
Exploring Divine Speech Acts: A New Approach to the Interpretation 
of the Qurʾān

Speech Act Theory occupies a central role in elucidating the nature, purpose, and 
function of linguistic communication and, by extension, in interpreting the outcomes 
of such communication. While the recognition of some types of speech acts can be 
traced back to antiquity, the formal articulation of this theory emerged in the latter 
half of the twentieth century and has since undergone significant development and 
refinement. Though some biblical scholars have engaged with this theory in their 
exegetical work, its systematic application remains relatively uncommon among 
scholars of Qurʾānic interpretation. This article seeks to explore the methodological 
implications of integrating Speech Act Theory into Qurʾānic exegesis.

Speech Act Theory highlights that linguistic communication is not merely a vehicle 
for conveying meaning but also serves as an instrument for performing speech acts. 
Consequently, a comprehensive interpretive methodology must extend beyond the 
extraction of meaning to include the identification of the speech acts embedded 
within linguistic expressions. Traditionally, Qurʾānic exegetes have predominantly 
concentrated on uncovering the semantic dimensions of the text, operating on the 
premise that interpretation is fulfilled once meaning has been discerned. As a result, 
the methodologies they have employed are primarily designed for the discovery of 
meaning, without necessarily accounting for the performative dimension of divine 
discourse.

However, the adoption of Speech Act Theory in Qurʾānic interpretation necessitates a 
paradigm shift—one that moves beyond the mere retrieval of meaning to encompass 
the identification of divine speech acts and the corresponding human responses they 
entail. Such an approach demands an interpretive framework that systematically 
recognises and categorises these speech acts, whether at the level of individual verses, 
clusters of verses, or the Qurʾān as a whole. By doing so, the exegetical process would 
not only capture the intended meaning of divine discourse but also illuminate its 
performative dimensions and their implications for our engagement with the text.
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