A\

&2 Journal of Ketab-e Qayyem &%
Homepage:: 2|(2Q5.1rr;e5)?§<6)d.a04ir ey

——n

An Evaluation of Wansbrough's View on the Functions of the word 'Qul' in the Quran

Mohammad Javad Veradi Esfahani '~ | Nehleh Gharavi Naeini 2*? =" | Nosrat Nilsaz?

1. PhD in Quran and Hadith sciences, Tarbiat Modares University, Tehran, Iran. E-mail: v.mohammadjavad@modares.ac.ir

2. Corresponding author, Professor, Department of Quran and Hadith Sciences, Faculty of Humanities, Tarbiat Modares
University, Tehran, Iran. E-mail: naceni_n@modares.ac.ir

3. Associate professor, Department of Quran and Hadith Sciences, Faculty of Humanities, Tarbiat Modares University, Tehran,
Iran. E-mail: nilsaz@modares.ac.ir

Article info. Abstract
Article type: According to John Wansbrough, the Quranic text is organized through various literary
Research Article formulas. He identifies three main structures, with the "apodictic formula" representing a

divine command. He considers the imperative verb 'Qul' (Say) the most frequent example

of this structure and proposes four functions for it, the most important of which is to
Article history:

Received 26 September, 2023

introduce phrases that cannot be directly attributed to God. Based on this, Wansbrough
suggests that 'Qul' might be a redactional insertion intended to unify the text by replacing

Received in revised form 18 prophetic speech with direct divine discourse. Through a descriptive-analytical and

January, 2024 critical method, this study examines the forms and functions of the word 'Qul' in the

Accepted 21 January, 2024 Quran. It demonstrates that its functions are far more numerous and sometimes contrary

Published online 21 March, to Wansbrough's claims. The study identifies its primary function as creating a space for

2026 dialogue and responding to implicit questions. Furthermore, by evaluating Wansbrough's
view, the paper concludes that his hypothesis about 'Qul, i.e., being an addition, is
untenable based on the literary and comparative analysis of the Quranic text.

Keywords:

Wansbrough, Quranic studies,
Literary structures of the
Quran, Qul, Textual distortion,
Dialogue in the Quran
Cite this article: Varadi Esfahani, M. J., Gharavi Naeini, N., & Nilsaz, N. (2026). An Evaluation of Wansbrough's View
on the Functions of the 'Qul' Structure in the Quran. Journal of Ketab-e Qayyem, 16(1), 21-42.
http//doi.org/10.30512/kq.2024.20674.3760

© The author(s). Publisher: Meybod University.

DOI: http//doi.org/10.30512/kq.2024.20674.3760



mailto:naeeni_n@modares.ac.ir
file:///D:/Pajoohyar/storage/24YQ67Q9/v.mohammadjavad@modares.ac.ir
mailto:naeeni_n@modares.ac.ir
file:///D:/Pajoohyar/storage/24YQ67Q9/nilsaz@modares.ac.ir
https://doi.org/10.30512/kq.2024.20674.3760
https://doi.org/10.30512/kq.2024.20674.3760
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1506-2760
https://orcid.org/0009-0001-7035-3632
https://orcid.org/0002-0000-5574-8580

22 An Evaluation of Wansbrough's View on the Functions of the word 'Qul' in the Quran/ Veradi Esfahani

Extended Abstract

Introduction

John Wansbrough's book, Quranic Studies, is a landmark work in Western Islamic studies that shifted
the focus of Quranic analysis from traditional historical and theological methods to a literary approach;
it is similar to biblical criticism. A central element of his analysis is the identification of denotative
elements in the Quran. He categorizes these into three types: apodictic (divine command), supplicatory
(human prayer), and narrative. Wansbrough argues that the most common apodictic formula is the
imperative verb 'Qul' (Say). He posits that its primary function is to preface statements that are not
directly attributable to God (e.g., first-person speech of the Prophet). This leads him to his most
challenging hypothesis; that is, 'Qul' is a redactional element later added to or inserted into the text to
create textual uniformity and frame prophetic speech as direct divine revelation. This study critically
examines this hypothesis by posing the central research question ‘To what extent is Wansbrough's
literary analysis of the functions of the word 'Qul' accurate and defensible when tested against the
Quranic evidence?’

Methodology

This study employs a descriptive-analytical and critical method. It undertakes a comprehensive
literary and comparative analysis of all the 332 instances of the imperative 'Qul' in the Quran. The
research methodology involves a) systematically categorizing the various grammatical and syntactical
forms in which 'Qul' appears, b) analyzing the contextual function of each form to identify its rhetorical
and communicative purpose, and c) critically evaluating Wansbrough's classification and his
overarching hypothesis of 'Qul' being a redactional insertion against the textual evidence gathered. This
approach allows for a direct assessment of Wansbrough's claims based on the internal data of the Quranic
text.

Findings

The analysis first critiques the four functions for 'Qul' proposed by Wansbrough, demonstrating that
his classification is inconsistent, as it mixes formal and content-based criteria, and its categories are not
mutually exclusive. The paper then presents its own comprehensive survey, identifying 14 distinct
formal structures involving 'Qul' (e.g., 'Qul + Interrogative', 'Qul + Conditional', 'Qul + particle Ya').

Based on this detailed analysis, the study argues that the functions of 'Qul' are far more diverse than
what Wansbrough suggested. The primary function is identified as establishing a dialogical framework,
often to answer an explicit or implicit question ("isti'naf bayani"). The other significant functions
overlooked by Wansbrough include a) stating legal and ethical principles, b) emphasizing the divine
origin and authority of the message, ¢) highlighting the importance of the subsequent statement, d)
serving as a form of ceremonial address ("khitab tashrif") to honor the community, and e) providing
divine reinforcement and resolve ("tathbit") for the Prophet.

Finally, the study directly refutes the "redactional insertion" hypothesis with four key arguments
based on textual evidence. First, there are verses where 'Qul' can be removed with n grammatical or
semantic damage to the text, suggesting its purpose is rhetorical, not corrective.

Second, in many verses, 'Qul' is tied to other grammatical elements (like prepositional phrases) that
would also have to be considered additions. Third, the repetition of 'Qul' in close proximity within verses
is rhetorically potent but redactinally redundant. Forth, its strategic placement within verses, rather than
just at the beginning, points to a deliberate authorial choice, not a mechanical redactional insertion.

Conclusion

While Wansbrough's work correctly identified 'Qul' as a significant literary feature, his analysis of
its functions is incomplete, and his hypothesis that it is a redactional insertion is not supported by the
textual evidence. This study concludes that 'Qul' is not an editorial apparatus but an integral and
sophisticated rhetorical device in the Quran. Its primary function is to create a dynamic conversational
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atmosphere that serves multiple purposes, including argumentation, instruction, and divine affirmation.
The diverse forms and strategic placement of 'Qul' throughout the Quran reveal a deliberate and
consistent rhetorical strategy that is fundamental to the communicative style of the text, rather than
evidence of a later editorial process. The findings reaffirm the necessity of detailed literary analysis
grounded in the text itself before drawing broad historical conclusions.
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