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Islam

BEFORE ORTHODOXY: THE SATANIC VERSES IN
EARLY ISLAM. By Shahab Ahmed. Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 2017. Pp. xii + 336. $49.95.
Ahmed’s long anticipated monograph on the Satanic
Verses incident pertaining to the Qur'an represents the
first volume of a planned trilogy aimed at exploring the
various positions held across fourteen centuries concern-
ing the account. The enterprise was cut short, however,
with the author’s passing in 2016. The present volume,
while only covering the first two centuries of Islam, is a
testament to Ahmed’s erudition and analytical expertise.
The author has gathered together fifty distinct narrative
reports from the formative period of Islam so that he may
closely examine the content of the reports as well as their
accompanying chains of transmission. This allows him to
delineate the different, shifting attitudes held with regard
to the incident. Ahmed uses his case study to understand
the nature and formation of orthodoxy within Islam. He
methodically maps the earliest periods of circulation for
each report, the particular personalities who transmitted
it, and the geographic expanses involved. He also identi-
fies three literary genres in which the incident was dis-
cussed, namely adrth (prophetic reports), sirah-maghazi
(prophetic biographies), and tafsir (Qur'an commentaries),
each of which represents, according to Ahmed, a different
scholarly culture with its own set of epistemological
underpinnings and standards for truth. By the end of his
painstaking analysis of all fifty narrations, Ahmed has
convincingly demonstrated that the Satanic Verses inci
dent was widely accepted and circulated in the srrah-
maghazr and tafsir genres, but not in adith. The incident
was problematic for the scholarly adith culture because of
its need for a perfect, paradigmatic exemplar, but it pro
vided for scholars of sirah-maghazi and ftafsir riveting
drama and imaginative possibilities, respectively. The
study of the Satanic Verses incident, however, is only sec-
ondary to the work’s enduring contribution to the field.

Ahmed’s methodology and framework of analysis will
prove invaluable for other Islamic studies scholars endeav-
oring to explore questions of orthodoxy and historical
memory across the chronological span and geographic
expanse of the tradition.

Martin Nguyen

Fairfield University




License and Permissible Use Notice

These materials are provided to you by the American Theological Library Association (ATLA) in
accordance with the terms of ATLA’s agreements with the copyright holder or authorized distributor of
the materials, as applicable. In some cases, ATLA may be the copyright holder of these materials.

You may download, print, and share these materials for your individual use as may be permitted by the
applicable agreements among the copyright holder, distributors, licensors, licensees, and users of these
materials (including, for example, any agreements entered into by the institution or other organization
from which you obtained these materials) and in accordance with the fair use principles of United States
and international copyright and other applicable laws. You may not, for example, copy or email these
materials to multiple web sites or publicly post, distribute for commercial purposes, modify, or create
derivative works of these materials without the copyright holder’s express prior written permission.

Please contact the copyright holder if you would like to request permission to use these materials, or
any part of these materials, in any manner or for any use not permitted by the agreements described
above or the fair use provisions of United States and international copyright and other applicable laws.
For information regarding the identity of the copyright holder, refer to the copyright information in
these materials, if available, or contact ATLA at products@atla.com.

Except as otherwise specified, Copyright © 2016 American Theological Library Association.



	Book Review: Before Orthodoxy: The Satanic Verses in Early Islam, by Shahab Ahmed
	Repository Citation
	Published Citation


	tmp.1545251814.pdf.ASclM

