid
al-haram] though they are not its protectors . Its protectors are none but the reverent. But
most of them know not. Their prayer at the House is naught but whistling and clapping So
taste the punishment for having disbelieved.’

{48.27}
‘Surely God has fulfilled for his Messenger the vision in truth: you shall enter the [masjid alharam] in security if God wills, with the hair of your head shaven or cut, not fearing. For he
knows what you know not and therewithall has given you a victory nigh.’

Other locations are also mentioned: the Mother of Cities {42.7} and Medina {63.8}: (although it has
been suggested that the latter is either a reference to the land of religion, in Arabic ‘din’, or a generic
term for city).
‘[The hypocrites] say ‘If we return to Medina, the mightier will surely expel the weaker
therefrom. Yet unto god belongs the might and unto the Messenger and the believers, but
the hypocrites know not.’

The Qur’an’s theological content seems to have reduced to the need to fight unbelievers and show
total obedience to God’s messenger. Throughout this period the phrase ‘God and His Messenger’ is
used frequently, often in the phrase ‘Obey God and his Messenger’ so that the two calls on a
person’s obedience are, for all practical purposes, synonymous.

In {49.2-7} believers are warned:
‘Do not raise your voices above the voice of the Prophet, nor address him in the manner that
you address one another.’, lest your deeds come to naught while you are unaware. … And
know that the Messenger of God is among you ‘.

There is no longer any reference to Arab tales or paganism, and specific Judeo-Christian references
had reduced to occasional and fleeting mentions. Over these twelve surahs, only four verses make
any reference to biblical figures:
{42.13} briefly prays in aid the names of Noah, Abraham Moses and Jesus,
{57.26-27} mentions Noah and Abraham, and refers to the supporters of Jesus as having had
‘kindness and mercy placed in their hearts’ although ‘many are iniquitous’, and

{61.13} references Jesus and his apostles, but in a way that amounts to a complete reversal
of the gospel message:
‘O you who believe. Be helpers of God just as Jesus son of Mary said to the
apostles: ‘Who are my helpers unto God?’
The apostles replied ‘We are helpers unto God’.
Then a group from the children of Israel believed and a group disbelieved.
So we strengthened those who believed against their enemies and they
came to prevail.’

It will be evident from the quotations produced above that the style has become far more prosaic
than the first surahs. There seems little doubt that by this stage, spirituality and theology are playing
relatively little role in shaping the events out of which the Qur’an is emerging. Rather the Qur’an has
become a vehicle for propaganda and encouragement to absolute obedience to the prophet as
God’s viceroy on earth, and to hatred and violence towards unbelievers.

Period 7: The Islamic state
58

60

66

110

All four of the surahs in the final group are short, Surah 110 just thirty words.
Surah 58 deals primarily with a specific judicial dispute, apparently concerning a man who had
separated from his wife according to pre-Islamic tradition. This has traditionally been cited
as the first law-making verse of the Qur’an.5
Surah 60 is concerned with disloyalty, especially with regard to people who had previously
been in a state of hostility with the Quranic community:
{60.1} ‘O you who believe! Take not mine enemy and your enemy as friends.
You offer them affection, though they have indeed disbelieved in the truth
that has come to you, expelling the Messenger and you for having
believed in God your Lord – if you have gone forth striving in my way and
seeking my good pleasure. You show them affection in secret while I
know best that which you hide and that which you disclose. And
whosoever amongst you does so has indeed strayed from the right way.’
In this light it permits just dealings with unbelievers – who had not taken up arms against
Islam. {60.8-9} and specifies a testing of immigrants {60.10} .

5

The Study Quran.

Surah 66 deals with a private matter that the prophet had clearly confided to one of his wives. ‘but
she divulged it’. The text, drafted as usual though spoken by God, warns the wives generally that
{66.5} ‘It may be that he (the prophet) divorces you, his Lord [ie the divine author of
these words] would give him wives in your stead who are better than you,
submitting believing, devoutly obedient, penitent, worshipping and given to
wayfaring - previously married and virgins.’

These verses address the concerns not merely of a victor but of a ruler. The only religious content,
other than formal invocations to underpin the conqueror’s unfettered authority, and the ever present
threats of hell for opponents and promises of paradise for supporters, is a reference to Abraham
interceding for his father, {60.4}, and a series of references to two wayward and two virtuous biblical
women to support the need for the prophet’s wives to show him devout obedience. It is significant
that this seems to be in relation to some fairly trivial matter of the prophet’s domestic convenience.

Probably the last of the ‘intact’ verses to have been composed has much in common with the early
rhapsodies: short, at just thirty words, and lacking specificity:

Surah 110
1 When God’s help and Victory come [some translations have ‘came’]
2. And you see mankind entering God’s religion in throngs
3. Hymn the praise of thy Lord and seek forgiveness from Him.
Truly He is Ever Relenting.

A chronological mapping of Qur’an surahs
The above sections have focussed upon the fifty-nine surahs that the verse length and stylometric
profile suggests remain in, or very close to, their original form. It is suggested that these surahs may
provide the best witness to the circumstances that brought the Qur’an into existence.

Of course, that leaves a further fifty five surahs that either have varied verse length, or for which the
stylometric analysis suggests that they include material from more than one period. These are more
problematic as sources because it is not easy to see exactly which passage belongs to which period:
stylometric analysis is not that precise. Moreover, the very fact that they have been edited detracts
from their reliability as sources, for we cannot know who edited them or for what purpose.

However, one could hardly come this far and not map the remaining fifty five verses to give a
general indication where which part(s) of the Qur’an’s narration history they appear to emerge
from.

A chronoligcal mapping of Qur’an surahs
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Conclusion and Comment
Neal Robinson6 compares finding the chronological order of the Qur’an’s surahs with solving a
crossword puzzle:
For further progress to be made, there is a need for thematic studies … Such studies would
have to take into account all the Qur’anic references to a speciﬁc subject, but without being
rigidly tied to any one chronological classiﬁcation of the sūrahs. On the basis of each study,
one would draw conclusions about the probable chronological order in which the references
to the subject occurred.
The conclusions would, however, be provisional and might have to be modiﬁed or even
abandoned in the light of the ﬁndings of other researches working on different themes. The
whole enterprise would be rather like trying to solve a difﬁcult crossword puzzle. A solution
to clue 5-down may appear outstandingly brilliant, but it is nonetheless only provisional until
matching solutions have been found to 11-across, 13-across and 16-across (or whatever
clues intersect with it).

Yet the contradictions, intratextual references and ambiguities in the Qur’an are impossible to
understand without a sense of how the Qur’an came into existence, and what it was intended to say.

Reconstructing a certain and precise announcement chronology for all of the Qur’an may be
impossible. However it is suggested that Bazargan and Sadeghi’s work enable us to identify half of
the Qur’an that appears to have been preserved in its intact form, and to use this to create the
narrative on the following page.
This, of course, will not explain every surah, but a reliable witness to half of a story is much to be
preferred than a suspect witness to the whole. It is suggested that the narrative gives a reliable base
for further theories to be constructed upon.

6

Discovering the Qur’an, pp. 95–6, cited in The Qur’an Made Linear: A Study of the Geschichte des Qorâns’
Chronological Reordering, Journal of Quranic Studies, 2008, Emmanuelle Stefanidis

Stage 1
(Periods 1 and 2
above)

Stage 2
(Period 3 above)

A prophet adopted Judeo-Christian apocalyptic ideas for a paganArab audience, beginning with florid but cryptic warnings devised
to impress and mystify.
Starting with Surah 37, the prophet included specific allusions to
stories from the Hebrew Bible, interweaving them with Arab tales
to create a single narrative.
During this period the prophet shows frustration with the
unreceptiveness of his audience and now supplements his
warning of a judgment at the end of time, with a warning of
God’s wrath to those who ignore his message in the here and
now.
Two geographical references (Sinai and Sodom) may place these
texts in a middle eastern locus.

Stage 3
(Period 4 above)

Stage 4
(Period 5 above)

There may then follow a period in which the prophet’s output
reduces and becomes less innovative.
When the prophet’s output picks up again, it is with much longer
retelling of biblical stories and the first inclusion of Jesus into his
narrative.
It is possible that the prophet had spent the preceding stage in
some state of retreat during which he had further educated
himself concerning the Hebrew and Christian bibles.

Stage 5
(Period 6 above)

At some stage the prophet had been expelled from a place
known as ‘the sacred place of prostration’, and had responded by
organising his followers into a fighting force agaisnt those who
had expelled him. In so doing he met with victory, taking plunder
and slaves and attracting allies.
He now presented his own leadership of that force as the
manifestation of God’s wrath against those who did not believe
in him.
In this and the following stage story telling is much reduced, not
to say virtually ceased.

Stage 6
(Period 7 above)

By the final stage, the prophet has become a theocratic ruler,
proclaiming laws for his people and urging vigilant against
hypocrites. So central have his own interests become to his
message that a surah is devoted to supporting his threat to
divorce his wives for their disobedience.

Appendix 1
Bazagan’s 194 text blocks as they were arranged into twenty-two groups by Saddeghi:

(1) 96: 1-5.
(incl in Group 3)

Group 1

Group 2

Group 3

(2) 74: 1-7.
(3) 103: 1-2.
(4) 51: 1-6.
(5) 102: 1-2.
(6) 52: 1-8.
(7) 112: 1-4.
(8) 88: 1-5, 8-16.
(9) 86: 11-17.
(10) 82: 1-5.
(11) 91: 1-10.
(12) 108: 1-3.
(13) 87:1-7.
(14) 85: 1-7, 12-22.
(15) 81: 1-29.
(16) 94: 1-8

(17) 93: 1-11.
(18) 114: 1-6.
(19) 79: 1-26.
(20) 74: 8-10.
(21) 92: 1-21.
(22) 107: 1-7.
(23) 70: 5-18.
(24) 91:11-15.
(25) 77: 1-50, exclude 19, 24,
28, 34, 37, 40, 45, 47, 49.
(26) 78: 1-36.
(27) 74:11-30, 32-56.
(28) 106: 1-4.
(29) 53: 1-22, 24-25.
(30) 89: 1-14, 27-30.
(31) 84: 1-25.
(32) 80: 1-42.
(33) 104: 1-9.
(34) 109: 1-6, exclude 5.

(35) 96: 6-19.
(36) 88: 6-7,17-26.
(37) 75: 7-13, 20-40.
(38) 95: 1-8, exclude 6.
(39) 75: 1-6, 14-19.
(40) 56:1-96.
(41) 55: 1-7, 10-27, 46-77,
exclude 16, 18, 21, 23, 25, 47,
49, 51, 53, 55, 57, 59,61, 63,
65, 67, 69, 71, 73, 75, 77.
(42) 87: 8-19.
(43) 1: 1-7.
(44) 100: 1-11.
(45) 69:38-52.
(46) 79: 27-46.
(47) 111: 1-5.
(48) 113: 1-5.
(49) 90: 1-20.
(50) 102: 3-8.
(51) 105: 1-5.
(52) 68: 1-16.
(53) 89: 15-26.
(54) 99: 1-8.
(55) 86: 1-10, exclude 7.
(56) 53: 33-62.
(57) 101: 1-11.
(58) 37: 1-182.
(59) 82: 6-19.
(60) 69: 1-3, 13-37.
(61) 70: 19-35.
(62) 83: 1-36.
(63) 44: 43-59.
(64) 23: 1-11.
(65) 26: 52-227, exclude127,
145, 164, 180, 67, 103, 121,
174, 190, 68, 104, 122, 140,
159, 175, 191, 110,126, 131,
144, 150, 163, 179.

Group 4

(66) 38: 67-88.
(67) 15: 1-5, 49-99.
(68) 69: 4-12.
(69) 97: 1-5.
(70) 51: 7-60.
(71) 54: 1-55, exclude 22, 32,
40, 21, 30.
(72) 68: 17-52.
(73) 44: 1-42. exclude 1.
(74) 70: 1-4, 36-44.
(75) 52: 9-20, 22-28.
(76) 43: 66-80.
(77) 71: 1-28.
(78) 55: 28-45, 8-9, 78, exclude
28, 30, 32, 34, 36, 38, 40, 42,
45,77-78, 8, 9.
(79) 73: 1-19.
(80) 20: 1-52, exclude 1.
(81) 19: 75-98.
(82) 52: 21, 29-49.

Group 5
(83) 15: 6-48.
(84) 26: 1-51, exclude 1.
(85) 76: 1-31.
(86) 38: 1-25, 30-66.
(87) 50:1-45.
(88) 36: 1-83, exclude 1.
(89) 103: 3.
(90) 23: 12-118.
(91) 41: 1-8, exclude 1.

Group 6

(92) 43: 1-65, 81-89, exclude 1.
(93) 33: 1-3, 7-8, 41-48, 63-68.
(94) 21: 1-112.
(95) 72: 1-28.
(96) 78: 37-40.
(97) 85: 8-11.
(98) 19: 1-33, 41-74, exclude 1.
(99) 98:1-8.
(100) 31: 1-11, exclude 1.
(101) 30: 1-27, exclude 1

Group 7

Group 8

Group 9

(102) 25: 1-77.
(103) 20:53-135.
(104) 67: 1-30.
(105) 14: 42-52.
(106) 19: 34-40.
(107) 16: 1-32, 41-64,98-105,
120-128.
(108) 18: 1-8, 60-110.
(109) 32: 1-30, exclude 1.
(110) 74: 31.

(111) 17: 9-52, 61-65, 71-81,
101-111.
(112) 40: 1-6, 51-60, exclude 1.
(113) 2: 1-20,153-157, 159163, 204-209, 244-245,
exclude 1.
(114) 27: 1-93.
(115) 39: 29-37,53-66.
(116) 45: 1-37, exclude 1

(117) 64: 1-18.
(118) 11: 1-123.
(119) 41: 9-36.
(120) 30: 28-60.
(121) 17: 1-8, 82-100.

Group 10

Group 11

Group 12

(122) 7: 59-155, 177-206.
(123) 24: 46-57.
(124) 22: 18-29, 42-69.
(125) 6: 1-30, 74-82, 105-117.
(126) 29: 1-69, exclude 1.

(127) 34: 10-54.
(128) 10: 71-109.
(129) 38: 26-29.
(130) 12: 1-111.
(131) 28: 1-46,85-88, 47-75,
exclude 1.

(132) 73: 20.
(133) 40: 7-50, 61-85.
(134) 53: 26-32, 23.
(135) 18: 29-59.
(136) 31: 12-34, exclude 15,
27.
(137) 14: 1-5, 7-30, 32-41.
(138) 42:1-53, exclude 1.

Group 13

Group 14

Group 15

(139) 2: 30-39, 190-195.
(140) 35: 4-7, 9-11, 13-17, 1945.
(141) 39:1-28, 38-52.
(142) 47: 1-38.
(143) 8: 1-75.

(144) 61: 1-14.
(145) 41: 37-54.
(146) 17:53-60, 66-70.
(147) 46: 1-14, 27-28, exclude
1.
(148) 16: 33-40, 65-89, 106119.
(149) 5: 7-11, 20-26, 33-40.
(150) 62: 1-11, exclude 3.

(151) 3: 32-180.
(152) 63: 1-11.
(153) 22: 1-17, 30-41, 70-78.
(154) 3: 1-31, 181-200,
exclude 1.

Group 16

Group 17

Group 18

(155) 7: 1-58,156-176, exclude
1.
(156) 59: 1-24, exclude 7, 15,
21-24.
(157) 39: 67-75.
(158) 34:1-9.
(159) 9: 38-70.
(160) 10: 1-70.

(161) 57: 1-29.
(162) 16: 90-97.
(163) 24: 1-34.
(164) 2: 40-152.

(165) 33: 4-6, 9-40, 49-52, 5662, 69-73.
(166) 4: 44-57, 131-175.
(167) 6: 31-73, 83-104, 118134, 154-165.

Group 19

Group 10

Group 21

(168) 13: 1-43.
(169) 9: 71-129.
(170) 48:1-29.
(171) 65: 8-12.
(172) 5: 51-86.
(173) 49: 1-18.
(174) 28: 76-84.

(175) 4: 1-43,58-126.
(176) 18: 9-28.
(177) 9: 1-37.
(178) 46: 15-26, 29-35.

(179) 110: 1-3.
(180) 14: 6, 31.
(181) 58: 1-22.
(182) 5: 27-32, 87-120.
(183) 2: 21-29, 158, 165189,196-203, 210-242, 254,
261-283.

Group 22
(184) 60: 1-13.
(185) 35: 1-3, 8, 12, 18.
(186) 66:1-12.
(187) 6: 135-153.
(188) 65: 1-7.
(189) 4: 127-130, 176.
(190) 24: 35-45, 58-64.
(191) 5: 12-19, 41-50.
(192) 2: 164, 243, 246-253,
255-260, 284-286.
(193) 33:53-55.
(194) 5: 1-6.
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