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In the contemporary era, Orientalist studies on Islam and the
Noble Qur’an have grown remarkably, making it imperative for
Muslim scholars to examine and respond to the doubts raised
within these works. This study offers a review of Seyyed Hossein
Alavi’s book Trends in Orientalist Qur’anic Studies in the United
States, aiming to critique its form and content and to elucidate its
strengths and shortcomings. The book investigates the principal
currents of Qur’anic studies in the United States, which have
developed under the influence of Western intellectual paradigms
and are presented across three domains: Qur’anic sciences,
Qur’anic teachings, and exegetical discussions.

The author analyzes three fundamental approaches adopted by
American Orientalists toward the Qur’an: the descriptive, the
skeptical, and the scientific-critical approaches. Following an
exposition of these trends and approaches, the book thoroughly
examines the core premises underpinning Orientalist Qur’anic
studies — such as the denial of the Qur’an’s divine origin,
rejection of the Prophet’s divine mission, viewing Islam as
ethnocentric, and disputing the Islamic narrative of its own
history. It then outlines the principal methods employed by
Orientalists, including historical criticism, phenomenology, and
comparative approaches, illustrated through concrete examples.
The book’s key finding reveals that Orientalists, operating from
materialistic and secular presuppositions, employ methodologies
that serve the aims set by these frameworks. Consequently, their
approaches - largely developed in materialist contexts to critique
Biblical tradition - have come to be regarded as authoritative
within Western academic circles.
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Problem Statement

Seyyed Hossein Alavi is a distinguished researcher in the field of Quran
studies and Orientalism, being one of the initial graduates of the Quran and
Orientalism program at the Al-Mustafa International University. He entered
this field in 2012 as one of the outstanding and diligent students from
Afghanistan and quickly ranked among the top scholars in this domain. His
doctoral thesis titled “The Flow of Quranic Studies by Orientalists in the
United States” reflects his keen insight and extensive vision in investigating
the intellectual movements and Quranic studies conducted by Orientalists.
This thesis, defended with an excellent grade of 20 in 2019, has been
recognized as a pioneering study in comparative Quranic research by
professors and experts.

This work was published by the International Center for Translation and
Publication of Al-Mustafa (p) in 2022 under the title “The Flow of Quranic
Studies by Orientalists in the United States”. In the 2022 Yearbook Awards of
the Religious Seminaries, it received honorable mention as a noteworthy
work. This book, resulting from years of in-depth research and study in the
field of Quranic studies and Orientalism, has gained attention from researchers
and scholars as a credible reference for understanding the intellectual currents
among American Orientalists.

Objective

In today's era, research conducted by Orientalists on Islam and the Quran
has significantly expanded, and addressing the doubts raised in these studies
is a necessity agreed upon by Muslim thinkers. The present research is a
review of the book “The Flow of Quranic Studies by Orientalists in the United
States” by Seyed Hossein Alavi. The aim of this article is to examine the
formal and content aspects of the book and to elucidate its strengths and
weaknesses.

Research Method

This book addresses the main currents of Quranic studies in America,
influenced by Western paradigms, across three domains: Quranic sciences,
Quranic knowledge, and exegetical discussions. It examines three primary
approaches of American Orientalists to the Quran, including descriptive,
skeptical, and scientific-critical approaches.
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Findings and Conclusion

This book defines, explains, and analyzes the flow of Quranic studies by
Orientalists in the United States, focusing on its evolution, fields, foundations,
methods, and approaches. As the first step in this realm, the following results
were obtained after two years of research:

1. Quran Studies in America: Delayed and Influenced by Europe: Although
American Orientalism is later and influenced by Europe, it became more
active and widespread after the events of September 11, 2001.

2. Missionary Roots of American Orientalism: American Orientalism
began with missionary and non-governmental activities in the early 19th
century and expanded politically and academically after World War II.!

3. Establishment of Islamic Studies in America: Islamic studies emerged
as an academic field following World War II, under disciplines such as the
history of religions and area studies.>

4. Two Key Phases of Quran Studies:

1) First Phase (Before the Mid-20th Century): Research was primarily
missionary and general.

2) Second Phase (After the Mid-20th Century): Quran studies evolved
into a more scientific and academic domain.

5. Main Currents of Quran Studies in America:

1) Controversial-Missionary Stream

2) Skeptical Stream: Influenced by positivism (individuals influenced
by thinkers like John Wansbrough).

3) Scientific-Critical Stream: A more moderate approach influenced by
critical realism.

4) Those Turning to Islam Stream: Defending Islamic teachings.

5) Propagandistic-Destructive Stream: Non-scientific aim at smearing
Islam.

1. Chittick, William. “Islamology in America,” Translated by Seyyed Amir Hossein Asghari.
Information of Wisdom and Knowledge Monthly, Year 4, Issue 6 (Continuing Issue 42), pp. 51-
52.

2. Heyrman, Christine Leigh, American Apostles: When Evangelicals Entered the World of
Islam (Hill and Wang, 2015), p. 186
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