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Objective: The hadith of sab‘at ahruf (“seven letters”) is one
of the most debated topics in Qur’anic studies. Due to its
multiple textual versions, this narration has given rise to
diverse interpretations and, at times, raised doubts about
Qur’anic integrity. The present study aims to date the sab‘at
ahruf narration by employing a combined isnad—matn
analytical method across both Sunni and Shi‘T sources.

Method: This research adopts a descriptive—analytical
approach and a combined isnad—matn dating method. First,
different textual variants were collected and isnad networks
reconstructed; then, textual content was analyzed and
enriched with isnad data to reconstruct the historical
development of the narration.

Results: The study shows that this narration occurs far more
frequently in Sunni sources than in early Shi‘T works,
appearing only in al-Sadiiq’s writings, which nevertheless
conflict with his doctrinal position affirming a single mode of
Qur’anic revelation. Most isnad networks lack a common core
transmitter, except for reports describing the dispute between
‘Umar ibn al-Khattab and Hisham ibn Hakim over Sirat al-
Furgan, where Ibn Shihab al-Zuhri functions as the main
common link and Malik ibn Anas and Layth as secondary
links. Furthermore, some variants interpret the “seven letters”
as pertaining to Qur’anic meaning and exegesis rather than
formal recitational differences.

Conclusions: The isnad-matn analysis indicates that the
sab‘at ahruf narration is not directly related to the concept of
the canonical qira’at sab‘a but rather to dialectal and
linguistic facilitation. External dating attributes the narration
to the final years of the Prophet’s life, while the companions’
surprise at hearing variant recitations suggests that
systematic variant readings did not exist in early Islam.
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Abstract

One of the significant discussions in Quranic history revolves around the
narrations reporting the Quran’s revelation upon seven ahruf (letters/forms).
Due to the variety of textual versions of the “Seven Ahruf’ narrations,
numerous interpretations have emerged. While these narrations may indicate
a facilitative measure for the diverse dialects and languages of early Muslims,
they have also been the source of controversy, raising concerns over potential
textual distortion of the Quran.

This paper applies a methodological and combined isnad-text analytical
approach to examine the narrations of the “Seven Ahruf” found in both Sunni
and Shi‘a sources. Through the analysis of variant transmissions, isnad
mapping, and incorporation of isnad data into textual analysis, the study
reveals that the core message of these narrations is the Prophet Muhammad’s
(PBUH) endorsement of recitational variation to ease Quranic recitation.
Notably, this concept is absent from early Shi‘a sources, though it appears in
Bihar al-Anwar, citing Sunni references.

The isnad network mapping indicates the absence of a central common
transmitter chain among these narrations. Furthermore, based on contextual
clues such as the companions’ shock upon encountering different recitations,
it is evident that the phenomenon of qira’at (recitational variants) was not
widely recognized during their time. Therefore, the popular interpretation of
“Seven Ahruf” as referring to the Seven Qira’at lacks historical grounding.
Internal textual analysis suggests that the term “ahruf” likely pertains more to
interpretive and semantic dimensions of the Quran rather than phonetic or
dialectical ones. Isnad mapping also reveals that the subset of narrations citing
the dispute between ‘Umar and Hisham in reciting Strat al-Furqan contains
both primary and secondary common narrators, unlike the other isolated
isnads.

Introduction

Narrations regarding the Quran’s revelation upon “seven ahruf” form a
central topic within the discourse on ikhtilaf al-qira’at (recitational
differences), provoking varied interpretations of the term harf. Some scholars
understand it as referring to seven synonymous modes of expression, while
others equate it with the Seven Canonical Qira’at. Given that certain renditions
of these narrations may imply instability or distortion in the Quranic text, a
meticulous reexamination is essential.
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Hadith dating plays a critical role in uncovering the historical trajectory
and transformation of these narrations. Two primary dating methods are
employed: external dating, which relies on contextual and circumstantial data,
and internal dating, based on isnad and textual clues.

By examining the textual variants, mapping isnad structures, and
integrating isnad data with textual analysis, one can uncover the
developmental trajectory of these narrations, clarifying their underlying
motives, contexts, and structural changes.

Methodology

This study adopts a descriptive-analytical method grounded in the
combined isnad-text historical dating approach, applied to the narrations of
“Seven Ahruf” across Sunni and Shi‘a hadith collections.

First, variant versions of the narration were compiled and their isnad chains
mapped. Then, textual content was analyzed, and finally, isnad data were
integrated into the textual examination to complete the historical dating
process.

The methodology includes:

External dating through contextual clues.

Review of different textual versions in classical hadith and jurisprudential
sources.

Identification of narrators and possible common link(s) in the transmission
chains.
Final conclusions derived from the synthesis of isnad and matn analysis.

Findings

Most discussions around the “Seven Ahruf” narrations emerge within the
broader topic of Quranic revelation and recitational differences. A combined
isnad-textual historical reading reveals that:

These narrations appear far more frequently in Sunni sources than in Shi‘a
ones.

In early Shi‘a collections, they are virtually absent, with the exception of
Khsal by Shaykh Saditiq, whose al-I‘tiqadat contradicts the notion, stating the
Quran was revealed on one harf only.

Variants of the narration differ not only in content but also in the
formulation of the core phrase “unzila al-Qur’an ‘ala sab‘at ahruf.”
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Some narrations interpret ahruf semantically, referring to exoteric/esoteric
meanings, multiple interpretations, or juridical rulings. These are transmitted
through isolated chains and occur less frequently than those concerning
recitational disputes.

Conclusion

The isnad network of the majority of the “Seven Ahruf” narrations consists
of isolated transmission paths, lacking central or shared transmitters - except
those involving the dispute between ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab and Hisham ibn
Hakim over Siirat al-Furqan. These contain a primary common link through
Ibn Shihab al-Zuhr, and secondary common links through Malik ibn Anas
and al-Layth.

External dating situates these narrations in the final years of the Prophet’s
life. However, given that the recitational dispute occurred over Surat al-
Furgan, a Meccan surah, and considering the intense reaction of ‘Umar and
Ubayy ibn Ka‘b to hearing different recitations, it is evident that formal gira’at
differences had not yet emerged during the early period of revelation.

Thus, the claim that the Quran was revealed on “Seven Ahruf” is neither
essential nor directly related to the Seven Qira’at. Instead, the narrations likely
reflect linguistic accommodations for different dialects or interpretive
dimensions, not fully-fledged recitational variants.
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5. External grounds.

6. Matn- based dating.

7.Isnad- based dating.

8.Isnad- cum-matn dating.
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