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Stylometric analysis  

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 an analysis of the mean, mode and median verse of each surah of 

the Qur’an conducted by one Mehdi Bazargan. Based principally upon verse length, but also taking 

into account themes addressed and other factors such as rhyme patterns, Bazargan divided the 114 

surahs of the Qur’an into 194 blocks of text and thereafter clustered these together to present a 

proposed twenty-two stage chronology of the Qur’an’s announcement.2    

 

Sadeghi reduced Bazargan’s twenty-two stages to produce just seven groups of surahs, though 

without otherwise altering Bazargan’s proposed order.  He then used a computer program to 

conduct three independent analyses of morpheme frequency across these sections of text. 

 Sadeghi produced three lists of morphemes:   

List A: the twenty-eight most common morphemes in the Qur’an,  

List B:  114 morphemes that were of middling frequency, 

List C:  3693 very infrequent (‘smoking gun’) morphemes, each of which only occurred   

between two and twenty times within the Qur’an.  

 

In setting out the basis of stylometric analysis, Sadeghi emphasises, using the example of a broken 

window, that the rationale for Bazargan’s original division of the text into 194 text blocks and 

grouping together into 22 stages, and for his (Sadeghi’s) later modification of that arrangement is 

irrelevant to any stylometric profile revealed.   

 

‘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 

 
1 Arabica 58 (2011) 210-299. 
2 Published as Sayr-i taḥawwul-i Qurʾān. Bazargan had performed this analytical exercise whilst in prison in 
pre-revolutionary Iran. He would become Iran’s first post-revolution prime minister, but resigned his office 
following the Iran revolutionary guard’s acquiescence in the seizing of the US embassy in 1979.  



matching fragments. Had he picked them in a random fashion, his argument would be no 
less valid.’ 

For each of his stylometric analyses, Sadeghi arranged the seven groups of text blocks into a 

sequence from lowest frequency to highest frequency of the respective list of morphemes and 

compared these three sequences with Bazargan’s initial sequence upon verse length criteria.  

 

He found that when ordered by each of the four criteria (verse length and the three lists of 

morphemes), with two exceptions the seven clusters of text blocks fell in the same order and that 

the variations over time progressed in a ‘smooth’ transition from the first to the last.  

 

 

Single authorship of the Qur’an  

 

Sadeghi’s conclusions appear to demonstrate that, despite a great variation in style between 

different parts of the Qur’an, the verses, arranged in these clusters, show a consistent trajectory, by 

four independent criteria, rather than a ‘jagged’ pattern such as one would expect from placing 

together the work of different authors. He observes:  

   

‘... 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... ‘  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



The ‘intact’ verses   

 

Based upon his analysis of verse length, Bazargan had concluded that fifty-nine of the Qur’an’s 114 

surahs could be treated as possessing a internally consistent verse length (other than for a handful 

of single or double verse aberrations)3. By contrast the remaining fifty-five surahs show a variety of 

verse lengths, possibly indicating that the surah includes verses revealed at different times.  

 

The fifty nine ‘intact’ surahs are (in the order in which they appear in the canonical Qur’an): 

 

  1, 8, 11, 12, 13, 21, 25, 27, 29, 32,   
  36, 37, 42, 45, 47, 48, 49, 50, 54, 56,   
  57, 58, 59, 60, 61,  62, 63, 64, 66, 67,   
  71, 72, 76, 77, 80, 81, 83, 84, 90, 92,   
  93, 94, 95, 97, 98, 99, 100, 101, 104, 105,                                                       
  106, 107, 108, 109, 110, 111, 112, 113 and 114.   

 

 

Sadeghi’s stylometric analysis confirms that each of these fifty nine surahs also has an internally 

consistent stylometric profile according to the three lists of morphemes. These surahs appear in 

Sadeghi’s sequence of seven groups as follows:  

 

The fifty nine surahs that each possesses an internally consistent verse length                                           
and stylometric profile, arranged into Sadeghi’s seven stylometric clusters  

  

Group 1 Group 2 Group 3 Group 4 Group 5 Group 6 Group 7 

 
77, 80, 
84, 92, 
93, 94, 

104, 106, 
107, 109 
and 114. 

 

 
1, 37,  

56, 83, 
90, 95, 

99, 100, 
101, 105, 
111 and 

113 
 

 
54, 71 
and 97 

 
36 and  

50 

 
11, 12, 
21, 25, 
27, 29, 
32, 45, 
67, 72,  
76 and  

98 

 
8, 13,  

42, 47, 
48, 49, 
57, 59, 
61, 62,  
63 and  

64 

 
58, 60,  
66 and 

110 

 

 

 

 
3 This was drawn to my attention by 'Text-Critical Approaches to Sura Structure: Combining Synchronicity with 
Diachronicity in Sūrat al-Baqara’, by Marianna Klar 



Many past attempts to order the Qur’an have been based upon traditional accounts of a verse’s 

announcement or reconciling its content with the traditional Islamic narrative. However, since the 

original meaning of the Qur’an’s content is the cause of much disagreement amongst both believers 

and academics, and there is no consensus as to how much of the narration accounts and traditional 

narrative are reliable, arrangements of the Qur’an in this way are inevitably likely to reflect the 

viewpoints of the individuals doing the ordering. Moreover, since there is no consensus which verses 

may have been added to earlier surahs, any verse that does not fit a proposed pattern can be 

explained as an aberration. The proposed chronology in the introduction to the 1924 Cairo Edition of 

the Qur’an, probably the closest that the Islamic world has to a standard chronology, has thirty-four 

surahs with later insertions.  There is nothing illogical in explaining an inconsistency to a proposed 

scheme by explaining an inconsistency in this way, but the more exceptions that one has to make 

the less reliable the underlying pattern seems.  

 

However, Bazargan and Sadeghi’s work, appears to offer the potential for reliably arranging fifty-

nine surahs that each appears, according to purely objective indicators, not to have been later 

edited (or at least not to any great extent), into a sequence of seven stages. Although these fifty nine 

surahs contain less than a third of the text of the Qur’an, they may provide a reliable, if incomplete, 

insight into the Qur’an author’s concerns and consequently the context of its announcement.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Groups 1 and 2: ‘Arabian rhapsodies’  
 

(Period 1: surahs 77, 80, 84, 92-94, 104, 106, 107, 109 and 114,  
 Period 2: surahs 1, 37, 56, 83, 90, 95, 99-101, 105, 111 and 113)  
 
 

Style  

The surahs comprising groups 1 and 2 are, with the sole exception of surah 37, short and 

highly charged. Several are preceded by evocative 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 ...’ 

 
 

No less than nine of the fifty verses comprising Surah 77 consist of the refrain: ‘Woe to the 

deniers’. These are clearly composed to be read aloud to create an emotional effect upon 

the listener.4 

 
4 In Geschichte des Qorâns (1860) Theodor Nodeke described this early Quranic style, though not of course 

this precise list of surahs, as follows:  

‘In 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.’  

 



Sir William Muir adopts the term ‘rhapsodies’ in The Coran, Its Composition and Teaching 
and the Testimony it bears to the Holy Scriptures, (1878), to describe surahs 1, 82, 89-95, 
99-106 and 108, of which he suggests:  
 

‘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.’ 

 

It is suggested that several of these surahs are indeed, difficult to imagine as being spoken 

by, as opposed to about God.5    

 

The apocalyptic theme  

The prevailing theme is a warning of a coming apocalypse, conjured up using language that 

seems designed to confound its audience’s imagination:   

  

{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…’  
 
 
{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.‘ 

 
5 It makes little sense for God to bolster the importance of His words by invoking natural phenomena.  Nor for 
Him to curse an individual or threaten their wife with hanging; still less that He would specify the material 
from which he would create the rope.  



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.’ 

 
The surahs of the second period are less surreal than those of the first. In {99.7-8} the 
process of judgement is described in forensic terms:   

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

 
 
In Surahs 56 two tiers of paradise are described, one for ‘the companions of the right’ and a 
superior abode 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 pleasures of houris (‘virgins of modest gaze’) and ‘immortal 
youths’.  
 

 

Soteriology   

However, in both groups 1 and 2 the rhapsodies are sparse on details as to how one attains 

Paradise and avoids the Hellfire. The most recurrent early theme is that of punishment for 

lack of belief -  

 

{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...’ 

 
 



In probably the best known passage from the first period, 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.’   

 
There is, it seems, a specific dogma being referred to here, but precisely what it is that must 
be believed or the criteria for avoiding the punishment is not made explicit.   
 
 
In {80.42}, {90.12-18}, {92.5-11} and {93.9-10} punishment is linked to a failure to relinquish 
wealth:  
 

{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.’    
 

 
and {104.1} condemns the ‘slandering backbiter’, but these only hint at the underlying 

ethical values.   

 

Enigmatic allusions  

Adding to the opacity are several allusions that would presumably have had resonance with 

its original audience, but which now anchor the early verses of the Qur’an in a context that is 

lost to us:  

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.’  

 
 

Surah 111 is devoted to cursing Abu Lahab, literally ‘the father of the flame’, 
(‘May the hands of Abu Lahab perish and may he perish’) along with his wife, 
(‘the wood carrier, upon her neck is a rope of palm fibre’).  
Surah 105 describes the destruction of the ‘masters of the elephant’ by 
‘birds in swarms pelting them with stones of baked clay’.  



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.’ 

 
 
Groups 1 & 2 and Judeo-Christianity  
 
The prevailing eschatological theme of apocalypse, judgment, heaven and hell would be  
familiar to a Jewish or Christian listener/reader. In Surah 1, which is positioned as the 
introduction to the canonical Qur’an and the words of which repeated by Muslims several 
times each day as they perform their obligatory prayers, seems to replicate the structure 
and themes of the Lord’s Prayer of Christianity:6  

 
 

Theme Surah 1 The Lord’s Prayer  

Invocation 1. ‘In the name of God,  
     the Compassionate,  
     the Merciful,  
 

‘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  

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.‘ 

 
 

 
6 Matthew 6.9, Luke 11.2. The comparison first seems to have been made by H Winkler, Fatiha und Vaterunser  
Zeitschrift fur Semitistik verwandte, Gebieta 6 (1928). 



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 
every other  surah of the Qur’an (with the exception of Surah 9).  The use of ‘rahman’ as an 
epithet for God is traceable to Judaism and has recently been found used as such in both 
Jewish and Christian rock inscriptions in South Arabia.7 

 

However, prior to Surah 37 (which is by far the longest surah of groups 1 and 2 and which 

has more in common with the surahs of group 3) there are no specific biblical allusions.  

 
 
Groups 1 & 2 and paganism   

 
On the contrary, at the opposite end of the Qur’an as it is now arranged, its concluding 

words, {114.6}, include a reference to the jinn. These impish supernatural beings have no 

substantial heritage in Judeo-Christian writings. Their inclusion, and the references in Surah 

83 to the books listing the profligate and pious being stored in Sijjin and Illyyun respectively, 

{83.7-8, 18-19}, strongly suggest that whilst the  early Qur’an 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.  

 
 

Surah 37  
 

The only explicit biblical allusions within the intact surahs of groups 1 and 2 occur in       
Surah 37. Since, at 182 verses long, this surah is almost twice the length of the next longest 
surah in this groups, and in group 3 biblical allusions become a prominent theme in 
consistently longer surahs, it seems reasonable to suppose that surah 37 was a transition 
surah, coming at the end of the second group, but with many features of the third.  
 
 
Surah 37 alludes to seven Hebrew 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). It is hardly a Judeo-Christian text, though, since the biblical 
references are followed up immediately by a denial that angels are the daughters of God 
and a reference to how God will judge jinns as well as men. Both of these supernatural 
references suggest that biblical characters are being inserted into a text that is aimed at 
pagans. Interestingly, despite its superficial treatment of these prophets, 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, suggesting that the author has 
not accessed the story from reading or listening to the Torah but from some less orthodox 
tradition. The story would obviously be highly pertinent to a pagan audience.  
 
 
 
 

 
7 See Who Wrote the Qur’an (IRC website)  



Geographical references     
 

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 possible geographical pointers that, at this stage, the Qur’an was being preached in the 
Middle East, rather than on the Arabian Peninsula.         
 

 

Group 3: Jewish and Arab tales interwoven   
 

(Surahs 54, 71, and 97) 

 
Of the three ‘intact’ surahs identified as belonging to the third period, one, Surah 97, continues in 
the same powerful yet mysterious vein as the rhapsodies that have preceded it:       
 
 

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.’  
 

 
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, Surahs 54 and 71 each expand on the biblical allusions that 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.  Surah 71 is entirely devoted to 
a retelling of the story of Noah.  
 
 
By the end of this period, a second distinct punishment theme has emerged to supplement the 
threat of judgment at the Last Day. Now there are warnings that unbelievers may face visitations of 
divine wrath at any moment, in this world. There are sufficient clues (the interleaving of biblical 
stories with the tales of Ad and Thamud; the listing of the names of the supposed pagan gods of 



Noah’s people, that are not mentioned in the Bible: ‘Wadd or Suwa, or Yaguth, or Yauq or Nasr’; the 
continuing references to jinn; and the threat of the ‘touch of Saqar’ {54.48}) that the prophet is still 
directing his comments at pagans, albeit possibly now ones that are familiar with the most well-
known stories of Genesis.  
  
 
There are also the first signs that the prophet is becoming frustrated at the unreceptiveness of his 
audience.  
 

‘Are your disbelievers better than those? Or have you some exemption in the scriptures.’ 
{54.43}. 
 
 
 

Group 4: A pause in innovation     
 

(Surahs 36 and 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 the numbers of intact surahs from twenty three for 
the first two groups to three in the third and just two in the fourth may suggest either a dramatic 
decrease in the prophet’s composition 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 relatively little new material other than 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 (which 
some see as 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 insufficient grounds to suggest a Judeo-Christian 
audience.  
  
 
Surah 50, following from the juxtaposition of 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 seen previously plus three new peoples (the peoples of  
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 lacking in innovation or, as Muir puts it, ‘dull’ and ‘repetitive’.  



Group 5: Expansion and explanation  
 

(Surahs 11, 12, 21, 25, 27, 29, 32, 45, 67, 72, 76 and 98) 

 
 

The fifth group seems to have been a much more prolific and varied period than the two periods 
that preceded it. 
 

Biblical allusions  
 
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 now 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 (strangely 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 
illustrious royal and prophetic careers), Job, Ishmael, two prophets named Idris and 
Dhul Kifl who cannot be identified as specific Hebrew prophets from the text, and  
Jonah, referred to not by name but as ‘the Man of the Fish’.  

 
   

This group sees 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.  

 
 
Surahs 10 and 45 contain the first reference to Hebrew scriptures: ‘the Book of Moses’ and 
the Psalms respectively.  

 
Surahs 67, 76 and 98 have much in common with the surahs of the third period  
 



 
A Jewish audience?  
 
 During this stage, the Qur’an addresses itself to the Children of Israel {27.76}. who are said 
to be ‘favoured above all the worlds’ {45.16}. It would seem that the prophet’s audience has 
changed, or at least grown to include Jews, and probably Christians too.  
  
 
However in Surah 11 the biblical prophets remain are interspersed with Hud, prophet of Ad, 
Salih of Thamud and Shuayb of Midian. Jinn feature prominently 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 Book of Ezekiel but by the sixth century had 
become 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 seems to try to synthesise Jewish tropes 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-Judeo-Christian audience that is as interested in jinn as in Jesus.   
 
 
 
 

Group 6: The Warrior Prophet   
 

(Surahs 8, 13, 42, 47-49, 57, 61-4)  
 
 
The fifth period is characterised by the many reference to fighting or ‘jihad in the way of God’. That 
had been completely absent from the earlier surahs referred to above.  
 
 

Source of the conflict and geographical references    
 

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 al-haram] 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.’  
 

 

Successes  
 
The war seem to be going well for the Qur’an community.  
 

The surahs address themselves to 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 reasonably speculate) 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 latecomers further spoils to 
come.  
 

Success on the battlefield was swelling the community of believers, such that the Qur’an 
also had to address the new problems of hypocrites (all Surah 63), fighting amongst 
believers, {49.9} and {49.12}, and Bedouin allies who do not believe are reassured that that 
will nevertheless be rewarded by God for their submission, {49.14}.  
 
 
 

A theology of war 
 
The Qur’an’s theological content seems to have reduced to the need to fight unbelievers and 
show total obedience to the Qur’an’s author as 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 are no longer any references to Arab tales or paganism, and specific Judeo-Christian 
references have reduced to occasional and fleeting mentions. The predictions of divine 
punishment in the here and now are being realised by the prophet and his followers 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.  

 

   
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.  

 
 
 
 

  
and Jews, a short time before ‘favoured above all the worlds’, are denounced as hypocrites.    
 

{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.’   

    
 

 
  

In a sharp halt to the increasing prominence of biblical allusions in groups 3 to 5, the twelve 
surahs of group 6 contains only four verses containing 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 noting that ‘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.’  

 
 

Style  
 
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: an encouragement to absolute obedience to the prophet as God’s 
viceroy on earth, and to hatred and violence towards his opponents.  
 
 

  

 
 
 
 
 

Group 7: The theocracy   
     
(Surahs 58, 60, 6 and 110) 

 
 



All four of the surahs in the final group are short,  
 

Surah 58 deals primarily with a specific judicial dispute, apparently concerning a man who had 
separated from his wife according to pre-Islamic tradition (which has sometimes been cited 
as the first law-making verse of the Qur’an.8)  
 
 
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.’  

 
 
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}. 

 
 

Surah 66 deals with a breach of confidence by one of the prophet’s wives. Through it, God  
warns all the prophet’s wives 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, confirmation of the conqueror’s unfettered authority, and the ever 
present promises of paradise for his supporters and hell for his opponents is a reference to Abraham 
interceding for his father, {60.4}, and references to wayward and virtuous biblical women to support 
the call for the prophet’s wives to show him devout obedience.   
 
 
 
 
Probably the last of the ‘intact’ verses to have been composed, Surah 110, with just thirty words in 
translation, suggest a reprise of the prophet’s original ‘rhapsody’ style:   
  
 

Surah 110  
 
1 When God’s help and Victory come [some translations have ‘came’]  

 
8 The Study Quran. 



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.  
 

 

 

Conclusion   

 
Although the content of the Qur’an may derive from multiple original sources, it appears that its 
composition into rhyming verse was conducted by one person over a substantial period of time. 
 
 
By examination of just the fifty-nine surahs that appear to have been retained in their original form a 
clear, if incomplete, narrative of the stages of the Qur’an’s announcement emerges:  

 

 

i. The prophet began the Qur’an by presenting powerful but cryptic warnings to a 
pagan audience based upon Judeo-Christian ideas of a coming apocalypse, 
judgment, heaven and hell, although without specifically Judeo-Christian 
references. 

   
ii. Later the prophet introduces brief references to Jewish prophets, with their 

tales interwoven with those of Arab folklore. The theme of these is a divine 
punishment on those who reject God’s messengers, even before the apocalypse. 
The prophet shows frustration with the unreceptiveness of his audience.   

 

Two geographical references (Sinai and Sodom) suggest a middle eastern 
location for this ministry.  
  

 

iii. There follows a period in which the prophet’s output reduces and becomes less 
innovative.  

 
iv. When the Qur’anic verses become more frequent again, it is with longer and 

more detailed explanations of biblical prophets, including Jesus who is 
presented with several of the characteristics attributed to him in Christianity. 
Jews and Christians appear now to be included within the original audience.  

 

 

v. At some stage the prophet had been excluded from a place described as ‘the 
sacred place of prostration’ and responded by organising his supporters into a 
fighting force. This proved successful taking plunder and prisoners.  

 

vi. Unbelievers, including specifically Jews, were dehumanised and fighting them 
presented as a manifestation of God’s punishment on them for their rejection 
the prophet. The need for obedience to the author of the Qur’an as God’s 
messenger and, now effectively his viceroy, became the most prominent theme. 
Religious story telling in the Qur’an has all but ceased.  



 

vii. By the final stage the prophet has become a theocratic ruler, his rule 
unchallenged. He proclaims laws for his people as though from God. So central 
have his own interests become that a surah is declared to invoke God’s support 
for his authority within his own household.   

 

 
As pointed out above, the above narrative is based upon only a third of the Qur’an. It has not 

considered the fifty-five surahs which the verse length and stylometric analysis suggest 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.  

 
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 firm 

stepping stones through the uncertainty on the basis that a reliable witness to half of a story is much 

to be preferred than a suspect witness to the whole.  

 

 


