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ABSTRACT

The article critically examines the claims advanced by nineteenth and twentieth
century Orientalists such as Theodor Noéldeke, Ignaz Goldziher, and Régis
Blachére, who argued that early Muslim communities prioritized the
preservation of the Qur’an’s meaning over its exact wording, thereby allowing
synonymous substitutions within the qira’at. The intellectual roots of this
theory can be traced to certain Mu tazilt thinkers, such as Wasil ibn ‘Ata’ and
Ibn Mugassim, who were associated with the permissibility of gira’a bi-I-
ma ‘na (reading by meaning). Orientalists reinforced this notion by relying on
anomalous, weak, and fabricated reports found in tafsir literature and kutub al-
masahif, presenting it as if it reflected the normative scholarly position of
Muslims.

Drawing on classical sciences of qira’at, the critical principles of isnad and
rijal, as well as manuscript and philological evidence, this study reassesses the
Orientalist thesis. The findings reveal that such claims rest on a neglect of the
structured and principled system governing qira’at and on the elevation of weak
and unfounded reports that were never considered part of the Qur’an
throughout the centuries. In contrast, the evidence demonstrates that the qira’at
were preserved through a highly rigorous system of transmission and audition

(nagl and sama ‘), not through arbitrary substitution of synonymous words.

The claimoflgnaz Goldziher and Theodor Noéldeke that Muslims permitted
synonymous substitution in gira’at is based on weak and fabricated reports.
Classical evidence shows that gira at were preserved through a rigorous system
of transmission, not arbitrary alteration. Thus, the thesis of gira’a bi-l1-ma ‘na as
a normative practice collapses under critical scrutiny.

Keywords:Qira’at, preservation of the Qur’an,Ignaz Goldziher,Theodor
Noldeke, synonymous substitution, Orientalists, Mu ‘tazila, manuscripts.
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