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Abstract

This study reexamines the hadith “the Qur’an was
revealed upon seven ahruf’ (al-abruf al-sab@) by
returning it to its original theological context in
3"/9™ _century debates on the nature of divine speech.
Against traditional readings that treat the hadith
either as a literal description of revelation (leading to
an exegetical enigma) or as evidence for textual
instability (as argued by some Western scholars), this
article demonstrates that it functioned primarily as a
dialectical tool in the controversy between the
Mutazila and the Abl al-Hadith over the createdness
or eternality of the Qur'an. The Mu‘tazila interpreted
barf as letters and sounds, using the plurality of
readings to prove that the Quran is created
(makblug). In response, the Ahl al-Hadith, led by
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Extended Abstract

This study examines the historical-theological function of the hadith “the Qur'an
was revealed upon seven ahruf’ (al-abruf al-saba) within the 31d/9th -century
controversies over the nature of divine speech, specifically the debate on whether the
Qur’an is created (makbluq) or uncreated (gadim). Unlike traditional approaches that
treat this hadith either as a literal description of the Qur’an’s mode of revelation
(leading to an exegetical enigma) or as evidence for textual instability (as argued by
some Western scholars), the present study argues that the hadith functioned primarily
as a dialectical instrument in the theological polemics between the Muazila and the
Abl al-Hadith, especially during the Mibnab (218-247 AH/833-861 CE). By isolating
the hadith from its doctrinal context, both traditional Muslim exegetes and modern
critical scholars have obscured its original role as a response to the challenge of
reconciling multiple readings (gira’ar) with the unity and eternity of the Qur’anic text.

The study adopts a historical-analytical method, giving priority to primary sources
from the 2"4-3"/gth_gh centuries, including early hadith collections, Qur’anic exegeses
(tafasir), lexicons, theological works (e.g., those of Ahmad b. Hanbal, Abt ‘Ubayd al-
Qasim b. Sallam, al-Jahiz, and al-Ash‘ari), and later doxographies. Data are classified
according to the two opposing theological camps. The theoretical framework is
grounded in classical kalam (Islamic theology) and the historical analysis of Islamic
thought, aiming to show that the divergent interpretations of the term harf (pl. abruf)
are not merely philological but are rooted in incompatible doctrines of God’s attributes,
divine speech, and the nature of the Qurian as either an eternal attribute of God or a
created entity.

The paper first surveys the semantic range of harf in early lexicons: it could mean a
single letter of the alphabet, a word, a phrase, a complete ode, a dialectal variant, a
mode of recitation, an aspect or edge of something, and even a “layer” of inner meaning
(batn) of the Qur’an. It then traces the early transmission of the apruf hadith, noting
that Abt ‘Ubayd (d. 224 AH) was the first to explicitly argue for its tawatur (mass
transmission), although the concept of tawatur in the 3"/9™ century was not identical
to its later technical meaning. The study also acknowledges the limitation that many
key Mu‘tazili works on this topic are lost and are known only through citations in

hostile sources.
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The core of the article is a comparative analysis of the Mu‘tazili and Ahl al-Hadith
positions. The Mu‘tazila, adhering to the principles of divine unity (tawhid) and justice
(‘adl), denied any eternal attributes distinct from God’s essence. They therefore held
that God’s speech, including the Qur’an, must be created (badith or makhluq). They
interpreted parf in the hadith as letters, phonemes, or articulated sounds — the very
material of human language. The existence of multiple linguistic forms (the seven
ahruf) was for them proof that the Qur'an is not a single, eternal, immaterial word of
God but a composite, temporal phenomenon.

Consequently, they rarely used this hadith to prove their doctrine; rather, the hadith
was problematic for them because it sanctioned plurality. When they did engage with
it, they subordinated it to their rational principle that the Qur’an’s miraculous nature
(19az) lies not in the uncreatedness of its wording but in its inimitable rhetorical style
(nazm) and meaning — a view that eventually led some like al-Nazzam to adopt the
theory of sarfab (divine withholding of human ability to imitate the Qur’an). In an
extreme case, Mu‘ammar ibn ‘Abbad (d. 215 AH) even argued that the Qur’an is not
an act of God at all but an “accident” (‘@rad) produced by the natural disposition (tab)
of a body.

By contrast, the Ahl al-Hadith, especially the Hanabilah led by Ahmad b. Hanbal (d.
241 AH), insisted that God’s speech is an eternal attribute (sifab gadimah) subsisting in
His essence. They vehemently denied that the Qur'an is created, and they affirmed
that the very letters and sounds recited are uncreated. To reconcile this belief with the
existence of variant readings, they turned to the ahruf hadith as a crucial proof-text.
They interpreted harf to mean a dialectal variant, a permissible mode of pronunciation,
or a “face” (wash) of meaning, all of which point to the same eternal divine meaning
(mana).

For them, the seven ahruf demonstrated God’s concession (rukbsah) to the Arab
tribes to recite the Qurian according to their own dialects, as long as the core meaning
remained unchanged. This interpretation allowed them to affirm the multiplicity of
the verbal expression while preserving the absolute unity and pre-eternity of the divine
speech (kalam nafsi). The study shows that this theological necessity drove the Ahl al-
Hadith to elevate acceptance of the ahruf hadith to a marker of true faith, equating its

denial or any argument for the created Qur'an with unbelief (kufr).
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The article further discusses the mediating position of Ibn Kullab (d. 240 AH) and
al-Ash‘ari (d. 324 AH), who distinguished between eternal “psychic speech” (kalam
nafsi) and created “verbal speech” (kalam lafzi). This allowed them to affirm the
uncreatedness of the divine meaning while explaining the createdness of the human
recitation (¢1lawah) — a solution later adopted by most Ash‘aris but rejected by Ahmad
b. Hanbal.

The study redefines the ahruf hadith not as a statement about the textual nature of
the revelation but as a theological answer to the dilemma: “How can the Qur'an be
eternal when it exists in multiple readings?” It argues that the traditional “exegetical
enigma” and the critical “argument for textual instability” both stem from a common
error: detaching the hadith from its dialectical context. Revisiting this dialectical
origin, the study concludes, can resolve the traditional puzzle and challenge the critical
claim of textual inconsistency, opening new perspectives for understanding the

relationship between divine speech and human language.
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