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​​​​

This book began with a simple question that gradually widened into a larger inquiry. Why does the Qur’an return so often to the appeal, “We found our fathers upon a way, and we follow in their footsteps”? At first glance, the answer may seem obvious. Ancient communities were attached to ancestral custom, and so they resisted prophetic correction by invoking the authority of forefathers. But the repetition of the motif in the Qur’an suggested to me that more was at stake. The recurrence was too deliberate, too persistent, and too conceptually rich to be treated as merely a stock feature of ancient religious polemic. It seemed instead to point toward a deeper pattern in human moral life: the tendency to convert inherited belonging into proof, continuity into legitimacy, and identity into resistance against truth. 

The pages that follow are the result of that widening question. What began as a textual observation developed into an attempt to think more deeply about ancestry, authority, identity, and the mechanisms by which communities protect themselves from unwelcome correction. The Qur’anic appeal to “our fathers” proved, in my reading, to be far more than a reference to literal ancestors. It opened naturally toward communal fathers, symbolic fathers, living custodians of inherited legitimacy, and the modern structures through which belonging continues to defend itself in religious, racial, national, and ideological forms. 

This is therefore a book about the Qur’an, but it is not only a book of exegesis in the narrow sense. It is also a study in moral anthropology. It asks how human beings inherit before they examine, why social worlds become difficult to judge from within, why authority is both necessary and dangerous, and how inherited identities may become self-certifying. The Qur’an, in this study, is not approached as an isolated historical artifact but as a text of enduring diagnostic power. Its recurring ancestral critique is read as one of its most penetrating accounts of how falsehood survives—not merely by argument, but by attachment, memory, ritual, prestige, fear, and collective self-protection. 

A word of caution is necessary. The argument of this book should not be read as an attack on all tradition, all continuity, all authority, or all inherited forms of communal life. Such a reading would be both unjust and unfaithful to the Qur’anic nuance itself. No human community can live without transmission. Families, rituals, institutions, teachers, and inherited languages of meaning are indispensable to moral and spiritual formation. Tradition may preserve wisdom, discipline desire, and carry truth across generations. Religious authority, too, may be honorable and necessary. The problem this book addresses begins only when inheritance is treated as self-validating, when authority becomes shield rather than trust, and when belonging is turned into a substitute for truth. 

For this reason, I have tried throughout to make distinctions rather than flatten them. Chosenness is not the same as supremacy. Covenant is not the same as entitlement. Authority is not the same as domination. Continuity is not the same as falsehood. Nationhood is not identical with national racism. To collapse such categories into one undifferentiated suspicion would weaken rather than sharpen the critique. The aim of this study is not denunciation for its own sake, but moral discrimination: to distinguish what is life-giving in inheritance from what becomes idolatrous when inheritance is made into proof. 

I am aware that the argument moves across a wide terrain. It begins with Qur’anic repetition and prophetic narratives, then expands into psychology, socialization, ritual, collective memory, gatekeeping institutions, religious authority, racism, nationalism, chosenness, comparative scripture, and modern ideological life. Such breadth carries risks. It invites the charge of overextension, and perhaps at times that risk will be felt by the reader. Yet I judged the wider movement necessary because the phrase “our fathers” itself, once followed carefully, resists confinement. It names not only an ancient objection but a recurring human mechanism by which what is inherited is made morally untouchable. To leave that mechanism in antiquity would be to underread the Qur’an. 

The comparative sections of the book were written in the same spirit of discrimination. The Hebrew Bible, the New Testament, and the Qur’an all contain internal critiques of inherited confidence when covenant, descent, office, or election are turned into self-certifying guarantees. Yet they do so with different emphases and within distinct theological architectures. My aim has not been to flatten those differences, nor to recruit scripture into polemical simplification, but to show that the corruption of divine gift into communal entitlement is a scripturally recognized danger. The Qur’an’s distinctiveness, as I argue, lies in the force and recurrence with which it exposes the appeal to inherited continuity as a mechanism of resistance. 

I should also say something about the contemporary relevance of this study. We live in an age that likes to imagine itself emancipated from the fathers. Modern people often assume that they are less bound by inheritance because their worlds are bureaucratic, secular, therapeutic, or technologi­cally advanced. But one of the claims of this book is that modernity has not abolished the fathers; it has hidden them. Race, nation, institutional prestige, expert culture, elite consensus, civil religion, and ideological orthodoxy can all perform paternal functions. They authorize what is already established, punish dissent, and turn belonging into a source of legitimacy. In this sense, the Qur’anic critique remains uncomfortably contemporary. 

Another contemporary danger, however, lies at the opposite extreme. The answer to inherited falsehood is not novelty for its own sake. Modern societies are filled not only with rigid orthodoxies but with restless fragmentation, sectarian multiplication, and charismatic movements that reject continuity only to reproduce new forms of dependence, enclosure, and manipulation. For that reason, this book does not call for rootlessness. It calls for discernment. The Qur’anic challenge is not merely to break with the fathers, but to refuse both inherited falsehood and unguided rupture alike. 

What, then, does this study hope to offer? At the most modest level, it hopes to contribute to Qur’anic interpretation by giving sustained attention to a recurring phrase whose conceptual significance is often acknowledged but not fully unfolded. At a broader level, it hopes to provide a framework for thinking about inherited belief, communal self-certification, and the moral uses of ancestry and authority. At its most constructive level, it hopes to defend a way of belonging that is neither rootless nor idolatrous: a way of receiving one’s people, memory, and inheritance as trust rather than trophy, as responsibility rather than superiority, and as something always answerable to truth before God. 

No work of this kind is written in isolation. Even where the argument is my own, it has been shaped by long engagement with scripture, tradition, scholarship, and the unsettling moral force of Qur’anic discourse. I am indebted to the many scholars whose work appears throughout the notes and bibliography, and to the long intellectual traditions—Muslim and otherwise—that have wrestled with the relation between continuity and reform, authority and truth, memory and critique. If this book has any value, it lies in joining that larger conversation with seriousness and humility. 

Finally, I offer this work in the hope that it may encourage careful self-examination. It is easy to recognize the fathers in other communities, other traditions, other institutions, and other peoples. It is far more difficult to recognize the inheritances that shape our own instincts, loyalties, and reflexes. Yet that is precisely where the Qur’anic challenge presses most deeply. The question is not whether others have fathers. The question is whether we have turned our own inheritances into a shelter from truth. If the argument of this book persuades at all, it will not be because it helps the reader identify ancient idolaters, rigid traditionalists, or rival ideologues. It will be because it helps all of us ask more honestly what we defend simply because it is ours.

Mohammad M. Mandurah

Jeddah, Saudi Arabia

2026
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​Ancestry, authority, and the human tendency to make belonging into truth


[image: ]


The Qur’an repeatedly places on the lips of resistant communities a familiar answer to prophetic challenge: we found our fathers upon a way, and we follow in their footsteps.​[1] The formula appears in varied narrative settings, with different peoples, prophets, and forms of error, yet with striking conceptual consistency. It is one of the Qur’an’s recurring explanations for why human beings resist revelation even when what is presented to them is morally serious, rationally weighty, and existentially urgent. The objection is not merely intellectual. It is civilizational, emotional, social, and political. It invokes continuity, belonging, memory, legitimacy, and inherited order against disruptive truth.

At first glance, the objection may seem historically obvious. Ancient communities revered ancestral custom; therefore they defended inherited religion. But the very recurrence of the phrase suggests that the Qur’an is doing more than preserving a stock feature of ancient polemic. Repetition in the Qur’an often functions interpretively: what returns across narrative contexts invites the reader to discern not only an event but a pattern, not only a saying but a structure of human response.​[2] The appeal to “our fathers” is thus not simply a narrative detail. It is an explanatory motif. The Qur’an returns to it because it discloses something durable about the moral psychology of disbelief: people often refuse truth not because they lack signs, but because truth threatens an inherited world.

This introduction argues that the Qur’anic appeal to “our fathers” should be read on two levels at once. On the first level, it refers plainly to forefathers, ancestral custom, inherited worship, and communal precedent. On the second, deeper level, it names a broader human mechanism by which belonging is converted into proof, continuity into legitimacy, and inheritance into immunity from criticism. On this reading, the phrase becomes one of the Qur’an’s most penetrating diagnoses of how identities protect themselves against correction. The issue is not ancestry in a merely biological sense. It is the moral and epistemic use of inheritance.

Such a reading does not deny the historical setting of the Qur’anic narratives. It takes that setting seriously enough to ask why a particular objection recurs with such force. If the text repeatedly returns to ancestral appeal in stories of resistance, then ancestry is not functioning as accidental scenery. It is part of the Qur’an’s anthropology of error. Human beings are social before they are reflective; they receive worlds before they examine them; and what they receive as sacred, normal, honorable, and communal can become extraordinarily difficult to judge from outside.​[3] The fathers, in this sense, are not merely prior persons. They represent an entire transmitted order: ways of worship, hierarchies of authority, patterns of esteem, assumptions of innocence, and boundaries of belonging.

That larger structure helps explain why the Qur’anic motif remains intelligible far beyond the tribal or ancient setting. The authority of the dead is often carried by the authority of the living. In most communities, the inherited past does not confront ordinary people directly. It is mediated through interpreters, teachers, custodians, jurists, priests, rabbis, scholars, elders, and other guardians of legitimacy. These figures function, in many contexts, as living representatives of the fathers: they authorize memory, regulate interpretation, preserve boundaries, and determine what counts as fidelity or deviation.​[4] The Qur’anic motif therefore opens naturally toward a broader inquiry into symbolic and institutional fatherhood. One may reject revelation in the name of forefathers; one may also reject it in the name of those who govern in the forefathers’ name.

The central thesis of this book is that the Qur’an’s recurring appeal to “our fathers” identifies a transhistorical structure of resistance: the transformation of inherited belonging into a shield against truth. This structure appears first in ancestral religion, but it can expand into priestly or clerical gatekeeping, communal self-certification, inherited hierarchy, and even secular forms of collective self-justification. What begins as appeal to forefathers may become appeal to race, nation, civilization, ideology, or institutional orthodoxy when these are treated not as historical inheritances to be examined but as self-validating sources of superiority or exemption.​[5] The Qur’an’s motif is thus not exhausted by antiquity. It belongs to the permanent repertoire of human self-deception.

This claim requires care. The argument of this book is not that all tradition is false, or that continuity is inherently corrupt, or that reverence for ancestors is necessarily blameworthy. No community can live without transmission. Families, schools, rituals, texts, and institutions carry goods as well as distortions. Religious authority may preserve wisdom, stabilize communal life, teach moral seriousness, and protect the vulnerable from chaos or arbitrariness.​[6] Nor does this study claim that every doctrine of election, covenant, peoplehood, or historical mission is reducible to supremacism. The distinction between responsibility and entitlement, vocation and exemption, authority and domination, is morally indispensable. The problem begins when inherited standing becomes self-authenticating proof, when belonging replaces truth-testing, and when continuity is used to sanctify immunity from correction.​[7]

Why does this matter now? Because modern societies, no less than premodern ones, live by inherited structures. The language changes; the mechanism persists. Race may function as secularized lineage. Nation may function as mythic ancestry. Institutional orthodoxy may be defended with a fervor once associated primarily with confessional systems. Elite consensus may become a guardian of moral belonging. Authorized narratives of innocence, chosenness, destiny, progress, or civilizational rank may shield communities from unwelcome truth as effectively as appeals to the fathers in older scriptural narratives.​[8] Modernity has not abolished ancestry; it has often disguised it.

The continuing relevance of the Qur’anic motif lies precisely here. The phrase “our fathers” names not only an ancient formula of refusal, but a living logic by which communities convert inherited identity into legitimacy and legitimacy into resistance. Whether the inheritance is religious, racial, national, ideological, or institutional, the underlying movement is similar: it is ours, therefore it is right; it has been handed down, therefore it is beyond judgment; it defines us, therefore criticism of it is an attack on our being. Such logic is never purely cognitive. It is sustained by fear of loss, pride of place, status anxiety, habituation, mutual reinforcement, and the profound human need for a world in which one’s identity remains intelligible and honored.​[9]

This book therefore proceeds from a narrow textual observation to a wider moral argument. Its starting point is the Qur’an’s repeated depiction of ancestral appeal. Its claim is that this repetition should be read as an interpretive signal toward a larger human phenomenon: inherited identity becomes most dangerous when it ceases to be history and becomes evidence, when it ceases to be memory and becomes innocence, when it ceases to be tradition and becomes a barrier to truth. The Qur’an’s challenge is not simply to ancient idolaters. It is to every community tempted to place descent, office, inherited status, or collective prestige where only truth and accountability may stand.

The chapters that follow will map the relevant Qur’anic passages, trace the motif across prophetic confrontations, and show how appeal to the fathers functions as a recurring mechanism of resistance. They will then widen the frame to include the psychology of conformity, the social reproduction of inherited worlds, the role of religious authorities as living custodians of the past, and the modern afterlives of ancestral logic in racism, nationalism, civil religion, and ideological gatekeeping. Throughout, the aim is not denunciation but discrimination: to distinguish the legitimate goods of continuity from the corruptions of self-validating inheritance, and to show that the Qur’anic critique is best understood not as anti-traditional, but as anti-idolatrous in its deepest sense. The idol here is not merely a statue. It is inherited belonging when belonging has been made into truth.
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1. The recurring Qur’anic phrase
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The Qur’an returns with notable persistence to formulas in which resistant communities justify their position by reference to the way of their fathers. Among the clearest are verses such as: “When it is said to them, ‘Follow what God has sent down,’ they say, ‘Rather, we follow what we found our fathers upon’” (Q 2:170; cf. Q 5:104; 31:21); “They said, ‘We found our fathers upon a community, and we are following in their footsteps’” (Q 43:22–23); and “When they commit an indecency, they say, ‘We found our fathers doing it, and God commanded us to it’” (Q 7:28). In still other passages, prophets are met with variations on the same objection: Have you come to turn us away from what we found our fathers worshipping? (cf. Q 10:78; 11:62; 11:87; 14:10; 21:53; 26:74).

This repetition matters. In scriptural discourse, recurrence frequently marks explanatory density. A theme returns because it condenses a pattern central to the text’s moral vision. The Qur’an’s repeated invocation of ancestral appeal indicates that inherited custom is not only one objection among many; it is a privileged instance of how resistance to revelation is socially and psychologically organized. The reader is being taught to notice a regularity: when truth arrives in a form that threatens existing structures of belonging, human beings often defend themselves not by argument alone, but by appeal to inherited normality.

The force of the objection lies in its layered character. “Our fathers” means: this is how our people live; this is what time has confirmed; this is what confers order and intelligibility; this is what binds us to the honorable dead and the living community. The appeal therefore joins epistemology to solidarity. What has been received becomes what must be true. What is familiar becomes what is legitimate. What is ours becomes what may not be challenged. In that sense, ancestral language serves as a compressed anthropology of deference, imitation, and social trust.

Yet the Qur’an does not present this deference as innocent by default. It exposes the possibility that inherited fidelity may function as evasion. The issue is not merely that forefathers may have erred, though the text certainly insists that inherited precedent does not guarantee guidance.​[10] More deeply, the issue is that appeal to forefathers can short-circuit the labor of moral and intellectual judgment. It can protect a whole structure of meaning from scrutiny by translating social dependence into epistemic certainty. The fathers become a way of not having to ask whether a messenger speaks truth.

The movement from narrative detail to explanatory pattern is crucial for the argument of this book. If one treats each instance of “our fathers” as merely local color, the repetition remains underread. But once the motif is read cumulatively, a wider claim emerges: the Qur’an is identifying a recurrent mechanism by which communities preserve themselves against disruptive revelation. What appears first as an objection uttered by particular peoples becomes, through repetition, a general account of how inherited worlds resist correction.​[11]
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2. The expanded problem
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To grasp the full force of the phrase, one must move beyond a narrow picture of isolated individuals honoring dead ancestors. Human beings inherit worlds, not merely opinions. They receive liturgies, hierarchies, boundaries, stories, emotional reflexes, standards of decency, classifications of purity and pollution, and maps of who belongs where. By the time reflective judgment awakens, much of one’s moral and social universe already appears as obvious, natural, even sacred. In this sense, the fathers signify a whole background order.

This is why inherited religion is never only doctrinal. It is embodied in practice, reinforced in ritual, sustained in collective memory, and normalized through repetition. Pierre Bourdieu’s notion of habitus is useful here: social worlds install durable dispositions such that inherited structures come to feel spontaneous, self-evident, and natural.​[12] Likewise, social identity theory helps explain why group membership is not a peripheral possession but a central source of meaning and esteem. To challenge an inherited order is therefore not only to dispute a proposition. It is to destabilize a self.

The problem expands further when we consider the role of living custodians. In real communities, inherited legitimacy is managed. Priests, rabbis, scholars, clerics, jurists, exegetes, elders, and institutional authorities mediate the past in the present. They teach what fidelity requires, distinguish orthodoxy from deviation, and regulate access to communal recognition. Their functions may be indispensable and honorable. But because they stand at the intersection of memory and authority, they may also become defenders of inherited systems when revelation or reform threatens established arrangements.

Here the Qur’anic critique of distortion, concealment, and monopolized religious authority becomes especially relevant. The text does not merely challenge ancestral custom in the abstract; it also addresses those who manipulate inherited truth, conceal inconvenient guidance, or exploit prestige and office against revelation.​[13] The larger problem, then, is not simply attachment to dead fathers. It is the alliance of identity and authority in the maintenance of resistant worlds.

That alliance can take many forms. A community may defend ritual continuity because it secures social order. An elite may resist prophetic claims because these would weaken interpretive monopoly or institutional prestige. People may cling to inherited chosenness as moral insulation. A nation may transmute historical memory into self-exculpating innocence. A racial order may turn descent into rank and rank into common sense. In each case, the structure is analogous: belonging is converted into legitimacy, and legitimacy into resistance.

The expanded problem is therefore best stated this way: the Qur’anic appeal to “our fathers” is one exemplary form of a broader human temptation to absolutize inheritance. The temptation does not end with religion. It extends wherever identities, offices, and institutions claim authority not because they are true or just, but because they are ours, old, authorized, or constitutive of communal self-respect.
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3. The central thesis
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The central thesis of this book is that the Qur’an’s recurring appeal to “our fathers” should be interpreted as a layered account of inherited legitimacy. On the surface, the phrase refers to literal fathers and forefathers. At a deeper level, it includes communal fathers: founding generations, sacred ancestors, revered precedents, and inherited peoplehood. At a further level still, it includes symbolic and institutional fathers: the living authorities who embody the past and govern access to belonging in its name. The phrase becomes, in effect, a model of how authority is naturalized.

Once this expansion is recognized, the movement from inherited religion to inherited hierarchy becomes easier to see. The same logic that says our ancestors worshipped this way, therefore it is right can reappear as our lineage is noble, therefore our standing is superior; our office is traditional, therefore our interpretation is decisive; our nation has a sacred destiny, therefore criticism is betrayal; or our civilization carries universal authority, therefore it need not answer to those outside it. The forms differ; the structure remains related.

This does not mean that all such phenomena are identical. Analogies are not equivalences. Racial ideology, for instance, is shaped by empire, economics, colonial administration, pseudoscience, and law in ways not reducible to ancestral piety.​[14] Nationalism has modern features irreducible to tribal memory. Clerical authority can serve legitimate pedagogical and moral ends. Yet in each case one may observe a common anthropological possibility: inherited identity becomes self-certifying and resistant to correction.

The Qur’an’s relevance lies in naming that possibility with unusual sharpness. It insists that no ancestry, no collective memory, no office, and no communal continuity can stand as proof against revelation. Guidance is not guaranteed by descent. Prestige is not evidence. Numbers do not sanctify error. Antiquity does not absolve falsehood. To appeal to the fathers against truth is therefore not merely to honor the past; it is to misuse the past as a defense against accountability.​[15]

This thesis also clarifies why the book is concerned not only with belief but with hierarchy. Inherited worlds do more than preserve ideas. They allocate standing. They determine who may speak, who may judge, who may belong without scrutiny, and who may be dismissed as dangerous novelty. Thus, the study of “our fathers” opens onto a study of moral insulation: the production of zones within which some persons or groups are treated as presumptively right by virtue of identity, office, or inheritance. The Qur’anic challenge is directed precisely against this insulation.
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4. Why this matters now
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The logic of ancestral appeal did not disappear with late antiquity. It survives wherever communities sacralize their inheritances and defend them as if criticism were treason against identity itself. In religious settings, this may take the form of inherited orthodoxy protected by gatekeepers who confuse institutional preservation with fidelity to truth. In racial settings, it may appear as descent translated into status, purity, or entitlement. In national settings, it may appear as myths of innocence, chosenness, civilizational election, or moral exception­alism. In ideological settings, it may appear as inherited frameworks whose dominance becomes invisible to those formed by them.

Modern people often assume that they are less bound by ancestral logic because they inhabit secular or bureaucratic orders. But secularity frequently relocates rather than abolishes sacred inheritance. Nations cultivate founding myths. Institutions produce canonical narratives. Professional classes train members into authorized reflexes. Media, academies, and political cultures generate orthodoxies with guardians, sanctions, and taboos. One need not invoke literal fathers for ancestral logic to operate; one need only convert inheritance into immunity.​[16]

This is one reason the Qur’anic motif has contemporary analytical power. It alerts us to the possibility that what appears as neutral consensus may, in fact, be inherited authority wearing modern dress. It also exposes the moral cost of such authority when it becomes self-protective: dissent is stigmatized, reformers are delegitimized, uncomfortable truths are reframed or suppressed, and the community’s own continuity is treated as the highest good. The fathers remain alive wherever systems defend themselves by sacralizing their own transmission.​[17]

There is, moreover, an urgent ethical stake. Our age is marked by conflicts over race, nationalism, civil religion, historical memory, and institutional legitimacy. In each domain, appeals to inherited identity can generate exclusion, resentment, collective narcissism, and the refusal of responsibility. The Qur’an’s critique matters because it refuses every form of inherited self-certification. It demands that communities be judged not by antiquity, ancestry, or prestige, but by truth, justice, and responsiveness to guidance. In a world of competing absolutes of identity, this remains a radical demand.​[18]
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5. Scope and caution
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Because the argument touches religion, race, chosenness, and institutional power, precision is essential. This book does claim that the Qur’an treats appeal to “our fathers” as a recurring and structurally important explanation of resistance to revelation. It does claim that the phrase can be read as a broader pattern in which inherited identity and inherited authority become self-validating proof. It does claim that this pattern has analogues in clerical gatekeeping, racial hierarchy, national exceptionalism, and ideological conformity.

But the book does not claim that every tradition is irrational, that every form of religious authority is corrupt, that every doctrine of election is supremacist, or that all communal continuity is oppressive. It does not flatten Judaism, Christianity, Islam, priesthood, rabbinic authority, scholarship, nationhood, or peoplehood into one undifferentiated object of suspicion. Nor does it deny the reality of goods carried by transmission: memory, discipline, education, worship, stability, responsibility, and covenantal vocation.

The distinction to be maintained throughout is between inheritance as stewardship and inheritance as self-certification. Tradition may be a medium of truth; it becomes dangerous when treated as a substitute for truth. Authority may serve interpretation and moral formation; it becomes corrupt when it shields itself from judgment. Collective identity may sustain obligation; it becomes disordered when it converts responsibility into entitlement or superiority.

Precision matters not only for fairness but for interpretation. Overstatement obscures the Qur’an’s own nuance. The text does not condemn continuity as such; it condemns inherited falsehood defended in the face of guidance. It does not abolish leadership; it judges leaders. It does not reject peoplehood; it denies that peoplehood can exempt anyone from accountability. A careful reading therefore yields a sharper rather than a blunter critique. The Qur’an’s target is not the existence of fathers, but the sacralization of fatherhood as proof.
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​Chapter 1 — Mapping the Motif: “Our Fathers” Across the Qur’an
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The Qur’an repeatedly places before its readers a distinctive form of refusal: when confronted by prophetic summons, communities answer not simply with disbelief, doubt, or hostility, but with appeal to what they found from “their fathers.” The formula appears so often, across so many narrative settings, that it cannot be dismissed as incidental. It is one of the Qur’an’s most concentrated ways of explaining how resistance to revelation actually works. People do not reject truth only because they lack evidence, nor only because they are morally corrupt in some abstract sense. They reject truth because revelation threatens inherited forms of life—shared customs, ritual worlds, social hierarchies, communal memories, and the prestige of what has already been sanctified by transmission.

This chapter maps the motif at the textual level. Its purpose is not yet to offer the full psychological, institutional, and comparative account that later chapters will develop, but to establish the Qur’anic pattern clearly and carefully. We begin with the principal verses and formulas in which fathers and forefathers are explicitly invoked. We then examine the major narrative settings in which ancestral appeal appears. After that, we identify several types of ancestral appeal—cultic, customary, social, ritual, and legitimating—and consider what these appeals are doing in the text. The final sections explain why this recurring objection matters: it opens from a repeated scriptural phrase into a broader anthropology of inherited resistance.
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​​​1.1 Principal verses and formulas
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The motif of “our fathers” is distributed across the Qur’an with a consistency that makes it one of the text’s significant recurring argumentative patterns. The most direct formulations appear in verses such as:


  “When it is said to them, ‘Follow what God has sent down,’ they say, ‘Rather, we follow what we found our fathers upon.’ Even though their fathers understood nothing and were not guided?” (Q 2:170)
  “When it is said to them, ‘Come to what God has sent down and to the Messenger,’ they say, ‘Sufficient for us is what we found our fathers upon.’ Even though their fathers knew nothing and were not guided?” (Q 5:104)


  “When they are told, ‘Follow what God has sent down,’ they say, ‘Rather, we follow what we found our fathers upon.’ Even though Satan is calling them to the punishment of the Blaze?” (Q 31:21)


  “Indeed, we found our fathers upon a community, and indeed we are following in their footsteps” (Q 43:22; cf. 43:23).



Other passages present the same logic in more narrative or situational form:


  “When they commit an indecency, they say, ‘We found our fathers doing it, and God has commanded us to it’” (Q 7:28).
  “They said, ‘Have you come to us so that we may worship God alone and abandon what our fathers used to worship?’” (Q 7:70).


  “They said, ‘Have you come to us to turn us away from what we found our fathers upon...?’” (Q 10:78).


  “They said, ‘O Ṣāliḥ, had you not been one among us in whom hope was placed before this, do you forbid us to worship what our fathers worshipped?’” (Q 11:62).


  “They said, ‘O Shuʿayb, does your prayer command you that we leave what our fathers worshipped, or that we cease doing with our wealth what we will?’” (Q 11:87).


  “They said, ‘We found our fathers worshipping them’” (Q 21:53; cf. Q 26:74).


  “This is nothing but magic, and we never heard of this among our earliest fathers” (cf. Q 28:36; also Q 23:24, 68; 27:67–68).



Taken together, these passages reveal a family of formulas. Sometimes the appeal is concise and direct: we follow what we found our fathers upon. Sometimes it is expanded into a defense of cultic practice, social order, or economic autonomy. Sometimes it appears as dismissal of prophetic claims as unprecedented innovation. But beneath these variations lies a single underlying move: inherited reality is treated as normative reality.

This is why ancestral appeal in the Qur’an is never just descriptive. The opponents are not simply noting historical continuity. They are citing continuity as sufficient justification. The fact that a belief or practice has been transmitted across generations is treated as evidence of its rightness, or at least as a reason not to submit to revelation that would unsettle it. The fathers become a criterion.

The Qur’an’s response is notable for its sharpness. In the key formula passages, revelation counters inherited custom with rhetorical questions that sever continuity from truth: even though their fathers understood nothing and were not guided?​[19] The challenge is not merely historical
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