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The Reality of Qur’anic Revelation:
A Critical Study of “Modern Readings”
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Abstract

The Qur’an has been closely related with reality and the life of people. For this
reason, Muslim scholars have, among other things, studied the circumstances
occasioning the revelation of its verses (asbab al-nuzal) and discussed the issue of
abrogation (naskh) and classification of the Qur’an into Makkan and Madanan
verses as some of the tools for the proper understanding of its meanings and
message. Studying these matters is definitely helpful in the application of teachings
of the Qur’an to contemporary realities throughout space and time. However,
advocates of the so-called modem readings of the Qur’an have taken such things
out of measure by attempting by all means to suspend and nullify the Qura’nic
legislations and commands through considering them limited to the historical
circumstances and incidents associated with the revelation of its verses. They even
went further by asserting that the Qur’an in its entirety is conditioned by the
historical moment in which it was revealed. Thus, they have taken the occasions of
revelation as a springboard to total historicism by means of which they claim to
explore the socio-cultural and historical context which gave birth to Islam in order
to reinterpret it in accordance with the requirements of the modern era. Not only
that; the advocates of this modemist reading or interpretation of the Qur’an,
whenever the usage of those tools do not yield the results they desire, have resorted
to various means even though they flagrantly violate the structure and meaning of
the Qur’anic Text. In dealing, for example, with the notion of abrogation and the
classification of the Qur’an into Makkan and Madanan revelations, some of them
have likewise invented what they called “the upper and lower limits” of abrogation
with the result of not only abrogating or nullifying some of the Qur’anic
legislations, but of suspending the whole message of the Qur’an and abandoning it
altogether. This article aims at examining critically the views and approaches
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advanced by the advocates of the modemist readings of the Qur’an in order to
evaluate their intellectual and methodological soundness.

Key terms: Qur’an, revelation, Qur’anic legislation, historicism,
abrogation, occasions of revelation, modernist interpretation.
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