9  Abstract

Critique of Firestone's View on Incompatibilities in the
Quranic Teachings of Jihad

Maryam Velayati!
Mohammad Ali Tabatabaei 2

Reuven Firestone, the American Islamist, is one of the Western
scholars with a sympathetic approach to Islam. Among his main
interests is just war in Abrahamic religions. This paper aims to review
his thesis on the process of legislation of jihad in the Qur’an. He holds
the view that Muslim Jurisprudents have developed a later
evolutionary theory on this issue and attributed it to the Qur’an to
solve the problem of disparity between the Quranic verses on war. In
contrast to this traditional view, Firestone suggests an inventive
scenario which indicates that opposed Qur’anic verses on war refer to
opposing groups in early Muslim society. This contribution tries to
show the weak-points in Firestone’s presuppositions, sources and
methods of analysis.
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'. Firestone, “Conceptions of Holy War in Biblical and Qur'anic Tradition”, Journal of

Religious Ethics
*. Firestone, “Disparity and Resolution in the Quranic Teachings on War: A Reevaluation of

a Traditional Problem”, Journal of Near Eastern Studies.

". Firestone, Jihad; the Origin of Holy War in Islam, New York, Oxford.
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", Two genres of interpretive literature evolved in the Islamic world which directly or

indirectly responded to the problem of possible contradictions in revelation, and they
naturally treated a great many issues beyond that of religiously sanctified fighting
(Firestone, 1997, p.¥-Y). When early Muslim scholars found the Qur’anic verses devoid of
any contextual information and permeated with inconsistencies on the subject of war, they
developed two genres: asbab al-nuzil, to provide historical contexts for revelations, and al-
nasih wa al-mansiih, to resolve the problem of seemingly contradictory materials in the
Qur’an. These two genres developed out of the fact that “the actual text of the Qur’an is of
course inviolable” and “the accepted view that the revelations were given serially in
accordance with the specific historical unfolding of Muhammad’s prophetic career”
(Firestone, Jihad, The Origin of Holy War in Islam, New York, Oxford, Oxford University
Press, 1999, p. 49 V0+).
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"". The success of both of these genres is predicated upon certain principles which are not

open to question in Islamic circles. The first is that the Qur'an was revealed serially over a
period of some twenty-two years. The second is that Muhammad sought or expected divine
revelation in order to respond to the exigencies of specific situations. But these principles
are nothing more than assumptions. Both are based on ‘common knowledge’ derived from
oral traditions that were eventually reduced to writing in the histories, the official or
canonized biography of the Prophet, and formal Qur’anic exegesis. These materials,
however, were not established until later (about a century and a half after the death of
Muhammad), and we shall observe below how they cannot be relied upon as factual
reconstructions of the chronology of revelation (Firestone, 1999, p49).

", Perhaps it [canonization of the text of the Qur’an] occurred according to the traditional

Islamic chronology. It is also quite likely that it occurred later, although I cannot subscribe
to the view of Wansbrough and his school that the Qur’an must be dated as late as the early
ninth century (Firestone, Jihad, p. 45. See also p. 138, n. 20).
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{(Firestone, p 17, n 100 :5.0) xS osly 013 5 1, 581 0T &S o (35 5 ol & ki ) 30
Ingrid Hjelm, The Samaritans and Early Judaism: A literary analysis, England: Sheffield
Academic Press (2000), pp. 40-1; Albert Pietersma, “Review of Palestinian Parties and
Politics That Shaped the Old Testament by Morton Smith”, Journal of Biblical Literature
91:4 (1972): p. 51. Frank Moore Cross, “A reconstruction of the Judean restoration”, in
Presidential voices: The society of biblical literature in the twentieth century, edited by
James C Vanderkam and Harold W. Attridge, Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature
(2006), p. 153, n. 4.
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. The aforementioned hadith regarding Muhammad’s reaction upon seeing his mutilated

uncle is found repeated also in the literature, but it is a hadith and not an exegetical
comment made in response to the text of the Quran (Firestone, 1997, p 6, n 20).
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9  Abstract

Critique of Firestone's View on Incompatibilities in the
Quranic Teachings of Jihad

Maryam Velayati?
Mohammad Ali Tabatabaei 3

Reuven Firestone, the American Islamist, is one of the Western
scholars with a sympathetic approach to Islam. Among his main
interests is just war in Abrahamic religions. This paper aims to review
his thesis on the process of legislation of jihad in the Qur’an. He holds
the view that Muslim Jurisprudents have developed a later
evolutionary theory on this issue and attributed it to the Qur’an to
solve the problem of disparity between the Quranic verses on war. In
contrast to this traditional view, Firestone suggests an inventive
scenario which indicates that opposed Qur’anic verses on war refer to
opposing groups in early Muslim society. This contribution tries to
show the weak-points in Firestone’s presuppositions, sources and
methods of analysis.

Keywords: Reuven  Firestone,  Orientalist  Critique,  Jihad,
Evolutionary theory of War.
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