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Over the last fewyears,studiesof the«Qur’anasa text»haveundergoneagreat

revival.Amongthem,thecritical examinationof the structure,thecomposition

and the formal constitutionof theQur’an text has been considerably refined

thanks to theworkof someexceptional scholars,all basically indebted to struc-

tural linguistics—AngelikaNeuwirth,PierreCrapondeCaprona,NealRobin-

sonandMathiasZahniser (see theBibliography).Thefirst two studied the short

Meccan suras—Crapon de Caprona starting from his analysis of the rhythm

andNeuwirth focusing on the rhyme, style and theme—while basing them-

selves on the hypothesis of the literary unity of each sura.The latter two ap-

proached the longMedinan suras by studying the different repetitions and

correspondences between words or phrases in publications of an article or a

chapter length.Michel Cuyper’s book, dedicated to rhetoric in theQur’an, is a

masterly completion of this research, aswell as his own earlierwork.Focusing

onthemethodsofbiblicalexegesis,principallythosepracticedbyRolandMeynet

inSemitic rhetoric,hebothdrawsout theanalysisof thestructuresof composi-

tion of the text in one of the longest and latest suras, and considerably advances

work on the correspondences forward considerably by distinguishing clearly

between thedifferent levelsof the text.

Themethodologies of these scholars,who treat theQur’anic text from the

synchronicperspective,are,sometimes radically,distinguished fromtheclassi-

cal historical-philological approach based on the diachronic understanding of

theQur’an.FromGustavWeil toUriRubin,TheodorNöldeketoAndrewRippin,

via Richard Bell, Régis Blachère or AlfordWelch, the supporters of historical

criticismhavealwaysconsideredthesuras,particularlytheMedinansuras,tobea

compositeof small textsof differentdates,brought togetherbymanycollectors

over the first century or two of Islam.Eager to reconstitute the history of the

Qur’an’s redaction, these scholars tried to drawout the real redactional work

thought to be at the basis of the constitutionof theQur’anic corpusweknow,

which includes additions and suppressions, stylistic interpolations and inter-

ventions,whichwouldexplain themultiple«incoherences» in this corpus.This

approach sometimes seems tobediametricallyopposed to thatof Cuypers and

hispredecessors,whofocusonabasichypothesis inwhicheachsurahasanintrin-

sic coherencedistributedover several levels of the text.Herewefindaresonanceof

Josef vanEss’thought,inwhichtheQur’anicsura(particularly theMeccansuras)

is primarily a liturgical textwhich thuspossesses anoriginal redactionalunity

andasemanticcoherence.
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Iwasparticularly touchedbyCuypers’opennessofmindwhenheaskedme

towrite the preface to this book, since he knows that I practice thehistorical-

philologicalmethod.Frommypointof view,thismethodnolongerneeds tobe

proven.It is solidly supportedbyacenturyandahalf of academicworkof great

valueby someof themost illustrious Islamists andArabists.At the sametime,it

is true thatmanyprofounddifferences on thehistory of Qur’an comebetween

thismethod’s supporters, for the simple reason that,naturally, theybase them-

selves on thewealth of Islamic textual traditionwhich is itself markedbymany

hesitations,contradictionsand legends.Despite theexistenceof different theo-

ries on thematter, there are enoughof these «areas of shadow»of the Islamic

sources,and they are significant enough, todirect the researcher towards a the-

sis inwhich thedefinitivewriting-downof theQur’anic corpus tookplaceover

several decades, and seems to have resulted in confrontation between the redac-

tional work of various groups of men of letters who did not always agreewith

oneanother.

Inaddition,worksdevotedtotheQur’an’s structuresof composition,at least

asCuypers sheds lighton them,canbe supportedbyvery little classicalMuslim

work.The big questionwhich seems to arise is thus,how is it that, for almost a

millenniumand a half, noMuslim scholar turned to the examination of Semitic

rhetoric in general, andArabic rhetoric in particular, to explain theQur’an’s «in-

coherences» which always struck literary scholars? It was not a lack of desire on

their part—the aimsof the vast literature of theNazmal-Qur’ān («Theorgani-

zationof theQur’an»)or the I‘jāz al-Qur’ān («The inimitabilityof theQur’an»)

are,amongothers, tofindplausible justification for the apparent lackof coher-

ence of theMuslims’sacred text.However, among the hundreds andhundreds

of commentators on theQur’an, exegetes and hermeneutical scholars, gram-

marians and lexicographers,philologists andphilosophers,mystics, theologians

and legislators, the number of Muslim scholars who have studied the stylistic

structuresof theQur’anwhomCuypersquotes canvirtuallybecountedon the

fingers of one hand.What ismore, on his own admission, fromAbūBakr al-

Nīsābūrī, al-Zarkashī and al-Biqā‘ī in theMiddle Ages, to AmīnAhsan Islāhī

andSa‘īdHawwā in thepresentday,noneof theseunusual and largelyunknown

authors hasmanaged to comeupwith objectively convincing results.Cuypers’

hypothesis to explain this vast lacuna is that at the timewhenMuslim scholars

began to be interested in the Qur’an’s stylistic organization, Semitic rhetoric

had already been completely forgotten, covered over by the influence of late-
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Hellenistic rhetoric.As this was focused on the study of figures of speech and

tropes(metaphor,metonymy,comparison,etc.),whichonlydealtwiththesmall-

estunitsof text (words andphrases),Arabic rhetoricwent the sameway, ignor-

ing the study of the composition of the discourse,which constituted the basics

of Semitic rhetoric.From thenon,Arabic rhetoricwas powerless to resolve the

questions that scholarswereaskingabout the text’sorganization.

I must confess that, for me, the question remains open; nevertheless, the

pertinenceandsolidityof theworkof theauthorof thisbookhavealways struck

me. For a long time, I have even shared with himmy wish to see brought to-

gether inonevolumehismanyarticleson the short suras,awishwhich is still as

keen as ever. Formore than ten years, Cuypers has patiently developed his de-

tailed systemfor rhetorical analysis of theQur’an.Thispreface is obviouslynot

the place to explain a very rich method based on such a complex discipline as

rhetoric.However, it is appropriate toemphasize that thegreat technical skill in

Cuypers’ work is neither free nor arbitrary. On the contrary, it is constantly

deployed in rigorousmethodology, systematic reasoning, and implacable logic.

Cuypers’aim inTheBanquetwas to knowwhether the rhetorical analysiswhich

hehadapplied for so long to theolder, shortMeccan suraswas as pertinent to a

long, late Medinan sura such as sura five. To my mind, he has succeeded in a

clear and perfectly-mastered way. The conclusion which he draws is that the

Qur’aniscomposedthroughoutaccordingtothesamerhetoric.Amongthemost

obvious implications of this conclusion it seems that, on the one hand, the

Qur’an has a literary unity and coherencewhichmake sense and,on the other,

rhetorical analysis,basedon the examinationof the composition,canperfectly

well help in the interpretationof the text of theQur’an, themore so if, as in this

book, it is accompanied by a study of the «interscriptural context» (theQur’an’s

re-writing of the Bible and the other texts related to it). So the question which

fundamentally concerns our author is not the history of the writing of the

Qur’an,but the text’s significance in its final redactional state. In this sense, the

coherenceof hisapproach isconstant.

One of the remarkable results which Cuypers’ analyses, both rigorous and

objective, draw out is what wemight call the «strategic» placing of two types of

Qur’anic text. Alongside the traditional distinction between passages dealing

withcircumstantial eventsandfacts (touchingonthedomainof belief— ‘aqīda,

pl. ‘aqā’id) andpassages containinguniversalmessages (concerning thedomain

of faith— īmān), his rhetorical examination clearly shows, in the sura being
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studied, that the former always have a «peripheral» position, while the latter

enjoy a «centrality»which emphasizes their greater importance and sacredna-

ture. Given themain theme of the fifth sura,Cuypers is particularly interested

in the relationsbetweenIslamandother religions,ormorepreciselybetweenMus-

lims, JewsandChristians.He thus shows theperipheralplace,andtherefore the

secondary, almost circumstantial nature, of the passages which deal with ten-

sionsandviolence towards,andrepressionof,non-Muslims,andthecentrality,

and therefore the primordial and universal nature of the passages which em-

phasize the deep unity, harmony and fraternity of the three so-called «Abra-

hamic» faiths. There is no need tomention the huge importance which such

discoveriescanbringbothspirituallyandpolitically.

I remain convincedof thevalidityof the analysiswhich comes fromthehis-

torical-philological critical method; however, Cuypers’masterful, erudite and

coherent approachproves tome that rhetorical analysis canbe just as reliable a

hermeneutical tool for understanding the Qur’anic text as others. I do not yet

knowexactly how,but I amsure that the twoapproaches can complete one an-

other,mutually refiningone another and create a breakthroughwhich is as de-

cisive as it is original for anewexegesis of the great enigmawhich is theQur’an.

MAA-M

ÉcolePratiquedesHautesÉtudes

Sorbonne,Paris
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Like the Bible, theQur’an nowbelongs to the universal cultural and religious

heritage.Theglobalizationof Islam₁andthemassemigrationofMuslims to the

West have placed their Holy Bookwithin the reach of all, whether or not they

share the Islamic faith.While it is physically accessible to all,however, this book

cannotbe easily tackled.TheWesternerwhoattempts to read it for thefirst time,

particularly in translation, is rapidly thrownoff course by this text,with its dis-

connectedsequences,wheresubjectsfollowoneanotherandaremixedupamong

oneanotherwithoutanydiscernablelogicororder.LetusseewhatJacquesBerque,

oneof thegreatestFrenchspecialistsof theQur’an in the twentiethcentury,has

tosayonthismatter:

Those who, with no preparation, tackle these [suras in the Qur’an] find themselves

overwhelmedbyitsprofusionandapparentdisorder.ManyWesternersmentioninco-

herence—thediscussion ranges fromone subject to another,without being followed

up, andwithout being exhausted. The same theme andmotif return here and there

with no discernable regularity. It is impossible to find one’s place in a dense text ex-

plainedneitherby the titles of the suras,norby thebreakswhich translators introduce

arbitrarily,norby the frameworkorother indiceswhich theyclaimtoprovideuswith.

All inall,despitesomegoodchunks,it is,onemightsay,averydeceptiveread!₂

TheSouthAfricanMuslim intellectual FaridEsack admits that «theQur’an

is a difficult book for thosewho are“strangers”to it to penetrate, and indeed

evenformanyMuslimswhosimplywant toread it»₃.

This rather general observation, in both the non-Muslim and theMuslim

worlds,called for research into the compositionof theQur’anic text.Are thedif-

ferent fragments whichmake it up arranged according to a certain internal logic

which brings coherence andunity, that is, a greater intelligibility, to the text?This

question is far fromnew—itwas asked of theQur’anic commentators from

the very beginnings of Qur’anic exegesis₄. In fact,wefind itwrittenwithin the

Qur’an itself: «Thosewhohavedisbelievedhave said:“Whyhasnot theQur’an

beensentdowntohimall atonce?”Thus(haveWesent it) thatWemayconfirm

₁ SeeRO.,L’Islammondialisé.
₂ B J.,Relire leCoran,.
₃ EF.,Coran,moded’emploi,.
₄ At the endof the book, in appendix, the readerwill find adetailedhistory of this questionwhich
wesummarizehere inbroadbrush-strokes.
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your heart thereby andWehave set it out distinctly» (:); «Wehave divided

[thisQur’an] foryoutorecite it to thepeopleat intervals» (:).

Duringthethirdcenturyafter theHijra(ninthcentury)workswerealready

appearing in reply to the objections of thosewho complainedof theQur’ans

lackof composition—itsdislocatedparts, its repetitions,themixingofmiscel-

laneous subjects in the same chapter, the sudden appearance of a strange sub-

ject in another context, etc.These replies are hardly convincing to themodern

mind-set,at leastnot in theworkswhichhavecomedowntous.Someexegetes,

particularlythegreatcommentatorandtheologianFakhral-Dīnal-Rāzī(d.),

practiced an «exegesis of theQur’anby theQur’an» in their search for textual

coherence: they sought to shed light upon themeaning of one verse by using

other verses situated elsewhere in thebook,what todaywewould call intertex-

tualexegesis.Again,particularlyover the last century,manycommentators link

one verse back to the preceding one,or one sura to those around it.They con-

sider the text to be a concatenationof verses or suras,whichdoes not yet repre-

sent a true compositionor textual structure.To thebest of ourknowledge,only

two recent commentaries on theQur’an,written andpublished in the s,

havesuggestedaparticularcompositionof theBook.Thefirst,written inUrdu,

isbytheIndo-PakistanischolarAmīnAhsanIslāhī.Accordingtohim,mostsuras

are grouped into thematic pairs (whichwewould agreewith), and theQur’an

asawholecanbedivided intoseven largewholes (whichremains tobeproven).

Theother text, inArabic, is by theSyrianSheikhSa‘īdHawwā, anddivides the

surasup intogroupsof verses at several levels, to achieve a certainorganization

of the text.

FromtheWesternOrientalist perspective, sinceTheodorNöldeke’s famous

study on the history of theQur’an (Geschichte desQorāns, ), research has

beendominatedbyhistorical criticism,whichhas succeeded indismantling the

text into smallunits, supposedlyof differentdates₅. It has alsobeenused tomake

alterations to the text bymoving verses or parts of verses tomake the textmore

«logical». The text is considered to be a composite assembly of fragments spo-

kenatdifferentmoments in theProphet’s life,and laterbrought togetherclum-

sily in the Book by editors under the Othman caliphate.Historical criticism

thusbringsall itsattentiontobearonthe«anomalies»of thetext,its«incoherence»,

₅ Thisobservationdoesnotof courseinvalidateinanywaythemineof informationcontainedinT.
Nöldeke’sbookwhich,particularly in theexpandedre-editionsbyF.Schwally,G.Bergsträsserand
O.Pretzlbetweenandremainsamajorworkof referenceforthestudyof theQur’an.
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the «clumsy agreements», etc., to define thedifferent fragmentswhichmake it

up,to situate themchronologically andtorebuild theminawholewhich ismore

logically satisfactory.Richard Bell’s commentary and translation of theQur’an,

published in , with the revealing sub-title «translated, with a critical re-

arrangementof theSurahs» looks likearealpatchworkof rearrangedparagraphs,

at the cost of a total dislocationof the received text.Régis Blachère’s , ver-

sionwhilemuchmore sober,also suggests anumberof rearrangementsof verses.

As wewill see, in terms of the sura studied in this text, these shifts are not only

useless,but «outof place»—they respond to aneedof ourWestern logic,which

comes fromGreekculture,butdeeplydisturbanother,Semitic logic, thatof the

Qur’anic text, inwhich these verses are verymuch «in the right place»,where

they are,having a definite rhetorical functionwhich is often particularly impor-

tant for themeaningof the text.

It was only from the s that the direction changed, with the almost si-

multaneous publicationof twoworks, the first byPierreCrapondeCaprona,

and the secondbyAngelikaNeuwirth,whichmightbedescribedas thefirst ac-

ademic attempts to determine the structure of theQur’anic text. Even though

both researchers allowed themselves some textual displacement, their research

at least hypothetically presupposes a certain literaryunitywithin the sura.How-

ever, they limited themselves to theMeccan suras, approaching their composi-

tionbystudying therhythm(CrapondeCaprona),andtherhymeof theverses,

their themes and the recurrence of certain stylistic traits (Neuwirth)₆. In our

opinion, theirmethods did not supply the real key to the text’s organization,

even though theydidmakemany interestingobservations.More recently,at the

turnof the newmillennium,some studies byNeal Robinson andMatthias Zah-

niserdealtwith thequestionof thecompositionof the long,Medinansuras₇.To

them it is the distant correspondences of terms, syntagmas, or whole clauses,

identical or similar,whichplay the role of indicators in the composition.This,

indeed, is one of the basic principles of themethod used in this work.Wewill,

however, push the systematization of themethod and its application at every

₆ See C  C P., Le Coran: aux sources de la parole oraculaire, structures ryth-
miques des sourates mecquoises, ; N A., Studien zur Komposition der mekkanis-
chenSuren, .

₇ R N.,Discovering the Qur’an: A Contemporary Approach to a Veiled Text, -;
«HandsOutstretched»:Towards aRe-readingof Sūrat al-Mā’ida’, -.ZM.,«Major
TransitionsandThematicBorders inTwoLongSūras:al-Baqaraandal-Nisā’»,-.
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level of the textmuch further.The studies cited above,which are quite brief,do

notgobeyondexamining thedivisionof the longsequences in thesuras₈.

Thus we can see that both from the point of view of Islamic exegesis and

fromOrientalist study, the question of the text’s coherence is of themoment.

The development of structural linguistics in the twentieth century was not for

nothing.

The solution did not, however, come directly frommodern linguistics, but

from a particular current in biblical exegesis which took form in themid-

eighteenth century, andwhich gradually discovered the rules which governed

thewritingsof thebooksof theBible.Thestartingpointwasthestudyof «parallel

members» in not only the Psalms but also the Prophets, by Rev.Robert Lowth,

professor atOxford and later Bishopof Oxford and thenLondon, in his Lec-

tures on the SacredPoetry of theHebrews (),which became a classic of bibli-

cal exegesis.At the same time, theGerman Johann-Albrecht Bengel noted the

importanceof another rhetorical figure, the chiasmus, in theBible.Beginning

with the studyof these fewfigures of rhetoric in theBible, further observations

and systematizationswould develop during the eighteenth and nineteenth cen-

turies, andeven in the twentiethcentury₉.

Today there isnodoubt that it isRolandMeynet,who teaches exegesis at the

PontificalGregorianUniversity inRome,and theDirectorof this «RhetoricaSe-

mitica» series,whohas pushed the theory and applicationof what he has called

«rhetorical analysis» the furthest₁₀.Others prefer the term«structure analysis»

todifferentiate it from«structural analysis»₁₁—the former is interested in the

«surface structures»of the text,whichcanbe located fromthewords in the text,

while the latter seeks the«deepstructures»ofwhich theauthor isnotnormally

aware₁₂.

This newdisciplinehas recently gonebeyond thepurely biblical studies. It

has shown itself to be pertinent to the study of the composition of other Se-

mitic texts,some—AkkadianandUgaritic₁₃—veryancient,andothersof late

₈ N.R’ study,«HandsOutstretched:Towards aRe-readingof Sūrat al-Mā’ida», is no
longer thananarticle (pages).Hismajordivisionsof theal-Mā’ida suraonlypartially corre-
spondtoours.

₉ R.M traces this history in thefirst part of his reference book,RhetoricalAnalysis,-.
₁₀ See the second part («Exposition of Rhetorical Analysis») of R.M’sRhetorical Analysis,

ff.
₁₁ InFrench,respectively:«analyse structurelle»and«analyse structurale».
₁₂ Thedistinctionbetween«surface structures»and«deep structures» ismadebyNoamChomsky.
₁₃ R.Mgivesexamplesof this inRhetoricalAnalysisi,-.
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antiquity—the Islamic traditions (hadiths) in al-Bukhārī’s great eleventh-cen-

tury collection₁₄, and even to theQur’an itself.Applying rhetorical analysis to

the short andmediumMeccan surasof theQur’an immediatelydemonstrated

that itwas theperfect tool for decoding their composition₁₅.Less sophisticated

than other tools of modern linguistics, it also has the advantage of only using

simpletermsfromevery-daylanguage(«segments»,«pieces»,«parts»,«passages»,

etc.),whichas a consequenceare easily accessible to thenon-specialist.The fact

that it has been tested for a long timebybiblical scholarswhomarry academic

rigorwithrespect fora textwhichtheyconsider tobetherevealedWordofGod,

should removeMuslim readers’ suspicion— the inopportune use of modern

humanities in thestudyof theQur’anhassometimesmadeMuslimsafraid that

the Qur’an is being reduced to a purely secular object of study, a text like any

other,with its sacrednatureparedaway.While rhetorical analysis shakesup the

methodsof traditional exegesis,and«desacralizes» it in someway, it suppresses

nothingof the sacrednatureof the text itself,which iswholly respected as it ex-

ists canonically. It simply describes the structure,with the aim of understand-

ing themeaning that thatcarries.

Thepertinenceof rhetoricalanalysis for the longMedinansuras,clearlymore

complexandapparentlymoredisorderedthanthebriefMeccansuras,remained

to be demonstrated, and this is the initial aim of this work.The choice fell on

«TheTable» sura principally because of its late dating— it is claimed to be the

last (or, some say, the penultimate) long sura to be revealed. It was particularly

interesting to examinewhether such a late text obeyed the same principles of

composition as the short suras from the start of theQur’anic revelation. If the

answerwere positive, onemight be able to extrapolate that thewholeQur’an

was composed in the same way, following the same «rhetoric». Let me say at

once that thiswill in factbe theresultof ourresearch.

The use here of the term «rhetoric»may puzzle some readers, because it is

notused in itsusual sense.LiteraryandQur’anic studieshave,since thedawnof

Islamic culture, andundeniably under the influence of lateGreek rhetoric,de-

veloped a rhetoric which is understood to be the art of embellishing discourse

byfigures of speech (metaphor,metonymy, synonymy,antithesis, etc).As a con-

₁₄ See theexample inMR.,RhetoricalAnalysis andthe jointworkbyMR.,P
L., FN.,SA.,Rhétorique sémitique.Textes de la Bible et de laTraditionmusulmane
(see theBibliography for thefirst edition inArabic).

₁₅ Seeourarticles in theBibliography.
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sequence it was only interested in the smallest units of the text— thewords or

sentences.Thequestionof the compositionof thediscourse as such,whichAr-

istotle tackled in hisRhetoricunder the title dispositio (arrangement of the dis-

course) remained foreign toArabic rhetoric,despite thequestions raisedby the

Qur’an’scomposition,orrather itsapparentnon-composition.It remainedpow-

erlesstoanswerthesequestions.However,rhetoricasweunderstandit,as«theart

of the composition of the discourse» is not unconnected to the art of «figures of

speech».Semitic rhetoric,whichwasused in theEast beforeGreek rhetoric took

over,was,of course,baseduponsomefundamental «figuresof speech»—paral-

lelismandchiasmus,amongothers,butusedat every level of the text’s organiza-

tion. «Rhetorical analysis» is precisely the systematization of these figures of

speechattheirdifferent levels.

It goeswithout saying that,whilewehold that the studyof the composition

of the text is an indispensable stageof exegesis, it is not theonlyone.On itsown

itwouldnotstandupwithoutanexaminationof vocabularyandgrammar.This

work does not claimany originality in these areas,which have beenwidely ex-

plored both in Islamic tradition and inOrientalist research.Wewill occasion-

ally allude to this in the sectionon«PointsofVocabulary»,orduring the course

of thecommentary.

Thework of the analysis of the text very swiftly demonstrated the need to

bring together thestudyof its«Composition»(themainsectionof thedifferent

parts of this research)with its «Interscriptural context» (the title of the third sec-

tion).Both these approaches to the text—analysis of its composition and inter-

textuality—while different, turned out to complement one another closely.

Attentiontotheimmediateliterarycontextofatextualunit—essentialinrhetori-

cal analysis — immediately draws attention to its broader context within the

bookas awhole (whatMuslimexegetes call «the commentaryof theQur’anby

theQur’an»)₁₆, andbeyond that, in the external context of all the sacred litera-

ture theBook is related to₁₇,which,for theQur’anmeansfirst and foremost the

Bibleandtheparabiblicalwritings—rabbinic, intertestamental andapocryphal

₁₆ This is theonly levelof intertextualitywhichJ.Boullataenvisages inhisarticle«Literary struc-
tures»paragrapheTranstextuality,.

₁₇ In thefinalchapterof thisbookwewill seea furtherreasonto linkthese twosteps—intertextu-
ality, as we practice it, pays attention not only to the similarities in vocabulary between the
Qur’anandthe textsof thebiblical tradition,butalso to thesimilaritiesof structure,whichpre-
supposes that thecompositionof the texts isbeingstudied.
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writings, Jewish andChristian liturgical texts, etc₁₈.There is of coursenoques-

tionof criticizing«borrowings»,«imitations»or«influences» fromapologetic

orpolemical intentions,asacertainOrientalisminbadtastehasdone,but rather

recognizingthat theQur’ansharesaphenomenonwhich ischaracteristicofBib-

lical writings—re-writing.The books of the Bible unceasingly re-appropriate

earlierwritings,reusingthemandturningthemtoanewperspectivewhichmakes

revelation advance.TheQur’andoesnodifferent,although it does so in adif-

ferentway fromtheBible,aswewill seemoreclearlyat theendof our reading₁₉:

since it positions itself as thefinal revelation in the Judeo-Christian tradition, it

has had to re-assume the earlier traditions while making its ownmark on the

texts it repeats in thisway.Far fromreducing theQur’an to a pastiche of earlier

writings, the intertextual or «interscriptural» workwewill undertake removes

noneof itsoriginality,butonthecontrary,betterdraws itout.

The study of the text’s compositionwould be but of limited interest were it

not to lead to what is its aim— the interpretation of the text. The intertextual

study is, in truth,alreadyapartof this.However,ina further section(«Elements

of interpretation»),an interpretationwhichseemstous tocomefromthecom-

position will be found.We have given the title «elements of interpretation» to

this section aswe feel that it is forMuslims to interpretmore deeply the text of

theQur’an.We thereforemakenoother claim than to suggest «interpretative

angles» (which somemayalready judge tobe ratherovercrowded,as the subject

matterhas sometimes takenusbeyondthe limitswe setourselves initially!).We

havehad fewer scruples inourworkonthe intertextual aspects,whichrequirea

familiaritywith thebiblical literaturewhichMuslimreaders rarelypossess.

Theanalysis of the text’s compositionmay seemratherdryand laborious to

some.Through our analysis in this work,however, and in the synthesis of the

final chapter,wewill see that the stakes,both theological and juridical,arehigh.

This is far frombeingofmerely literaryoraesthetic interest.

Probablybecauseof the fragmentationof theQur’anic text, traditional exe-

gesis has most often proceeded verse by verse, without considering their con-

tentor the larger textualgroupingsofwhich theyarepart,theresulthasbeenan

₁₈ This listmakesnoclaimtobeexhaustive.Otherwritings,suchasPatristicwritingsorManichean
literature,alsoneedtobeexplored.

₁₉ Les us add that theNewTestament’s rereading of theOldTestament suppresses nothing of the
Old Testament, while in practice, the Qur’an substitutes iteself for the early writings which it
re-uses. The Jewish and Christian sacred writings are not part of Muslim Scripture, while the
JewishScripturesarean integralpartofChristianScripture.
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«atomistic»visionof thetext,withallverseshavingequalweight.ThegreatEgypt-

ianreformerMuhammad‘Abduh(d.)alreadyconsideredthat theversesof

theQur’anshouldnotallbereadat thesamelevel.Hedistinguishedthoseverses

which proclaimed essential dogmas of the Islamic faith fromother,more cir-

cumstantial verses whose teaching or prescriptions were linked to particular

historical situations and, therefore, susceptible to development₂₀.We hope to

show that this distinction is reflected in the compositionof the text itself,with

verseswhich are «universal principles» often, if not always,havingprivileged,

central rhetorical places, in contrast with other, more particular verses, which

surround them; thismay have serious consequences for the interpretation of

the Islamic faith and law.An objective criterionwhich is purely formal could

support thewidely-heldopinionamong theMuslim«new thinkers» that adis-

tinctionneedstobemadeintheQur’anbetweenwhat isuniversalandunchange-

able, andwhat is anexhortationorprescriptiongovernedby thehistorical circum-

stancesofMuhammad’spreaching.

This distinctionmight operate in particular in sura ,which gives a certain

numberof rules for the lifeofMuslimsandalsodealsat lengthwithIslam’srela-

tionswithJewsandChristians—allverycontemporaryquestions.Thejuriscon-

sults (fuqahā’) have depended heavily on the juridical verses in this sura, and

many classical commentaries devote many pages to it.While not neglecting

them,wewill treat theminamoresobermanner,nothaving toconsider thede-

velopmentswhich Islamic law later gave them.Above all, beyond the hierarchy

of rules and laws,wewill retain the flexibilitywhich theQur’an shows inmany

cases in its rulings,agreaterflexibility than isoften thought.Ontheotherhand,

the relations of theMuslimcommunitywith the Jews and,evenmore,with the

Christians,will keep our attention—complex relations arising from convivium

(sharing food andmarriage with Jewish and Christian women are permitted;

Christiansare«theclosestby friendship» to theMuslims); rivalryandsupersed-

ing (Islamsubstitutes the Jewish andChristian covenants); seduction (Jews and

Christians are called to conversion);hostility and condemnation (particularly

towards the Jews); juridical and dogmatic polemic (particularly towards the

Christians); all finally, and unexpectedly, ending with a universalist vision in

which the different religions have their place in God’s mysterious design for

humanity.Thesuraisnotsimplyaseriesofanti-Jewishoranti-Christianpolemics,

₂₀ F-AA.,Réformer l’islam?Une introductionauxdébats contemporains, .
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as a superficial readingmight leadus to think—it alsopaves theway forwhat

couldwell becomea true «Qur’anic theology of religions»,as the structureof the

text so clearly holds thismeaning.The detour via the study of the composition

of the sura in all its subtleties,whichmight appear rather onerous,will show it-

selfnotonlyuseful,butnecessary,toreach themessage inall itsplenitude.

As for the book’s title, the readermust wait until the end of thework to un-

derstand it, just as the readerof the surahas towaituntil thefinalverses tograsp

its traditional title of «TheTable».Wepreferred «TheBanquet» to this title,be-

cause it obviously includes a table,while also giving the connotationof a festive

meal, whose link with the new covenant, the sura’s central theme,will be seen.

Thedifferencebetween the sura’s title and thatof thepresentworkalso seeks to

signify thegapbetweentheQur’anic textand its interpretation.

MC

Cairo,December
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Before embarking on the complexity of the textual analysis, it wouldprobably

begoodtogive thereaderan ideaof the suraasawhole.As itdoesnotappear ina

linearmanner, it would be better to start bymentioning the different themes

whichwill intertwine like an arabesque— the theme of paraenesis (exhorta-

tionsandthreats);thatof legislation(rulesandprescriptions);thenarrativethread,

which is sometimes very developed and sometimes barely outlined; and the

polemical theme(mainly towards JewsandChristians).

Thesurabeginsbyexhorting(Muslim)believers torespect thecommitments

of the covenant which ties them to God. Immediately rules on lawfulness and

unlawfulnessfollow(particularlyontheconsumptionofdifferentkindsofmeat),

first within the context of the pilgrimage, and then in the context of ordinary

life.But already this list of prescriptions is interruptedbya solemndeclaration

onIslam’scompletionasreligion,givenasagoodthingbyGodtobelievers.The

list of rules is then taken up again and pursued in other fields— the sharing of

foodwith Jews andChristians (the «People of the Book»), andmarriagewith

Jewish andChristianwomen, are authorized.Rules are given for ablutions be-

fore liturgical prayer.At the conclusionof this first sequence,believers are once

againaskedtoremain faithful to thecovenant.

The second sequence quickly takes on a polemical tone towards Jews and

Christians,whohavenot been faithful to the covenant—theyhavedisobeyed

the Prophets and altered their Scriptures. Christians have deviated in their

faithbyproclaimingJesus’divinityand(just like theJews)understandingthem-

selves to be «children of God». Lastly, they have not obeyed the last of the

prophets,Muhammad, sent by God. In all this, they have imitated the rebel-

lious children of Israel who refused to obeyMoses when he invited them to

enter the Holy Land. The first two sequences are therefore dominated by the

idea of «entering into the (Islamic) covenant»— theMuslims who have en-

tered into it are encouraged to remain faithful to it, inobedience to the rules of

the new religion,while the Jews andChristians are reproached for not having

entered into it.

Therenowfollowsalengthydevelopmentof twonewsequences,morejuridi-

cal in nature. It begins with the symbolic account of the firstmurder, byCain

(who is not named, but recognized by everyone),who killed his brother. This

account introduces allusions to the hostility of some Jews towards the Prophet

and theproclamationof punishments for criminals,with a solemnreminderof

theduty torespect life.
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Authority is then given to theProphet to arbitrate in conflicts between Jews

andChristians, an arbitrationwhich they refuse,based on their Scriptures and

their own legal bodies,which are enough for them. In reply, they are told that

they have altered their Scriptures— it is conceded that judgment is based on

the lawof retaliation in theirScriptures,which theydonotobserve.

The situationsof conflictwith thePeopleof theBook lead to thequestionof

relations between them and the newMuslim community— theMuslims are

not to contract a (political) alliancewith them.Their only ally isGod;with his

Prophet andwith other believers, they form «God’s party».The unbelief and

hostility from the People of the Book, particularly the Jews, is then attacked in

violentpolemic. In themidst of thisdarkpicture,however,a light shinesout—

salvation exists for the Jews andChristians, if they believe inGod andhis Judg-

mentanddowell.Thusends thefirst sectionof thesura.

The second,shorter,section, ismadeupof three sequences.Theouter twose-

quences are addressed toChristians in a lengthy effort to convince themof their

errors through a series of polemical arguments.However, some among them

converttoIslam—andthis isaninvitationtootherstofollowtheirexample.

The central sequence returns to the juridical themewhich also had a similar

place in the first section.Newprescriptions for the life of theMuslim commu-

nityaregivenaboutoaths, illicitdrink,andother rules,alreadygivenat the start

of the sura.We will see that this redundancy has a very intentional rhetorical

function.Curiously,the foodprohibitionsare interruptedbyaverse ()which

appearstosuppressthemall,whichwillposeaquestion.Varioussituationswhich

were inherited frompaganismare then reviewed, someof whichwere adopted

by Islam(suchas the templeof theKa‘ba,and the sacredmonthof pilgrimage),

while others are rejected (like some refinements inprohibitedmeat).Finally,a

developmentonthe legalmeasures foravalidwill follows.

Thefinal sequencereturns totheargumentswithChristians toconvincethem

to convert. Eschatology is heremixed upwith history—on the day of Judg-

mentGodwill address Jesus,remindinghimof all the good thingshewasgiven

and the fact that he was allowed to work miracles. He will recall the apostles’

faith, which is also illustrated by the sura’s third narrative— at the request of

the apostles, Jesus prays to God to send down mysterious food from heaven.

The narrative,which is extremely elliptical, is nonetheless transparent— it is a

reminder of the feast of the Last Supper, instituted by Jesus, to be «a feast for all

generations» (). The sura then returns to God’s dialogue with Jesus on the
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dayof Judgment—Jesus summarizeshisprophetic teaching,expresslydenying

that he (or his mother) are divine, and inviting worship of the one unique

God— «Worship God,my Lord and your Lord». The sura can therefore end

with a triumphant vision of the happiness of the elect in paradise,where «God

willbepleasedwith them,andtheywillbepleasedwithhim»().
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Chap t e r  

A lookbackattheprocess,asasortofconclusion
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Having come to the endof our analyticalwork, itwould beuseful to return in

amore syntheticwayon theprocesswehave followedand thedevelopments it

went through.Having begunwith a precise, if not a simple, aim,ourwork has

becomemore complex en route, through the very demands of the aimwe are

seeking.At the start,our intentionwas simply to examine if andhowa long sura,

such as the al-Mā’ida sura,was composed, andwhat interpretationmight flow

from the text’s composition oncewehad established it.However, it quickly be-

camenecessary toaddintertextualanalysis,adifferent,butcomplementaryap-

proach fromthe initialone,whichwasable togreatly enrichour interpretation.

We need to return to the close link we noted between these two approaches.

And finally, it was only very gradually that the question raised by a number of

«strange»verses,whichsometimes raisedproblems for traditional exegesis and

sometimes formodernOrientalism,emerged.At the endof the analysis,we dis-

covered a surprising relationship between these verses, all marked by the uni-

versality of theirmessage and their central position in the text’s composition.

These verses appear to concur with themostmodern and open reflection of

manyMuslimintellectualsontheQur’anandIslamingeneral.

The first aim — rhetorical analysis

It is probably superfluous to once again emphasize the pertinence of rhetorical

analysis as amethod to determine the structure of the text of the surawhichwe

have just examinedat length.Just asmovement is shownbywalking,so it is tobe

hoped that the long and detailed analyses, which will doubtless have tried the

reader’s patience,will at least have convinced himor her that the longMedinan

sura studied here is not a chaotic labyrinthwhose thread it is impossible to fol-

low,but,despiteappearances to thecontrary,whichsuggest a linear reading, it is

dulystructured,perfectlycoherent,andobeysall therulesof Semiticrhetoric.

As such, it is akin to the smaller ormedium-lengthMeccan suras—while

different in their style,their structureobeys thesameprinciplesof composition

as the longMedinansuras₁.This isanartof speakingandwritingwhichperme-

ates all the literarygenres (oracles,exhortations,narratives, laws,polemic,and

prayers),styles (rhymingandrhythmicprose,more«prosaic»verses) andperi-

odsofQur’anic revelation.Semitic rhetoric seems tobea grammarof the text or

the discourse, in a similar way to the fact that themorphology and syntax in all

₁ For therhetorical analysisof short suras,seeourarticles in thebibliography.
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texts using the same language are the same,Semitic rhetoric seems toorder the

compositionof thediscourse in thewholeSemitic sphereof theancientMiddle

East. It is not linked to a particular language, forwefind it inArabic asmuch as

inbiblicalHebrew₂,AkkadianorUgaritic₃,andeven inNewTestamentGreek₄.

It is commontoa large cultural areawhosehistorical andgeographical bound-

aries are still poorlyunderstood,butwhich seems tohave stretchedover several

millenniaofMiddleEasternantiquity andonly come toanendwith thegener-

alized influenceofHellenistic culture shortlyafter Islam’s initial expansion.

While reading a text like the Qur’an is often puzzling for a modern reader,

this ismostlybecause themodernreaderhasbecomeacomplete stranger to the

rhetoricwhich theQur’anic text isbasedon,andthewayof thinkingwhichun-

derpins it.

From rhetoric to style

IfweconsideredtheQur’an’sparticularwayofapplyingtherulesofSemiticrheto-

ric to be an essential part of its style,wewouldnote two recurring characteristics.

In theGlossary of technical terms at the start of thebook,we saw that in the-

ory, the lower rhetorical levels (pieces, parts) can contain nomore than three

unitsof the level immediatelybelowthem,while thehigher levels (passages,se-

quences, sections)may.Now,allouranalysishave shownasystemwhich isuni-

versally ternaryor,toa lesserdegree,binary.In theal-Mā’ida sura,passagesnever

havemore than three parts; sequences are all made up of two, ormore often

three passages.At the section level, the second section has three sequences, al-

though it is true that the first has five.But aswe saw, these five are divided into

three sub-sections,+;+;, so that effectively there are nomore than

threesub-sectionspersection(thethreesequences insectionbeingconsidered

tobe three sub-sectionsmakingonlyonesequence).

The second characteristic, linked to the first, is the overwhelmingmajority

of concentric constructions at every level of the text. This, unquestionably, is

the sura’s preferred compositional figure (probably of theQur’an, too,although

this remains to be confirmed).This clearly explains the impression of disorder

givenbya linear reading—thecenterof a concentric construction is always se-

mantically different from the units which frame it. From this comes historical

₂ Seee.g.,BP.andMR.,LeLivreduprophèteAmos.
₃ See theexamplesgivenabove inMR.,RhetoricalAnalysis,-.
₄ SeeMR.,L’ÉvangiledeLuc,Paris,,particularly the«Epilogue»,-.
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criticism’s tendency tomove these centers to the end of the two units which

frame them, to maintain their logical continuity. These centers are also most

often stylistically different in the nature of theirmaxims,which are placed in

themiddle of a development.These centers are often considered tobe adventi-

tious, like disruptive parentheses, but on the contrary, they are of capital im-

portance to the understanding of the text.Wewill return to thembelowwhen

lookingat interpretation.

We can further note that theQur’an has away,which is often very obvious

(for thosewhoknowto look!)of handlingSemitic rhetoric.The suddenchanges

of subject, sometimes interrupted (by central verses) and then continued, the

frequent changes of persons (traditionally knownby the term iltifāt: a leap from

thedivine «We» to the thirdperson, for example), are all indicators of the text’s

division.Theymake the framework visible, under the skin of the text. Roland

Meynet notes that «when somepassages in Luke are comparedwith their paral-

lels in Matthew, it seems that Luke has done his utmost to mask a too obvious

symmetry by all sorts of variations and abbreviations»₅. TheQur’an is relatively

closer toMatthew’s style than to Luke’s, in the visibility of its rhetorical process,

althoughitalsohasitsownwayof cloudingtheissuebyitsapparentdisorder.

But there isa furtherstylisticpoint,acharacteristicof Semitic languages,tobe

examined—theabsenceofnuance.Statementsareoftencategorical,withnoap-

peal, while they contradict others or are followed by a rider which relativizes

them.Biblical scholars are very familiarwith this trait, and often emphasize it in

their commentaries. As an example, let us look at Jesus’ words in Luke: «If any

mancomes tomewithouthatinghis father,mother,wife, children,brothers, sis-

ters, yes andhisown life too,hecannotbemydisciple» (Luke :).Exegetes ex-

plain theword«hate»as aHebraismusedbyLuke₆ tomean«agreater love»,sug-

gestingaradicaldetachmentwhichgoesas farasone’sclosestrelations,not,obvi-

ously, hatred towards them!₇.Elsewhere, Jesus reminds the rich youngmanwho

wished to followhim to «Honor your father andmother» (Luke :). It is not

about abrogating one of these verses for the benefit of the other, but rather of

«knowingwhatwordsmean» in Semitic languages. It isworth askingwhether

traditionalcommentarieshavealwaystakenthis intoaccount.

₅ MR.,L’ÉvangiledeLuc,.
₆ Seenotec in JerusalemBibleatLuke :.
₇ Theparallel inMatthewsays «Anyonewhoprefers fatherormother tome isnotworthyofme»
(Matt :).
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On interpretation

Anyonewhoconsults themajorcommentariesof Islamicexegetical tradition is

surprised by the wealth of different interpretation (sometimes as many as a

dozen) given for the sameverse.This obviously shows real flexibility—several

readings are possible for the same verse.Butmore often, these variations in in-

terpretationarebasedon thedifferent «occasionsof revelation»whichare called

on,or simply on the differences in opinion of earlier commentators,which are

nowgatheredtogetherand juxtaposed in thesecommentaries.

For interpretationwehave tried to remain close towhatmight be suggested

by the rhetorical compositionof the text (while allowing the inevitable subjec-

tivity of any interpretation).This has also ledus to a certainflexibility in inter-

pretation,but inaverydifferentway fromthatdescribedabove.Bymoving from

one textual level to another, the same verse can take on different lights, be en-

richedwithnewmeanings,dictatedby the symmetrical correspondenceswhich

vary at each level. Rhetorical analysis gives rise to a polysemic reading of the

text, rich inmanymeaningswhichdonot excludeoneanotherbut,on the con-

trary,needtobeheld together togive the textall its richness.

Probably not every reader of theQur’an can carry out the detailed analysis,

whichhasbeencarriedouthere,basedonanacademicexegesis.But theexegete

canmake the reader aware of the text’s polysemy andmove him/her towards a

reading which is attentive to the resonances of words through repetition, syn-

onymyandantithesis.

From composition to intertextuality

The examination of the text’s composition has led us, through internal neces-

sity, to combinewith it an intertextual analysis— the contextual reading of the

textwhich rhetorical analysispractices requires that it goes as far as in intertex-

tual reading, that is, a readingwhich reads the text alongside other texts from

biblical tradition,withwhichtheQur’anhas somekindof relationship.

To return to theway inwhichweproceededwith our intertextual reading,

wemust emphasize its close linkwith rhetorical analysis. Intertextuality can, in

fact, be understood in various ways, even totally independent from the text’s

composition(proof that it isanapproachwhichisdistinct fromrhetoricalanaly-

sis).Orientalists and specialists in comparative literature have compared simi-

lar termsand ideas in theQur’anandtheBible (faith,fearofGod,love,etc.) from

the semantic point of view for a long time now to demonstrate the similarities
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anddifferences.Thiswork is indispensable and continues tomature.The adop-

tionby theQur’anof anumberof laws found in the JewishBible (theChristians’

Old or First Testament) has also been noted for a long time,whileQur’anic es-

chatology seems to bederived from theNewTestament andChristian tradition.

However,we have not focused on these well-known aspects. The relationship

between the Qur’an and earlier texts has been noted either where the Qur’an

explicitly quotes that text (as in v. :, quotation from theMishnah, or the law

of retaliation inv.),orbecause it sumsupor translates in itsownwayaclearly

indicated text (like the account of the failed entry into the Holy Land in the

bookofNumbers, themurder committedbyCain inGenesis, and themiracles

of thechild Jesus in theapocryphalwritings),or,finally,because it refers tobib-

lical texts in awaywhich is less immediately obvious.Wepausedparticularly at

these latter references.They stoodout for us because of groups of wordswhich

were similar in theArabic text of theQur’an and theHebrew orGreek text of

theBible, and,what ismore, in analogous contexts.Although the account of the

failedentry intotheHolyLandwaseasily linkedtothesource-account inNum-

bers,wealso linked it toPsalm thanks toagroupof terms foundin thispsalm

which also appear in the same sub-section of the Qur’an this account belongs

to—«today»,«enter»,«hardenedhearts»,«fortyyears»,etc.Someof these terms

arenotonly found,ornot foundatall, in thepericopeof theentry into theHoly

Land (:-), but in a passage which is symmetrical to this pericope, in v. .

Suddenly, light is shed on thewholemeaning of the pericope of the entry into

theHolyLand: it is a parable-account about the refusal to enter «Islam», the re-

ligion given as God’s blessing to believers (:); the refusal which already stig-

matized thepsalm is applied to the revolt of the Israelites.Finally, thefinal stage

—the repetitionof elements from thepsalm in thefirst sub-sectionof the sura

recall the repeated use of this psalm in the Epistle to the Hebrews, which de-

scribes a similar process, the faithful following Christ as they enter God’s rest.

In otherwords, theQur’an expresses the salvationofferedbyGod in terms and

structureswhich are drawn from several biblical texts that are themselves con-

nected tooneanother.

Intertextualworkiscarriedoutinaconstantcomingandgoingwiththestudy

of the text’s composition; sowemight say that the analysis of the text’s compo-

sition or structure remains primary, that it is independent of intertextual analy-

sis,while thereverse isnotalways true.This iswhywehavealwaysput theanaly-

sis of the text’s composition before the intertextual analysis. The similarity
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between terms in theQur’an and texts from the biblical tradition are clues to

the much deeper analogies at the level of the (narrative or theological) struc-

ture. By understanding these clueswithin the structure of the target-text (the

Qur’an), the similar structure of the Bible (source-text),with the same clues,

appears.

From intertextuality to a figurative reading of the Qur’an

Our intertextual analyses have often endedwith our seeing various characters

or realities in the Qur’an as prefigured by other characters or realities in the

Bible.This process iswell-known to biblical exegesis as the figurative or «typo-

logical» (from theGreek typos, character), reading₈.We sawhow this typology

played out between Moses leading his people to the Holy Land and Muham-

mad in chargeof thepilgrimageof theMuslimpeople to the SacredHouse.This

role-playing is quite clear on reading the Qur’anic text. But when we pushed

the comparison further, we encountered Jesus in the Epistle to the Hebrews,

leading the new people of God to rest of salvation.All at once,Muhammad, in

the Qur’an seems to be the completion of the two figures,Moses and Jesus,

foundersof the tworival religionsof nascent Islam.Andinother texts,thechar-

acter of Jesus is visible behindMuhammad’s: just as the persecuted Jesus was

prefigured inAbel,soMuhammad isprefiguredbothbyAbel andby Jesus, two

persecuted innocents. Behind Muhammad, the bringer of the light to those

who are in darkness, we recognized the face of the Messiah described in the

Canticle of Zechariah. Finally, Jesus giving his apostles food which has come

down from heaven prefigures Muhammad handing on the Word sent down

fromheaven.Elsewhere in the sura other sacred realities lend themselves to a

figurative reading—as theHolyLandprefigures the SacredHouse,aswe said

above, so theChristianPassover (itself prefiguredby the JewishPassover), is a

prefigureof the annualMuslimpilgrimage, inwhich the gift of heavenly food

prefigures theQur’anicWord;Moses’people apparently prefigure those Jews

who refuse to convert to Islam;Cain is easily seen behind thosewho plotted

againstMuhammad.

Of course, these prefigurings are not identities, but analogies, implying both

similarity and dissimilarity. Neither are they arbitrary — convergences be-

tween vocabulary and structuremean that the characters strike chords with

₈ Onthisconcept in theBible,see,MR.,Mortet ressuscité selon lesÉcritures,esp.-.
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oneanother₉,at least for thosewhoknowhowto read the textwhile listening to

all theharmonies.

Islamicexegetical traditionhas (vainly,webelieve)over-evaluated its search

for an explicit announcement of the coming of Muhammad in the Bible, par-

ticularly in the announcement of the Paraclete in John, to the detriment of a

figurative reading,semantically farmore fruitful.

The Qur’an,a re-writing and recapitulation of earlier Scriptures?

The literary study of the al-Mā’ida sura has demonstrated the plentiful re-use

that theQur’anmakesof earlier texts taken fromthebiblical tradition (theBible

andrabbinical andapocryphalwritings).Havingsaid this,weneed toavoid the

polemical hunt for theQur’an’s «borrowings» from textswhichhave beenmore

or less (and rather clumsily) «plagiarized», just asmuch as the fear of traditional

exegesis of seeing theWord sent down fromHeaven reduced to a patchwork of

earlier texts put together in somewayorother. In reality, things are ratherdif-

ferent. TheQur’an doeswhat the various books of the Bible have always done

—repeatsandre-writes, in itsownway,andwith itsownintentions,earlier texts.

FromGenesis to Revelation, the Bible can be read as a series of repetitions and

re-readingsof earlierwritings.Deuteronomy is themost striking (butnot the

only) example.This iswhy thebiblical scholar PaulBeauchamphas called this

phenomenon«deuterosis», from theGreekdeutērosis, «repetition», linked to

Deuteronomy, the «second law»,which repeats and sumsup all the earlier laws

in the commandmentof love: «I enjoinonyou today…to loveYhwhyourGod»

(Deut :)₁₀. This is not simply pure repetition— it «speaks of resemblance

and alterity at the same time, novelty, the completion of the first Scripture»₁₁.

This principle is atwork in thewhole of theBible.SoBeauchampsees the reca-

pitulation of the Law inDeuteronomy, the recapitulation or «deuterosis» of

prophecyinDeutero-Isaiah(Isa-),andtherecapitulationor«deuterosophia»

of theWisdomwritings inthefirstninechaptersofProverbs.ForChristians,«the

secondTestamentwithdraws to the First to definitively complete and close it»₁₂.

₉ «The Bible reasons very little as philosophy, but rather allows its narratives and characters and
their“figures”toresonate,intunewitheachother».MR.,MortetressuscitéselonlesÉcritures,
.Thesamecanbesaidabout theQur’an.

₁₀ BP.,L’unet l’autreTestament, ff.
₁₁ BP.,«Deuterosi ecompimento»,.
₁₂ MR.,Traitéde rhétoriquebiblique, Introduction,.
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Intertextual study of the al-Mā’ida sura shows theQur’an in the sameway,

as thecompletionanddefinitiveclosingof all earlierScriptures,«theFirstbooks»

(al-suhuf al-ūlā,Qur’an :; :). This repetition and completion imply

both «resemblance and alterity, novelty». This is where the strangeness for the

Jewish orChristian reader of theQur’an, emphasized byEmilio Platti, comes

from₁₃: therepetitions fromtheBiblebytheQur’anareneverpurelyrepetition;

theydirectus toacompletion inanew,original synthesis,which,while it claims

its biblical heritage is nonetheless felt by the Jewish or Christian reader to be

foreigntothebiblical synthesis familiar tohimorher.Thediscontinuitybetween

BibleandQur’an isnotat thesamelevelas thatbetweentheOldandNewTesta-

ments. The New Testament, while claiming to complete the Old, suppresses

nothing—and this is the very conditionof deuterosis in theBible.TheQur’an,

while repeating texts from both parts of the Bible with the intention of com-

pleting them, claims to replace or substitute them (which prevents it from

beingconsideredasa truedeuterosis).Soall Jesus’oral teaching in theGospels is

recapitulated in the Qur’an in Jesus’monotheistic credo,which ends the sura

and thewhole of Qur’anic revelation—«I only said to themwhat youordered

me: “Worship God, my Lord and your Lord”» (:). This is how the Qur’an

positions itself as completing theGospel andall earlier Scriptures, to the extent

that their reading is rendereduseless in theeyesof tradition.

Andsoaparadoxical situation for intertextual exegesisof theQur’ancomes

about.On theonehand, it gives anunquestionablywider theologicalmeaning,

while remaining strictly true to the Qur’anic faith, to texts which otherwise

would only have amore limited anecdotal significance, as the traditional com-

mentary on the pericope of the banquet-table shows: commentators see this

simply as amarvelousmiracle by Jesus, embroideredby imagination,while in-

tertextualityopensup this text to a reflectionon the relationshipbetweenChris-

tianity and the new Islamic religion, the Christian Easter’s replacement by the

annual pilgrimage to Mecca, and, finally, the Christian covenant’s absorption

into the original Islamic covenant.But on the other hand, a groupof dogmatic

positions have held back, and continue to hold back, this kindof exegesis.The

(relatively late) dogmaof the uncreatedQur’an,which seems tomake any com-

parisonwith other texts, even inspired texts, useless; the idea that theQur’an

replaces other Scriptures whose whole substance it repeats, and, finally, the

₁₃ PE.,Islam…étrange?Au-delàdesapparences,aucœurde l’acted’«islam»,actede foi.
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overdevelopment in tradition,of the (Qur’anically based) ideaof the Jews and

Christians changing their Scriptures. This is also why ancient commentators

who quote biblical texts are extremely rare.As we saw,Biqā‘ī is the exception

whichproves the rule.Evenhis quotations only rarely come to real intertextual

exegesis.In theal-Mā’ida sura,only theverseof the«twelve leaders»(v.) ledto

such an exegesis. Elsewhere he is content to quote, sometimes at length, from

biblical texts, about suchor such a verse,butwithout developing any reflection

based on these quotations.However,we should note that his quotations (with

one or two exceptions, which we indicated in passing, where he modified the

biblical text tomake it conformtoQur’anic teaching) areveryprecise: soheheld

theBible,as itwasavailable tohimin theArabic textsof hisday,tobea textwhich

wasbroadly reliableandnot falsified₁₄.

What are the date and historical context of theal-Mā’ida sura?

Traditionsconcerningthedatingof suraareratherconfused.SheikhMuhammad

SayyidTantāwī’s recentcommentary lists thevariousopinionsbasedontheha-

diths: according to some, the sura was revealed in its totality following the

Hudaybiyya treaty (yearof theHijra),whileothers say that itwas revealedasa

whole during the farewell pilgrimage (year ). For yet others, as Suyūtī (d. /

) indicates inhiswell-knownencyclopediaofQur’anicstudies₁₅,someverses

were revealed at different points.SheikhTantāwī concludes from this that the

surawas revealed in several phases: partly beforeHudaybiyya, andpartly after-

wards₁₆.However, there is almostunanimity that v. («Today Ihave completed

for you your religion…») was revealed during the farewell pilgrimage, and is

thefinalverseof revelation₁₇.

Historical Orientalist criticism has of course dissected the sura, attributing

its verses to different points of the time atMedina,mainly dividing them be-

tween theHudaybiyya treaty, the completionof the little pilgrimage (‘umra)

the following year, and the farewell pilgrimage. In accordance with tradition,

thecentralpartof verse isusually situatedat thisdate₁₈.

₁₄ To be thorough, let us say that we found brief quotations from John inRāzī, and thatmodern
commentaries (Manār,S.H.Boubakeur,M.Hamidullah,YusufAli,etc.) aremorewilling toquote
theBible.

₁₅ S,Al-Itqān fī ‘ulūmal-Qur’ān, ,, (p. in the edition).
₁₆ TM.S.,Al-Tafsīral-wasīt li-l-Qur’ānal-karīm, ,-.
₁₇ Althoughmanycommentatorsalsoconsidersura «TheHelp»tobethelastrevealedsura.
₁₈ SeeNT.,GeschichtedesQorāns,, ff.;BR.,TheQur’ān,, ff.BR.,,.
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Whatdo rhetorical and intertextual analysis have to tell us about thedateof

this sura’s revelation?They canonly state that in literary terms the surawaswrit-

ten in such away as tobeheld tobe thefinal text of revelation,which goeshand

in handwith tradition, situating this revelation during the Prophet’s farewell

pilgrimage justbeforehisdeath.Several literaryargumentsmake thiscase.

First of all, ourwhole analysis has shown that this sura shows real unity of

composition.Verseundoubtedlyappearstobetheconcludingverse—«TodayI

have completed for you your religion…». Along with all exegetical tradition,

M.M.Tahawrites that:

This is the last verse of the Qur’an to have been revealed. It concludes and closes the

whole of the divinemessage for humanity.TheProphet received it, and then solemnly

addressed it to his community at an exceptional time andplace. It was the high point

of theMeccapilgrimage,the lastone theProphetwouldmake,on thedaywhenall the

pilgrims gathered atMt ‘Arafāt,which, in that tenth year of the hijra, coincidedwith

thevenerateddayof theweek,Friday₁₉.

So,if v. issituatedwithinthecontextof thefarewellpilgrimage,thesamemust

bethecase for therestof thesura,if nothistorically,thenat least in literary terms.

Secondly, the intertextual readingwe have carried out has linked the first

section (and the central sequence of the second section), in literary terms to

Deuteronomy, the testament-addresspar excellence,placed inMoses’mouth at

the end of his propheticmission, just before his death.The fact that there are

historical reminiscences which can bematched to theHudaybiyya events does

not inanywaymeanthat revelationneeds tobesituatedat thatpoint—follow-

ing the example of Deuteronomy, the Qur’an recalls the stormy events which

marked the community’s route to the SacredMosque, theultimate aimofMo-

hammad’s prophetic career,at the endof his preaching, just asMoses recalled

the hostilitieswith pagankingswhowere on the Israelites’ route to theProm-

isedLand₂₀.

₁₉ TM.M.,Unislamàvocation libératrice,.
₂₀ This enablesMaududi’s perplexity to be resolved: he situates the sura in its entirety at the time
following theHudaybiyya treaty (end of year  or start of year  of the hijra),while acknowl-
edging that v.  accords only with the historical context of the farewell pilgrimage.As, on the
other hand he acknowledges the sura’s solid unity and that this verse is perfectly in place in its
context,he is led toconclude that thisversewasrevealed twice—once inananticipatedwaydur-
ing theHudaybiyya treaty, and a second time in its historical context during the year pilgrim-
age.MA.A.,TheMeaningof theQurān,,-et .
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Intertextual readingrelated thesecondsection(particularly the last sequence)

to Jesus’final act before his death, the giving of heavenly food in the Last Sup-

per, andwith the prayer which ends his farewell address in John. In the sura of

the Banquet-table, therefore, theQur’an recapitulates bothMoses’and Jesus’

testament-addresses.

Finally, the third literary argument— the sura offers surprising links with

the last eight suras in theQur’an,which precede the final two liturgical prayers

(suras  and which,alongwith thefirst sura, theFātiha, constitute the litur-

gical framework of the book).Wehave shown elsewhere how these eight short

suras, -, the shortest in theQur’an,makeupawholewhich is rhetorically

coherent, despite the fact that they are certainly disparate in origin₂₁. They can

be read as a rhetorical «sequence»,made upof twoparallel series or «sub-se-

quences» (- // -), in which the surasmatch each other in pairs, the

«negative» suraswhich announce the failure of thosewhodisbelieve alternat-

ing with the «positive» suras which celebrate Islam’s victory: the victory of the

Quraysh tribe, the Prophet, the believers and, finally, God himself. Let us rap-

idly runthroughthemainsymmetriesbetweenthe twosub-sequences:

- Suras  and  are Islam’s victory songs over those belonging toother re-

ligions:«thepeopleof theElephant»(thearmyof theChristianking,Abraha)

andthe«misbelievers».

- Suras and celebrateGod’s«protection»overtheQuraysh(theguardians

of theKa‘ba)andGod’s«help»,whichhasensuredIslam’s«victory».

- Suras  and  are imprecations against the impious — «the one who

treats Judgment as a lie» and«AbūLahab», the symbolof theProphet’s im-

placableenemy.

- Suras  and  address the Prophet personally, enjoining him to pray

(«Pray», :; «Say», :) and, in sura ,evengivinghimthewordsof his

prayer,which isaprofessionof faithsummingupallof Islam.

₂₁ InCM., «Une analyse rhétorique du début et de la fin duCoran», -; and «Une
lecturerhétoriqueet intertextuellede la sourateal-Ikhlās»,-.
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Themaincharacteristicswhich link this tosura areas follows:

- Both texts beginwith the proclamation of the victory of theMuslims over

those who wished to attack () the «House» (:; :) or prevent them

fromgoingto it (:).

- Rivalry fromChristians is symbolizedby the«peopleof theElephant»at the

startof sequence-,butclearlyexpressedinthefinalsequenceof sura. It
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is also found, in veiled terms, in :: «Today those who disbelieve despair of

yourreligion».

- «When comes the help of God and the victory and you see the people enter-

ing into the religion of God in crowds» (:-) clearly recalls the pericope

of the failed entry to theHoly Land (:-),with its repetition of the verb

«to enter», and its central verse: «Enter upon them by the gate.And when

youhave entered it youwill be victors» (:),whichwe said symbolized the

entry into the true religion by the gate of obedience to the commandments

of thecovenant.«The religionofGod»(:)echoes«TodayIhavecompleted

your religion for you and I have perfectedmy good gift for you, and I have

chosenIslamforyouasyour religion»(l-n).

- Both of these wholes end with a profession of monotheistic faith, in which

Jesus is implied. In : he himself declares «Worship God,my Lord and

yourLord», in a contextwhichvigorouslydenieshis divine sonship. In ,

the proclamation of divine uniqueness is increased by the negation of any

filiation inGod,possibly aimed at polytheist theogonies,but particularly at

theChristian faith in Jesus’divinesonship.

Comparing sura  and suras - leaves no doubt that the two groups

obey the same plan— the victory of Islam and its shrine over other religions

and, particularly Christianity; the believers’ entry to Islam, the «religion of

God»; thefinalprofessionofmonotheistic faith,with thecorollaryof thedenial

of Jesus’divine sonship.Hereareclearly twotestament-addresses,oneofwhich

(suras -) closes thebookand theotherof whichcloses revelation (sura ).

Tradition gives suras  and  a concurrent chronology, as the final sura to be

revealed.The resemblance between sura  and the center, :c-e, is such that

it is legitimate toaskwhether,originally,sura wasnotpartof sura .
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Letusnote inpassing that theveryconclusivenatureof sura wouldmake it

incomprehensibleinliterarytermsthatanothersurashouldcomeafteritchrono-

logically, like sura,where (only)onepartof traditionplaces later than it in the

chronology of revelationbecause of its supposedly abrogating verses (which

wedonot see as abrogating).Herewe cannot go into thequestion indepth,but

itmight perhapsbeuseful topoint out theuncertainnature, in literary terms,

of this traditional chronology.

But this only deals with the literary aspect of these texts, and still does not

determine their real historical dating.We can agree with historical criticism as

much as with tradition that suras - do not constitute an original unit—

these are originally independent fragments,whichwere brought together dur-

ing thebook’sfinal redaction tomakeupaclosingdiscourse for thebook.Is the

sametrue for sura?

The sura, starting by addressing «you who believe», theMuslims who are

victoriously celebrating their pilgrimage,moves swiftly on to the People of the

Book.Theyhaveamainroleinthesura,thatmightseemsurprisinginthecontext

of the farewellpilgrimage—accordingtothehistoryof eventsgivenbyMuslim

tradition, neither Jews nor Christians were supposed to be present, as the pil-

grimage consecrated the victory of theMuslim community over the pagans in

Mecca,not the People of the Book.At the limit, in a recapitulatory text,we can

understandthe sometimesvirulentattackson the Jewsasa reminderof thedis-

agreementswhicharose frombetweentheJewsandMuslims inMedina.Mus-

lim tradition often presents these disagreements as demonstrations of unilat-

eral andunjustifiedhostility by the Jews.But one cannot not askwhy the sura

grantssuchalargespacetopolemicwithChristians,whosepresencewas,it seems,

more thandiscreet,evenaccording toMuslim tradition itself,both inMedian

andMecca.The sura gives the impressionof a confrontationwitha large,organ-

izedChristian community, competingwith theMuslims. In addition, the con-

stant call toChristians to convert,which extendsover twoof the three sequences

in the second section, uses an impressive panoply of arguments to try to con-

vince themof their errors, argumentswhichwould have taken time to develop
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duringthecontroversies.Thisdoesnotreallyfitwith the farewellpilgrimage,or

even simplywithMuhammad’s prophetic career as theMuslim account in the

Sīragives it.Theplacegiven toChristians,not just Jews, in sura , leadsus toen-

visage a later period, once Islam was established in Christendom₂₂.We are

aware that this view does not really agree with theMuslim tradition inwhich

the redaction of theQur’anic text (although not it’s compilation) ended at the

same timeas its revelation to theProphet,unless theproblem is reversed,and it

is admitted that the Qur’anic text clearly presupposes an important Christian

presence inMecca,evenMedina,which also contradictsMuslimhistorical tra-

dition. Is there a third way to avoid this apparent dilemma? The question can-

notbeavoidedbythehistoriansandremainsopen.

On reading the Qur’an

Important as it is from thehistorical point of view tounderstand theorigins of

theQur’an and Islam,this questionof thedatingof the sura shouldnotbemade

more important than it is. It is not thequestion. It seems tous that themoreur-

gentquestion is theoneweaskedat thebeginningof thebookabout the reading

of the text.Howis theQur’an toberead?

The reading we propose here did not start from general considerations or

preconceived ideologies whichwouldmake theQur’an be read in their light,

but fromahypothesis, that theQur’anic text,despite appearances,must have a

unity andcoherence.Given thisworkinghypothesis, it turnedout that rhetori-

cal analysiswas the best instrument to decode this coherence, and suddenly to

leave a fragmented,atomized readingof the text inwhicheachverse is takenon

its own,outof context. It goes further thana reading following the runof series

of verses, in themanner of some ancient commentaries, like that of Biqā‘ī, and

severalmodern commentaries like that ofManār orMawdudi. It places each

verse,eveneachmemberof a verse, in a structurewhichgives itmeaning.From

one level to thenext,the textappearedtousasaverysophisticatedconstruction

of structures,which all have tobe taken account of for its interpretation.Onto

this contextual reading,we grafted an intertextual reading,which greatly en-

riched themeaning.These various steps took us to a great level of technicality,

which some timesmay have been rather tedious for the reader. But it was only

by following that through, that a really objective basis for the reading of the

₂₂ J.L.Déclais asksa similarquestionat theendof aworkonthe«Cow»sura:D J.L.,«Lecture
de ladeuxièmeSourateduCoran»,.
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Qur’anic text following its various registers could appear—verses with a uni-

versal applicationemerge fromamong thosemanyotherswhichdealwithpar-

ticular contingent situations.Their highlighting due to their central rhetorical

positionmeans theyarenot tobe reduced to the same level as theverses around

them.Theysharecertain«family traits»amongthemselves,whichenablesus to

read them as a series, and to see a wisdom displayed which goes beyond the

boundaries of dogmas, rites andpolemicswhich arewritten in theother verses

andwhich tend to close religion in on itself, to the exclusion of other religions.

Here,webelieve,we can seewhatA.Filali-Ansary, talking about the readingof

theQur’an byM.‘Abduh, calls «universal principles, evident in the framework

of all monotheism, and conforming to the moral aspirations of humanity for

ever,whichmake religions and universal systems unanimous, andwhosemod-

ern formulations or expressions are called justice, freedom, democracy, social-

ism, etc»₂₃.And so the applicationwhichwewanted to be as rigorous as it could

be of a process (rhetorical analysis) which comes from the humanities, and that

can be linked to structural linguistics, shows that it is in no way an enemy of

Qur’anic faith,but, rather,purifying it, raising it to the level of a universal ethics.

Ata timeof this great interminglingwich is globalization, it seemsevermore

urgent that believers from the various religions—andparticularly those from

the two religionswhich claim tobeuniversal,Christianity and Islam—should

read in their Scripturesbothwhatwill nourish their own identity andwhatwill

take thembeyond it to encounter the other,who is different, but acknowledged

as abrother inhumanity, coming fromthe sameCreatorwho,hadhe sowished,

«wouldhavemade a single community fromthem»,butwhoseunfathomable

will andwisdomdecided to doother, so that «theymay surpass one another in

theirgoodactions’(:)₂₄.

₂₃ F-AA.,Réformer l’islam?,.
₂₄ It seems tous that this spirit concurswith SheikhTantāwī, rector of the al-AzharUniversity,
Cairo (themain theological center of Sunni Islam)who,when asked in an interview «Howdo
youmakedialoguebetween religionsmore effective», replied: «I personally amconvincedof
the importanceof dialogue,and I amalways ready todialoguewith anyonewhowishes.How-
ever, I find that dialogue about religious questions is ineffective and useless.Constructive dia-
logue is the dialoguewhich takes place between aMuslim and anon-Muslimwith the aimof
doing justice to both, to coming to the help of thosewhoneed it, or to spread the principles of
fraternity and solidarity throughout theworld.Of course atAl-Azhar there is anoffice in charge
of dialoguebetween religions.Butdialoguebecomes absurdwhenwemake accusations at one
another. In my opinion, it is not right to tell anyone else that his beliefs are false». Al-Ahram
Hebdo,Cairo,-Octobre,.
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The «universal’readingdoesnot exclude an «identity’reading—bothhave

their basis in human nature—but it must control and relativize it, although

mostoften theoppositehappens.Fromthis results a religion closed inon itself,

death-giving as soon as it encounters the other, towhom it offers no choice but

conversion,disappearanceor submission inapositionof humiliating inferiority

dependence.It isonlywhenilluminatedandgiven life throughwisdomthat the

particularitiesof religious identitycanbegeneratorsofwhatHenriBergson calls

the «supplément d’âme», that «extra spiritual dimension»whichhumanity al-

ways needsmore of andwhich, in the end, is quite simply the aim of any reli-

gionworthyof thename₂₅.

₂₅ ThisworkhadalreadybeenwrittenbeforewelearnedofACheddadi’s importantwork,LesArabes
et l’appropriationde l’histoire (),which ismostlydedicated toananalysisof IbnIshāq’s/Ibn
Hishām’s Sīra. It is noteworthy that several conclusionswehave reachedduringour analysis of
the al-Ma’ida sura are close toA.Cheddadi’s for the Sīra, particularly to do with the impor-
tanceof theChristian context in the emergenceof these founding texts, their contactswith the
Gospels (especially John) and their attitudewhich is broadly benevolent towardsChristians,
althoughnot to Jews.These convergences are evenmore interesting for having come from two
totally independent studies.
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