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xi

Introduction

My Earliest Encounters with the Quran

After my many years of teaching on Islam, I am no longer surprised 
that many Americans have never touched a Quran. Some of them do 
not even know what it is or what is in it. My experience was different 
because I was born and raised in Egypt, which is a Muslim- majority 
country. Before completing elementary school, I had read and even 
memorized parts of the Quran. This was part of my formal educa-
tion, although I was born in a Coptic Christian family. I recall my 
Christian father reciting verses from the Quran on more than one 
occasion. I heard the Muslim call to prayer five times each day. I 
knew that Muslims honor and revere the Quran, just as Christians 
do the Bible. Unlike the Bible, though, the Quran is central to the 
daily life of all Egyptians. Readings from the Quran are broadcast 
on the radio and TV daily. The Bible or any Christian teaching is not 
treated the same in the public sphere. Although Christians in Egypt 
are recognized as citizens, they are the minority and do not receive 
the public attention and benefits of the majority population. At an 
early age, I realized there was a ceiling for Christian participation 
and involvement in Egyptian society.

As a child growing up in Cairo, I did not choose to read or memo-
rize Quranic passages— it happened naturally. I was surrounded by 
the reading of the Quran— on loudspeakers outside the mosques, 
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xii Introduction

in taxis (as many drivers thought listening to the Quran brought 
good omens), and in school. It was required that all pupils, Muslim 
and non- Muslim, must be knowledgeable about the Quran and Is-
lamic history. I wanted to impress my Muslim teacher who taught 
me Arabic in my first year of junior high. He was known as a tough 
teacher, and I had to work diligently to grasp Arabic, particularly in 
writing essays. To obtain the best grade, I had to demonstrate good 
knowledge of the Quran. In my essays, I had to quote ample Quranic 
verses, cite incidents from Muhammad’s life, and mention renowned 
Muslim figures. I was not particularly offended by the immersion in 
Islam and its scripture, as this was a natural part of life in Egypt.

When I was ten, I enjoyed watching episodes of the American 
TV show Little House on the Prairie with Arabic subtitles. I used to 
wait for the show with anticipation as I sat with my sisters in front 
of our TV. We were fascinated to see scenes of people participating 
in church meetings, singing hymns, praying before meals, reading 
Bible verses, and asking God for rain. We loved to watch, and it was 
evident to us that things were different in Egypt.

It is from within this background that I grew up understanding the 
Quran. For the most part, I was introduced to the traditional conser-
vative Muslim views regarding the scripture. There was no such thing 
as a critical view of the Quran or examining it as a book; in Egypt, 
the Quran is untouchable. Behind closed doors, however, Christians 
had more freedom to discuss Islam, Muslims, and the Quran. Frankly, 
some discussions were not only negative but also childish and unrea-
sonable, such as those about the myth that Muhammad called for 
fasting during Ramadan because he wanted to marry the beautiful 
wife of a man named Ramadan— who was satisfied that his name 
would be remembered and gave his wife to Muhammad. Yet some 
conversations were informed and reasonable (e.g., Why does the 
Quran refer to Christians and Jews as infidels? What should Chris-
tians do about this epithet when they hear it shouted at them in the 
streets? Why does Allah preserve the Quran while allowing the Bible 
to be corrupted by evil people, as Muslims claim?).

After growing up in this context, I never thought I would earn a 
PhD related to Islam and its texts, but I did in fact receive two PhDs 
in Islamic studies. Throughout that journey, I learned in academic 
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xiii

settings, listening tentatively to both the Muslim views and the non- 
Muslim arguments. I was surprised to encounter many Muslims who 
doubted the Quran and many non- Muslims who praised it. I read 
bizarre claims advanced by both Muslims and non- Muslims. I learned 
to examine Islam, Muhammad, and the Quran critically. Learning 
and unlearning various things about the Quran, I came to terms with 
my experience growing up as a Christian surrounded by Muslims. 
I adopted a more nuanced view of Islam’s sacred book based on 
research and truthful documentation. After writing scholarly ma-
terial on the Quran, I began to consider the multitudes of people 
who do not attend scholarly meetings or academic debates. I thought 
of those who are merely curious about the Quran. The book you 
hold in your hands is the result of my desire to make this knowledge 
accessible to those who want some introductory information about 
Islam’s holy book.

I conclude this introduction with a few remarks on the style and 
structure of the book in order to help the reader. First, the informa-
tion in this book is presented in the form of questions and answers. 
This is meant to be helpful to general readers who have little to 
no familiarity with Islam or the Quran. While the target audience 
is primarily non- Muslims, I write with Muslims in mind. I respect 
them in their diversity, religiously and culturally. I understand that 
all Muslims are not alike in their devotion or understanding of their 
faith. There are cultural Muslims— who believe in Islam as part of 
their nationalism without much exploration of sophisticated reli-
gious inquiries— and there are religious, educated, fundamentalist, 
liberal, and progressive Muslims. I appreciate their enthusiasm for 
their belief system, but in this book I ask critical questions that are 
rarely addressed in popular circles. I do not doubt that some of the 
questions are never asked by cultural Muslims, who, in my estima-
tion, comprise the vast majority of Muslims. The questions I ask 
in this book focus on critical evaluations of the Quran from a non- 
Muslim worldview.

Second, in this book, I do not depend on speculations or supposi-
tions about Islam. I do not write unsupported pieces of information 
about the Quran. Through my years of study, I have become aware 
of the confusion surrounding Islam. I do not want to add to this 

Introduction
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xiv Introduction

confusion by including what some uninformed people might think or 
imagine about Islam; rather, I stick to reliable texts and documents. I 
do not aim to destroy Islam or to proselytize Muslims in this book. I 
want to educate non- Muslims in the West about the sacred scripture 
of Islam. I strive to begin my answer to each question by presenting 
the Muslim viewpoint. I focus on sources written by Muslims them-
selves, the earlier the better. I examine the earliest Muslim sources, 
which are cherished and revered worldwide by faithful believers. Fur-
thermore, I include views offered by both Sunni and Shiite Muslims. 
Many studies on Islam value the Sunni perspective over that of the 
Shiite, but I believe this is wrong. Although Sunnis make up about 85 
percent of Muslims worldwide, while Shiites make up only 13 percent, 
both groups have legitimate testimony regarding the faith supposedly 
proclaimed by a seventh- century Arabian prophet. I am convinced 
that the Shiite perspective adds nuance to our understanding of Islam, 
especially concerning the Quran and its canonization.

Third, after I present the Muslim viewpoint in answering a ques-
tion, I pose critical questions regarding the traditional Muslim views. 
In tackling these questions, I introduce recent scholarly discussions 
about the topic, and I present what academics and general thinkers 
say about the matter under study. I consult both Muslim and non- 
Muslim scholars, whose views bring nuance to our understanding 
of the topic. When I consult Muslim scholars, I do not focus merely 
on conservative or fundamentalist views but also take into account 
liberal or progressive Muslim perspectives. It is important to consider 
the various Muslim voices, as Islam is not a monolithic religion. If 
we want to study the Quran and its text critically, we should strive 
to acknowledge the many— sometimes contradictory— views among 
Muslims today.

Fourth, although I provide information from academic research, I 
aim to make it accessible for a general audience. My goal is to write 
for nonspecialists. Therefore, I do not attempt to use phonetics to 
preserve Arabic names but instead use the common English names. 
For example, in scholarly writing, the prophet of Islam is written 
as Muḥammad, and his wife is written as ʿĀʾisha. This scholarly 
writing includes Arabic long vowels, but this consideration is not a 
major concern for my audience, so I simply write them Muhammad 
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xv

and Aisha. The same principle applies for using the more common 
rendition “Quran” as opposed to Qur’ān.

Fifth, since my goal is to provide an accessible and easy- to- read 
text, I avoid using notes excessively, but not altogether. Instead, I pre-
sent information from numerous resources in the sources consulted 
section at the end of this book. These sources are meant to guide 
readers who want to know more or assist students who seek further 
research. I should note that my 2018 book, The Stated Motivations 
for the Early Islamic Expansion (New York: Peter Lang), includes 
two chapters (chaps. 2 and 5) that focus on the Quran and contain 
expanded research.

Sixth, this book consists of two parts: (1) the history of the text 
of the Quran and (2) content, features, and themes of the Quran. 
In each part, the questions aim to cover the most important topics, 
although these questions are not meant to be exhaustive. Covering 
many questions regarding one specific topic, the Quran, created some 
overlap between the material in the various sections. I endeavored not 
only to organize the questions logically but also to make them stand 
independently. Thus, a reader can turn directly to a specific question 
and study how it is answered without relying on context provided 
elsewhere. However, sometimes I needed to repeat information given 
in previous answers. In these situations, I covet your grace and pa-
tience, as I was seeking to clarify information for those unfamiliar 
with earlier discussions. In addition, I should warn that some answers 
are lengthier than others.

Seventh, I highly encourage the reader to preview the glossary be-
fore turning to the questions. The glossary will familiarize you with 
important Islamic terms and key Muslim figures discussed through-
out the book. I also encourage you to refer to the glossary when you 
find an unfamiliar word in the text.

Finally, my goal of writing a book on the Quran for non- Muslims 
is twofold. First, I hope to encourage non- Muslims to engage in sin-
cere conversation with Muslims about their faith. Many Muslims 
are unaware of the critical views of Islam and its sacred texts. It is 
commendable to seek better understanding of the faith and to learn 
about the progressive views that challenge fundamentalist trends. 
Second, I also hope this book will encourage non- Muslims to see 

Introduction
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xvi Introduction

Islam’s complexity and diversity. We tend to focus on conservative 
Muslim views but ignore or, even worse, remain unaware of the pro-
gressive and liberal views. Islam is far from monolithic. It is a diverse 
faith, and progressive Muslims in particular seek to make it suitable 
for the modern world.

This book is a concise attempt at introducing non- Muslims to a 
few aspects of Islam’s scripture. It does not aim to be exhaustive. I am 
presenting my own interpretation of Islam, and some may disagree 
with my readings of the Islamic sources, which is understandable. In 
the end, my hope is to encourage non- Muslims to gain familiarity 
with the Quran and to seek more information on the topics discussed 
in this book. We will begin our journey with one of the most basic 
questions: What is the Quran?
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1

PART 1

THE  

HISTORY  
OF THE  

TEXT  
OF THE  

QURAN
Part 1 highlights the historical development of Islam’s scripture. Here 
we examine aspects of Muhammad’s life related to the documenta-
tion of the Quran and investigate the claims of its authenticity. Also 
addressed are Muslim views concerning the canonization of the text. 
Muslims hold the Quran in the highest esteem but differ in their 
beliefs about the text, its history, and preservation.
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3

1

What Is the Quran?

The Quran is a mysterious book to many Westerners, perhaps be-
cause both Islam (as a religion) and Muslims (as followers of that 
religion) were generally unknown until the September 11, 2001, at-
tacks. I once asked my atheist neighbor in the United States, “In your 
opinion, what is the Quran?”

“It is the Bible of Muslims,” my neighbor replied.
This is how many Americans view the Quran. Moreover, this an-

swer demonstrates a tendency to see other religions through one’s 
own worldview. If I were to ask my neighbor about the actual content 
of the Quran, our discussion probably would have ended quickly. 
Muslims, however, know and memorize the Quran from an early 
age.

The Quran is Islam’s scripture. It is considered the most sacred 
book by over 1.5 billion Muslims. The title “Quran” appears in other 
variant forms, including Kuran, Koran, and Qoran, among others. 
Its transliterated form is Qur’ān, which is an Arabic word best pro-
nounced as “Qur” immediately followed by a glottal stop and “aan.”

The book consists of 114 chapters. Each chapter is called a sura. 
Every sura is divided into verses, and each verse is called an aaya. 
The word aaya in Arabic refers not only to a verse in scripture but 
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4

also to a supernatural wonder, sign, or miracle that denotes evidence 
or proof. Verses in the Quran are numbered, but the numbers follow 
the verses in the Arabic Quran— although most foreign translations 
of the Quran place the verse numbers prior to the verses, as is the 
custom with biblical texts. The Quran is about two- thirds the size 
of the New Testament. The total verse count in the Quran varies 
depending on the respective Arabic reading, ranging from 6,236 to 
6,616 verses.

Each chapter has a title. A sampling of titles includes the following: 
“The Cow,” “The Family of Imran,” “Joseph,” “The Prophets,” “The 
Forgiver,” “The Catastrophe,” and “The Infidels or Faithless.” These 
titles, which were not part of the original chapters, were added later 
by medieval Muslims who attributed them to Muhammad’s author-
ity. Each title identifies a person or theme found within the specific 
chapter, although the connection between a chapter and its title is 
not always straightforward and clear (e.g., sura 112).

The 114 chapters of today’s Quran are not arranged chronologi-
cally (i.e., they are not organized according to the time of their alleged 
reception by Muhammad). After the compilation of the chapters 
into one book (which will be discussed in later questions), Muslims 
arranged the chapters in decreasing length, with very few exceptions 
(e.g., Q 1 and Q 108). The longest chapter is “The Cow” (Q 2), and 
the shortest is “Plenty” or “Abundance” (Q 108). The first chapter 
is called “The Opening” and serves as the Quran’s prologue. It is an 
essential component of worship, as devoted Muslims repeat it many 
times daily in their ritual prayers. It reads,

In the name of Allah, the Merciful, the Compassionate. Praise be-
longs to Allah, the Lord of all the worlds, the All- merciful, the All- 
compassionate, the Master of the Day of Judgment. You do we wor-
ship, and to You do we turn for help. Guide us to the straight path, the 
path of those whom You have blessed, not of those who have deserved 
wrath, nor of those who are astray.

While this is the first chapter in today’s Quran, according to Mus-
lim tradition the first revealed chapter is 96: “Read [or recite] in the 
name of your Lord who created— created man from a clot of blood. 

The History of the Text of the Quran     
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5

Read, and your most bountiful Lord is he who taught the use of pen, 
taught man what he did not know.”

The chapters of  the Quran cover various themes and topics. 
Among the frequently repeated themes are Allah and his attributes; 
humankind as believing or unbelieving; prophets and messengers 
sent by Allah to several places; Christians, Jews, and other religious 
groups; evil; hellfire; Satan; and angels. Most non- Muslims tend 
to envision the Quran as a book mainly concerned with violence 
and jihad. This is incorrect. The truth is that, while these topics are 
present in the Quran, they are by no means the only— or even the 
major— themes. It might be surprising for people to learn that these 
misconceptions about the Quran exist not just among non- Muslims. 
Muslims themselves sometimes have misconceptions about their own 
scripture. For instance, many Muslims believe that the Quran focuses 
on tawhid, a term that refers to strict monotheism. They insist that 
tawhid is the most important concept advanced by the Quran. Inter-
estingly, this term is never mentioned in the Quran. Later Muslims 
developed it to describe their belief in Allah’s oneness, as distinct 
from the concept of the Trinity advanced by Christians. Muslims also 
generally believe that the Arabic Quran has one— and only one— text 
worldwide, with no discrepancies between copies. As we will see, 
this is also incorrect.

What Is the Quran?
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6

2

What Does “Quran” Mean?

Most Muslims believe that the word Quran means “recitation” and 
is either a proper noun initially emerging with the revelation of their 
sacred text or, alternatively, a derivative noun from the Arabic verb 
qara’, meaning “to read.” This is the common understanding among 
Muslims. Some non- Muslim scholars, however, argue that the word 
Quran is derived from the Syriac word qeryana, which refers to a 
liturgical text. (Syriac is a Semitic language—a dialect of Aramaic 
important in the seventh century among Christians.) This argument 
is built on the notion that the Quran was originally proclaimed in a 
setting where Syriac was a common liturgical language, particularly 
used by Christians for biblical and liturgical texts. These scholars 
believe that the Quran was first orally proclaimed in a mixture of 
Arabic and Syriac and was later documented in a text that was mis-
read as being only Arabic (which we will discuss later).

Because the Quran is not written in modern Arabic, the classical 
Arabic of the book is not easy to understand— even for many Arabs. 
Since the Quran connotes recitation, the ritual recitation of the text 
is very important to Muslims. It has an almost supernatural effect. 
Muslims believe that a mere recitation of the Quran can bless, guide, 
and comfort the soul. The recitation is part of daily devotion and 
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worship and is usually done using melodies and specific technical 
artistry. While all Muslims are called to recite the Quran, some do so 
professionally and are known as reciters. In their recitation, Muslims 
encounter complex, sophisticated, and difficult Arabic terms. These 
terms are usually viewed as evidence of the divine revelation and an 
essential part of what makes a text sacred.

Memorizing the Quran and reciting it publicly are highly respected 
and encouraged among Muslims. In Muslim- majority countries such 
as Egypt and Saudi Arabia, the government supervises national an-
nual competitions for reciting the Quran from memory. The prizes 
are usually large sums of money, and the contestants are sometimes 
twelve years old or even younger. In 2018, the Egyptian government 
designated one million pounds (about $60,000) for these types of 
competitions. The contestants were all Muslim but not all Arab. Some 
non- Arabs who participated and won came from Chad, Niger, Ban-
gladesh, Brunei, Russia, and the United States. These competitions 
indicate the level of reverence and admiration with which Muslims 
treat the words of the Quran. We see similarities here with Judaism. 
In Deuteronomy 6, the Jews are instructed to dwell in the words of 
the Torah: placing them on their hearts, teaching them diligently to 
their children, and talking of them frequently.

What Does “Quran” Mean?
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3

Are There Other Scriptures in Islam?

The Quran is the only scripture in Islam; however, there are other 
texts that Muslims value and revere. These texts, though less impor-
tant than the Quran, form the Muslim identity and understanding 
of their religion. They explain unclear elements of the Quran and 
provide details and establish context for understanding Islam’s scrip-
ture. Without these additional texts, various elements of the Quran 
would remain ambiguous.

The most important Islamic texts, second only to the Quran, are 
the hadith collections, which are collections of sayings, deeds, and 
teachings attributed to Muhammad. They were compiled by Muslims 
who lived centuries after his death. Every hadith collection includes 
hundreds or thousands of these sayings, deeds, and teachings cat-
egorized in sections by topics and grouped together in volumes. It is 
important to note that Sunni and Shiite Muslims disagree strongly 
about these hadith collections. Not only do they employ and advance 
different collections that they claim are “trusted,” but they also dis-
pute what is considered forged and what is authentic. While these 
collections emerged centuries after Muhammad’s death, they claim 
to preserve his exact statements. One hadith states, “The Messen-
ger of Allah said, be merciful to those on the earth and the One in 
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the heavens will have mercy upon you.” Of course, one can notice 
similarities with other religious traditions. Another hadith reads, 
“Whoever changes his Islamic religion, then kill him.”1 This hadith 
is often used by radical Islamists to enforce the killing of anyone who 
abandons Islam, although liberal Muslims generally warn against 
taking it literally.

After the hadith collections, there are several other important texts, 
including Muhammad’s expeditions (known as maghazi), Muham-
mad’s biography (known as sira), Muslim conquests (identified as 
futuh), Muslim history (known as tarikh), Quran commentaries 
(known as tafsir), and Quran’s contexts of revelation (known as 
asbab), among others. Each of these genres includes various titles 
written or compiled by different authors, each of which advances 
specific— and often contradictory— sectarian or political views. Some 
of the books include several volumes. They all share a common fea-
ture: all were written or compiled centuries after Muhammad’s death. 
This feature perplexes non- Muslim scholars, as it casts doubt on the 
validity of the textual testimony. The Muslim community, however, 
views these sources positively and trusts that they provide authentic 
descriptions of the days of Muhammad and his followers.

1. The collections of Sunni hadiths are available at Sunnah.com. The first hadith is 
from Sunan Abi Dawud, Book of General Behavior, book 42, hadith 4923, the second 
is from Sahih al- Bukhari, Book of Apostates, vol. 9, book 84, hadith 57.

Are There Other Scriptures in Islam?
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4

What Do Muslims Believe  
about the Quran?

For Muslims, the Quran records the exact words of Allah (kalam 
Allah). It is without error and totally infallible. It is the last divine 
revelation given by Allah to humankind. It surpasses and replaces all 
previous divine revelations, including those found in the Bible. The 
Quran is the primary source of doctrines and practices.

Muslims believe that the Quran we have in our hands today came 
down from heaven as a verbal revelation from Allah to his prophet 
Muhammad, through the archangel Gabriel, over the course of 
twenty- three years. This idea of a “book sent down” is very impor-
tant to Muslims. The notion of a literal inspiration with no human 
influence is central to the Muslim belief regarding the Quran. The 
Quranic text, Muslims say, is the written document of a preexisting 
text that has eternally existed in heaven, called “the preserved celestial 
tablet” (al- lawh al- mahfuz). This celestial tablet contains the exact 
Arabic words as found in today’s Quran. Muslims, past and present, 
share this belief with some variations. The celestial tablet is on the 
right side of the divine throne, above the seventh heaven, preserved 
and protected from errors caused by devils.
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Through the angel Gabriel, Allah sent down the words of this 
preserved tablet to Muhammad in the seventh century. The majority 
of Muslims believe that the Quran is uncreated; it existed eternally 
with Allah and was verbally dictated to Muhammad at a specific 
time. These dictated words, Muslims believe, were divinely preserved 
from errors and meticulously protected not only during the trans-
mission from heaven to Muhammad but also during the transition 
from verbal proclamation to textual documentation. Consequently, 
Muslims believe that the Quranic text as we have it today includes no 
human errors or scribal mistakes; it is the exact copy of the original 
celestial tablet. These beliefs about the Quran create a sacred halo 
around it for Muslims. It is untouchable. Any question regarding its 
authenticity is considered an attack against the most sacred book.

During a trip to Morocco in 2005, I met a young man named 
Mahmud in the streets of Casablanca. As our conversation turned to 
religion, he was adamant that the “true” Bible was a book of the past 
that no longer exists because Christians and Jews changed its pas-
sages. For Mahmud, the Quran is the only perfectly preserved book. 
“If Allah sent both the Bible and the Quran, why would he preserve 
only the latter and allow the former to be altered and manipulated 
by evil people?” I asked him. I began arguing that his position por-
trays the deity as unjust and unable and leads to suspicion about the 
corruption of the Quran. Once I mentioned the possibility of the 
corruption of the Quran, Mahmud became furious, spat on me, and 
shouted as he left. This incident illustrates that, as a general rule, 
questioning the validity or authenticity of the Quran is considered 
blasphemy. Muslims elevate the Quran and view it as superior to 
other scriptures, including the Torah and the New Testament— which 
Muslims believe have not been preserved and thus are corrupt.

Muslims revere not only the words and passages of the Quran but 
also its book form. By this, I mean they value and highly respect the 
paper copy itself. This is very different from the Christian treatment 
of the Bible. Although Christians honor their copies of the Bible, for 
them its value is in the content. Muslims relate to and treat the Quran 
differently. Muslims never place the Quran on the floor, because doing 
so is considered dishonoring and shameful. Muslims often kiss the 
Quran. They put it on their heads to honor it and seek blessing. 

What Do Muslims Believe about the Quran? 
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Usually, Muslims wash their hands before touching the Quran. Some 
even perform the detailed Islamic ritual of ablution— which involves 
washing not only the hands and arms but also the mouth, nostrils, 
head, and feet with running water— before touching the Quran. The 
goal is to purify oneself before reading the sacred text. These rituals 
demonstrate Muslims’ respect for the Quran, but they can also be 
used to protect people from evil or satanic influence.

My best friend in junior high, Walid, a Muslim from my neighbor-
hood back in Cairo, used to sleep with the Quran under his pillow 
to avoid bad dreams. He read the Quran before exams to score good 
grades. One day he told me that he suspected a mutual friend of ours 
was envious of him, and he was concerned about the evil eye. Walid 
consequently decided to read the Quran more diligently to send away 
evil influence and to seek Allah’s protection. Walid was not necessar-
ily concerned with understanding every word of the text; the Quran 
was very difficult for him at that young age. Rather, he was certain 
that reading Allah’s words was sufficient for protection and blessing.

Furthermore, Muslims believe that the Quran addresses and meets 
all human needs. It is the greatest miracle of Allah. Traditionally, 
it is the miracle, and no other miracle is needed. Although Moses 
and Jesus used miracles to proclaim their messages, Muhammad did 
not need such supernatural deeds; his only miracle was the Quran, 
and it manifests Allah’s power and signs. Through its language and 
beautiful eloquence, the Quran surpasses any other created book. 
Some Muslims even believe that the Quran, which was reportedly 
revealed fourteen centuries ago, includes scientific facts that were 
recently discovered or proven by secular scientists. By their estima-
tion, this proves without doubt the matchless nature of the Quran as 
the literal word of Allah, mediated through Gabriel and proclaimed 
by Muhammad.

In fact, Muslims articulate a theological term to describe the 
Quran: inimitability (i’jaz). This term expresses the matchless na-
ture of the Quran— its language, beauty, truth, and reliability. Allah 
is viewed as directly involved in the dictation of each word, which is 
another reason why Muslims generally view any critical examination 
of the Quran as an attack on Allah and on Muhammad’s message. 
If no one can question Allah or Muhammad, then the Quran also 

The History of the Text of the Quran     
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can never be attacked. If the Quran is inimitable, Muslims say, then 
it was not authored by a human— not even by Muhammad himself. 
Imagine the dismay of Muslims when they hear scholarly discus-
sions depicting the Quran as a developing text with many authors, 
or when they encounter arguments that it contains literary errors and 
contradictory statements. These arguments attack the Muslim claim 
of inimitability and thus are totally rejected by believers.

Muslims thus receive the Quran as inerrant. Any discrepancy or 
apparent contradiction in the Quranic text is dismissed by Muslims 
and described as evidence of its mysterious, divine nature. Humans, a 
Muslim might exclaim, cannot fathom divine precepts. For Muslims, 
the Quran is unmatched, as it conveys the divine revelation brought 
forth by Islam. No matter what non- Muslims say or argue about the 
Quran, most Muslims regard the text as without error. The claims 
of inerrancy and inimitability are apologetic, as they aim to defend 
Islam’s scripture against non- Muslim claims and criticism.

But there are other important questions to consider: Do all Mus-
lims view the Quran in such a conservative manner? Aren’t there 
some who identify as Muslims who are willing to critically evaluate 
the Quran?

While the conservative view of the Quran is the general Muslim 
belief, there are some Muslims who disagree with this strict view. Self- 
identified Muslim Taha Husayn (1889–1973) voiced unconventional 
claims about the Quran. Husayn believed that the Quran provides 
no historical evidence of the existence of some religious prophets, 
including Abraham. Husayn further suggested that the Quran in-
cludes exaggeration and nationalistic favoritism toward Muhammad 
and his tribe and that some verses of the text appear to reference 
pagan poetry.

Other Muslim writers claim that the Quranic text we possess today 
does not include the totality of Muhammad’s proclamations, which 
were kept only in the hearts of the earliest believers. Some procla-
mations (verses) were never written down at all, and some of those 
that were have likely been lost. This suggests that today’s Quran is 
incomplete. Some Muslims even believe that the Quran is not the 
speech of Allah but rather just the words of Muhammad, and thus 
it is not necessarily infallible. Furthermore, these unconventional 

What Do Muslims Believe about the Quran? 
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Muslims argue that the Quran includes verses that were proclaimed 
merely to fulfill personal desires of Muhammad’s early followers or 
to grant special advantages to the Muslim prophet himself. Ali al- 
Kurani (1944–) uses early primary sources to prove that the Quran 
underwent interpolation and omission, indicating the addition and 
the removal of verses, respectively.

These scholars are viewed as liberal by conservative Muslims, and 
their views exist within both of the major Muslim denominations, 
Sunni and Shiite. Undoubtedly, these views shed doubt on the claims 
of inimitability, inerrancy, and infallibility and the belief that the 
Quran is the exact copy of the celestial tablet found in the seventh 
heaven. However, these unconventional views are by no means com-
monly adopted or widely advanced by most Muslims.

The History of the Text of the Quran     
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