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Preface


This extended essay is a study of historical possibilities offered by Arabic literary sources pertaining to the history of the Arabs in late antique times, during the centuries immediately preceding Muḥammad and up to and including the Umayyad period. Its purpose is to redress the balance of judgement regarding the utility of these sources for the reconstruction of the social, political, cultural and religious history of the Arabs as they were still pagans, and to reconstruct the emergence of Muḥammadan and immediately post-Muḥammadan religion and polity. For this religion (including the composition and canonisation of its Qur’ānic scripture), the label Paleo-Islam has been coined, in order to lend historical specificity to this particular period, distinguishing it from what came before and what was to come later, all the while indicating continuities that do not, in themselves, belie the specificity attributed to this period of very rapid change, on an assumption that ends are often unforeseen and not necessarily inherent in beginnings. This view is defended extensively in my book The Emergence of Islam in Late Antiquity: Allāh and His People, to which this book is both a companion and a technical preface. It is also a book where the issues raised in the pages that follow are addressed at a different order of detail throughout.


Studies of literary sources for the Paleo-Muslim period have in recent decades been the occasion for sharp divergences of opinion and interpretation, some, as will be seen, carrying with them an older repertoire of views of nineteenth century vintage, and of motifs that are much older still, best expressed in what I shall designate henceforth as the hyper-critical school. While it goes without saying that the historian should proceed according to criteria of veracity and in line with procedures of research that are cogent and credible according to the general canons of modern historical research, and while there is little dispute among scholars that Arabic narrative sources are often used uncritically and are beset by a variety of problems, this book will propose that they are neither unmanageable nor especially bizarre in themselves.


A related purpose is to put into perspective Arabic literary sources, their specificities notwithstanding, in a manner that would allay the impression of radical exoticism cultivated and sustained by the hyper-sceptical mode of interpretation and the vaguely narrativist and constructivist historiography it has come to adopt. Such a normalisation of perspective would, it is hoped, help to convey the nature and possible uses of Arabic literary sources in historical research undertaken outside the Islamic Studies academic establishment, where the hyper-sceptical motif seems to have taken a comfortable, but not a complete, hold, especially in Anglophone scholarship. In other words, it is hoped that the impression that Arabic literary sources have “a very unfamiliar appearance”1 might be mitigated meaningfully.


The following discussions will set out to bring some order into the state of the field, after some three decades of uncertainty concerning, and rather cavalier disregard for, Arabic literary sources, a situation in which strength of persuasion is often mistaken for the compulsion of evidence. There has been a consolidated drift in the study of these sources towards concluding from their refractoriness and imperfections, features shared, it must be stressed, with many other sorts of sources from which other histories are written satisfactorily and to exacting standards, that they do not come up to the documentary requirements of nineteenth century positivism, and that they are ipso facto to be discounted, or at best to have an undecidable value as historical sources.


In the absence of sources conveying history almost photographically, captured according to Ranke’s not very profound call for history to be redacted “wie es eigentlich gewesen,” some scholars of Paleo-Islam despaired of writing history altogether. The aim of the following discussion is to reinstate the feasibility both of reconstituting fact to a reasonable degree of probability, and to sustain the historical interpretation of this period. Like modern scholars, Ibn Khaldūn was interested in the transmission of historical reports. But, ever the realist, his ultimate criterion of assessing these was their plausibility in terms of the nature of human sociality (ṭabā’i‘ al-‘umrān). A history “wie es eigentlich gewesen” is not possible, not least because of a fundamental confusion of registers. Yet this does not mean that historical reconstruction itself is not possible, however vexing the sources may be adjudged to be.


It will emerge from the discussions to follow that the frequent devolution of source-criticism, as generally deployed in the study of Paleo-Islam, to form criticism taken for a kind of High Bibliography, is not particularly productive. Such a procedure has an appearance perhaps far more unfamiliar to historians than the nature of the sources themselves when properly considered. Readers, it is hoped, might find in what follows encouragement to regard sources regarding Islam as less strange and unfamiliar that might be assumed. It is my assumption that, legitimate concerns about sources apart, hyper-sceptical scholarship seems in large measure to be contrived beyond what might be required by historical scholarship, and that such persistent perspectival distortion has had dysfunctional effects on the study of all aspects of Paleo-Muslim history, and has hampered the emergence and accumulation of positive results.


A case in point for the state of studies on Paleo-Islam is research on the Qur’ān, considered recently, after a century and a half of scholarship, to be still in its infancy.2 For the rest, one often gets more of an impression of perambulation. It has been suggested, presumably with some exasperation, that many major historical problems arising in the field of Paleo-Islam could only be solved by historians of Late Antiquity, the period being that in whose context Islam arose.3 The need for language requirements apart, this suggestion might not receive much institutional mileage. But the point made does give sustenance to the need for historiographic self-reflexivity on the part of Islamic Studies, including, in crucial measure, study of this period in the overall context of Late Antiquity.


In all, study of the sources for the emergence of Paleo-Islam, and for the history of the Arabs in the period preceding this emergence, cannot be said to have crystallised into a workable body of material over which there is a consensus based on commonly accepted scientific criteria. This may indeed have something to do with the nature of these sources themselves, but it is also related to a recent polarisation of attitudes towards these sources, a polarisation which to a certain extent might be described as ideological, the term “ideology” being understood very broadly as a body of insistent presuppositions and preconceptions, some of hoary vintage, of extra-scholarly provenance. This is a polarisation that seems still to repeat, now with the infusion of contemporary political and “civilisational” passions and concerns, the different directions of nineteenth-century scholarship on early Islam and its emergence, in very much the same terms. Among other things, what this betokens is a long-standing institutional and conceptual introversion and stasis of scholarship on Islam, a peculiar institutional setting which has only recently begun to be modified, here and there, in terms of more recent trends in the humanities and social sciences overall.


I do not propose in the paragraphs that follow to survey the sources for the study of pre-Islamic Arab history and religion and Paleo-Islam, including Muḥammad and the Qur’ān. It is not proposed that the sources – the Qur’ān, ancient Arabic poetry, the corpus of Arab heroic lore (the ayyām), the early Arabic narrative and other literary sources, Umayyad and ‘Abbāsid antiquarianism (in many ways comparable to Roman antiquarianism of the Augustan age)4 - be discussed in detail. Nor will the reader find here a detailed discussion of issues arising from the importance and use of epigraphic, art-historical and archaeological sources, which are of prime importance in writing the history of the periods of concern here and used in The Emergence of Islam in Late Antiquity. The intention of what follows is to establish a position relative to the currents of scholarship in place and offer an assessment of relevant Arabic literary sources overall, other orders of detail being taken up in the book to which this is a companion.


Finally, I wish to express my gratitude to Nadia al-Bagdadi, who gave time generousy to read and comment upon the pages that follow. Umayya investigated the possibilities of colour and tone, and chose one for the cover of this book.


Cameron, “Literary Sources,” 8.





Neuwirth, “K. ur’ān,” 96.





van Bladel, “Alexander Legend,” 196.





On which see especially Galinsky, Augustan Culture, particularly for the commentary, characterisation and analysis of Augustan archaising classicism in religion, sculpture, literature, and for the Augustan politics of Restoration, at 58 ff., 80, 288 ff., 342 ff.







1


Divergence of Source Interpretation: the Methodenstreit


In the concluding section of a major work, Josef van Ess commented on the Methodenstreit besetting studies of Paleo-Islam.1 Insisting, characteristically, that questions of method should arise from the sources themselves, rather than from what he regards as some epigonal or parasitic relationship to disciplines other than Islamic Studies, he added that the parties to the dispute, particularly the party characterised by what I shall describe as a hyper-critical attitude towards the sources, were fired by institutional group-dynamics and what he calls “Fortschrittspathos,” observing, rather hopefully but not entirely mistakenly, that we have now reached a point where “the old fronts” have lost their attractiveness.2 Very broadly characterised, these “fronts” are the source-critical and the tradition-historical, the former originally identified with Wellhausen, the latter with Goldziher, followed by Schacht in mid-century and the late twentieth-century Schacht “renaissance,”3 after a period of abeyance during which the scholarship of Goldziher had not been much in evidence.


These two approaches to the early Arabic sources were established by scholars who in their times were pioneers: Goldziher, the veritable founder of Islamic Studies,4 alive to contemporary philology and the history of religion, and Wellhausen, the founder of Arab history as a branch of international historical scholarship as well as “the Darwin of Deuteronomy.”5 Both approaches were revived a century later in terms of a dispute over the reliability and the very utility of Arabic literary sources for the reconstruction of the Paleo-Muslim period, with a considerable sharpening of boundaries.6 The initiative was taken, and the challenge was offered, by a hyper-critical school, sometimes expressing itself often with a tart celebration of “Fortschrittspathos” expressed in daring and imaginative views, at others times with a plodding pace spawning one improbable conjecture after another, but in all cases with little conceptual alteration of certain nineteenth-century approaches to the writing of history.


Van Ess’s is a conservative position, but is yet, not unlike Wellhausen’s when regarded from today’s perspective, one which draws on the strengths of philological research to yield historical reconstructions of considerable importance, and produces results that push far beyond what conservative scholarship might be expected to produce. In terms of approach, this conservative position tends to unite, without clamour, both sides of the “old fronts,” as it deals with the fact that Islamic origins are seen to be largely undocumented, in the hard sense that direct contemporary documentation or witness is, with few exceptions, wanting,7 and draws workable rather than nihilistic cognitive consequences from this condition, a matter to which we shall return below. The hyper-critical position, in its turn, is a view which could rather reflect a determined resistance to such documentation as does exist or as could be reconstructed.8 In all, the terms of the debate seem to be starkly simple, counterposing confidence in Arabic sources, critical or uncritical, to the use of hyper-criticism as an elixir against credulity.9


Upon examination, it emerges that the conceptualisation of the hyper-critical position is rudimentary, in fact so simple, and so much given to expressing itself as if giving celebratory voice to the obvious, that it lends itself readily to formulaic and sometimes flippant repetition. Decreeing that, as Arabic narrative sources are late compositions, having been written some two centuries after the events they describe (recent research has narrowed the gap to ca. seventy-five years or even less, without altering the conceptual model), they cannot be counted on to provide reliable information on Paleo-Muslim history. Whether such a conclusion is warranted, or adequate, and whether the problem posed thereby is real or contrived, will be discussed in what follows. But hyper-criticism does nevertheless, in its disarming simplicity, convey the impression that it is somehow irrefutable;10 whether the refutation of a false question is really called for is another matter altogether. This postulate of historiographical inadequacy is compounded by maintaining that the narrative sources twisted whatever information may have been transmitted beyond recognition, when they did not in fact invent or counterfeit it. Ultimately, what sceptics seem to find wanting is an historiographical state of innocence, the perfect document that might be taken literally, and it is therein that resides the misapprehension leading to the falsity and artificiality of the problem.


Further, a rudimentary notion of documentary evidence is brought in to bolster the claim made for the ultimate inscrutability of Arabic literary sources. The supposed absence of evidence is deployed in conjunction with an anachronistic requirement of direct documentary evidence so stringent that it is not possible to meet in the investigation of most historical periods. Clearly, such a lack should not in principle present insurmountable problems, provided there be a readiness to deploy the standard techniques of the historical craft, and to move from declaring a hermeneutic of suspicion to a procedure of retrieval. Byzantine history of the seventh century, for one, is accessible through ninth century sources, “without Byzantinists being regretful of this,” and the point has been made by a seasoned historian that the lateness of sources for Paleo-Muslim history which has led to rejection or hyper-scepticism does seem exaggerated, leading scholarship to “ever more enclosed discussions.”11


There is clearly here a situation that appears distinctly odd, a tendency to over-exoticise source material to the extent of inscrutability, rendering unthinkable the main task of the historian, that of going beyond the limits of sources in an effort towards historical reconstruction. The idiosyncrasy of the situation resulting from simple capitulation to the sources is apparent in a resultant vicious circle: building a picture of early Islam from sources that are then used to invalidate both themselves and the picture drawn from them, the matter devolving to an obsessive concern with source-criticism at the expense of all other historical tasks, ultimately reducing studies of Islam to Quellenkunde,12 what I have termed Higher Bibliography. There is a resulting diversion of scholarly energy from productive lines and questions of inquiry to phantom and sometimes frivolous issues, as we shall see.


It would be well to keep a number of crucial matters in mind in what follows. We are never going to recover transcripts of Muḥammad’s conversations, minutes of his meetings, log-books of his expeditions, his registers of booty seized and distributed, the ma‘āqil he attached to his scabbard, physical records of his speeches or the original copy of the treaty of al-Ḥudaybiyya or the successive drafts and revisions of the so-called Constitution of Medina, nor are we likely to recover witnessed documents connected with the authentication of this or that textual fragment in composing the Qur’ānic text, or any registers from ‘Umar’s dīwān.


But recognition of this absence of direct documentation is the beginning rather than the end of the story, leading the scholar to draw upon the skills of the historical craft and the procedures of historical interpretation in order to deal with such a situation; to suppose otherwise would be entirely unreasonable. When Schoeler attempted meticulously to verify the authenticity of certain traditions relating to the life of Muḥammad, his very considerable scholarship was adjudged by one reviewer, not untypically, to have been futile. Arising from Schoeler’s supposition that such traditions might indeed contain material that is historically reliable, the judgement of futility, appealing to in-group dynamics of almost secratian density, stated baldly that “attempts at the reconstruction of hypothetical texts are the hallmarks of the non-sceptics,” and as such contrary to the presumption of self-evidence of futility mentioned above.13 The authenticity of a redaction is of course not in itself a guarantee of the veracity of a report, but the two are connected, and Schoeler, who has generally reserved judgements on veracity, has with his gingerly attitude generally imposed upon his work an ultimately deadening limit of remit, manacled to an artisanal habitus in scholarship.14


Thus the supposed lack of documentation has spawned some scholarship which despairs of historical reconstruction altogether,15 and which is, as an explicit consequence, content with reconstructing later literary representations of the Paleo-Muslim period,16 as a contribution to what might be termed a history of mentalities, here made into a history of traditions, which is an altogether different theme with its legitimacy and modus operandi. Denial of a “documentary hypothesis” relative to this period has also produced scholarship which, concerning itself exclusively with the insufficiency of sources, has taken another path, unflinchingly proposing idiosyncratic and patently absurd counter-historical accounts of Paleo-Islam in order to fill the tabula rasa hyper-critically made available. That such works are entirely at variance with the traditional narratives,17 and indeed fired by a “will to replace the text,”18 is not the only problem inherent in them. Moreover, this approach has often been conjugated with the view that Islam was an entirely derivative phenomenon, born, for instance, as a Judaic heresy, the work of “Muslim Rabbis,”19 or arising from a Jewish “sectarian milieu” in Mesopotamia, beginning, not in the Ḥijāz, but further to the north west,20 or even among a pre-Nicene Arab-Syrian border community from Mesopotamia, settled by the Sasanians in Marw where they adopted Buddhist pilgrimage and purity rites, along with doctrinal elements, which they then brought back with them as they were about to found a new state and compose a scripture in an uncertain language.21 In this perspective, the Qur’ān and Muslim narratives of origins involved a wholesale retrospective, narrative Arabisation.22


One cannot but discern here a determinate sense of the Fortleben of medieval anti-Muslim polemical motifs, not least in the Christianising redaction of this view of Muslim derivativeness,23 which, in Qur’ānic studies, takes the form of an etymological alchemy whereby the supposedly foreign origins of words are taken to demonstrate a more general, generic dependence. One notes here a tendency rigorously to overdraw and over-interpret the connection of Paleo-Islam to Christianity and Judaism, transforming this complex matter into a simplistic and, in essence, an exclusive explanatory model conflating precedence with both origin and causation.24 But this is not in itself our concern here, focusing, as the present discussion does, on the question of Arabic literary sources, they being often regarded, almost a priori, with a combination of incredulity and scorn, thus facilitating primary recourse to other sources.


There is no doubt that hyper-criticism has caused historians concerned with this period to be more systematically demanding of sources, and more reflexive in their use of them.25 A refreshing breath was introduced into a very conservative discipline, often marked by a solemn philological narrowness, and not infrequently ingenuously credulous in its use of traditional source. But the rules of this game have not been advanced by hyper-criticism. Wansbrough, the major patristic figure of this hyper-critical historiography, deployed a highly accomplished philology, but with a wanting historical methodology.26 His was a philology that is conceptually aware, guided by German Old Testament research, although his “fear of tedium” precluded detailed historical work of the sort that German Old Testament research had been undertaking to control the excesses of Form Criticism, and to re-establish its connection with history.27 Wansbrough’s rigorous Form Criticism, his exactitude of expression and conceptual precision, often bewildering to or missed by his acolytes, and his identification of Qur’ānic pericopes, helpful and sometimes exemplary as it may be, does not justify the conclusions he draws for a late dating of the Qur’ān,28 nor does it salvage his overall interpretative and analytical historiographical premises.


Attempts at a revisionist counter-historical reconstruction of Muslim origins in this line of research have been unsuccessful. Nothing justifies the rejection of the Ḥijāz as the location for the genesis of Islam, or the assumption that Muḥammad’s hijra can be reduced to a simple historiographical motif.29 Nor does it seem likely that the personalities of the prophet and of Muḥammad b. al-Ḥanafiyya, of ‘Umar I and ‘Abd al-Malik b. Marwān were conflated irretrievably.30 That Arabic literary sources were late, at least late in the redactions in which they reached us, that they are sometimes in various ways formulaic and partial, that they contain chronological indeterminacies, confusions and conflations, does not render them intractable, neither does it justify the treatment of the uncertainties they convey as license vicariously to compose idiosyncratic counter-narratives.


More systematically ebullient assumptions, based on reclaiming the veracity of Christian polemical sources contemporary with the rise of Islam in contrast to the falsity of Arabic sources, cannot withstand proper scrutiny. Deploying notions such as Samaritanism, Judaism, Persianism, Antiquity, Sadducees, and so forth as historical categories to reconstruct Islamic origins in terms of the language used by Christian polemicists,31 produces a pseudo-history of names with little determinate content or indicative value for historical reconstruction. It postulates a vocabulary of motives from discrete stereotypes recorded by hostile observers, and this clearly worried Wansbrough himself.32 There is throughout a wholesale rejection of Arabic sources,33 a matter to which we shall soon turn, and simple neglect of evidence.34


In sum, hyper-criticism has been initiated by, and has reinforced, a thoroughly constructivist approach to Arabic sources, leading to boldly fanciful historical reconstructions, to the proposal of counter-histories, emboldened by an act of faith impervious to implausibilities inherent in such procedures. Hyper-criticism takes what it regards as the absence of conclusive and direct empirical evidence for evidence of definitive absence, opening the way to runaway fantasy. A relentless attitude of cognitive nihilism disengages historical writing from the realities of history. It consequently clears the ground for arbitrary counter-histories which, in the context of claims for incommensurability, reconstructs Paleo-Muslim history as one so exotic that its inscrutable character must, not unnaturally, be construed as hybrid and altogether bizarre, very much like the motifs of antique and medieval mirabilia, which also abounded in Arabic.


Yet one needs to consider the possibility that hyper-criticism is not a reasonable response to the credulity ascribed to the other side in the Methodenstreit. Historical sciences do have a variety of means for dealing with difficult and apparently unwieldy source material. It is to this that we now turn, bearing in mind the remark of van Ess quoted above, to the effect that the original excitement generated by hyper-criticism has had its day, that it is being tempered by means that are very far from being credulous or historiographically naïve, and, finally, that it has been subject to attrition arising from more than the dead weight of conservative empirical historiography, although this should not be underestimated. It is not for nothing that Crone was impelled to declare that Wansbrough’s scepticism, justified in general as it is, was insufficiently concrete in historical terms, averring that “Qur’ānic evidence cannot be simply left aside,” and proposing gamely, as a consequence, that she meet more traditional scholarship “half-way … by adopting it myself for the purposes of the present argument.”35


Little comment is needed on this abandonment of historiographical rectitude for the purposes of “the present argument”. But it is worth noting at this stage the clearly related matter that, even if one were to concede that the history of Paleo-Islam be largely undocumented in a direct, immediate manner, what there is by way of documentation tends to fit reasonably well into the broad outline of the broad traditional narrative framework and does not require or justify dramatic rethinking.36 The pendulum in this particular debate is swinging back towards more sensible positions. Not long ago, clearly conscious of the congenital deficiency of the hyper-sceptical position, and with the well-honed impulse of a professional historian, Crone stated the following: “We shall never be able to do without the literary sources, of course, and the chances are that most of what the traditions tell us about the prophet’s life is more or less correct in some way or another.” The elements of reserve in this statement are likely to have been put in for the sake of a full measure, but the position is clear, to which were added expressions of optimism about gaps in our knowledge of the prophet’s biography being filled in coming years.37


This Methodenstreit had already been noted, in 1978, by Morony, “Sources for the First Century,” 20, before the disputes were openly to break out, with some acerbity, in the academy.
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OEBPS/nav.html






Table of Contents









		Cover



		Half Title



		Title



		Copyright



		Contents



		Preface



		1. Divergence of Source Interpretation: the Methodenstreit



		2. Literary Transmission: Authors, Genres, Traditions



		3. Credibility and Factual Confirmation



		4. Genres, Authors and Antiquarians Revisited: the Snares of Narrative



		5. Fact, Fiction and Narrative Patterns: Ways of Reading



		6. Transmission of Testimony: the Voice, the Pen, and the Author



		7. The Pertinence of Poetical Evidence



		8. Preliminaries to the Use of the Qur’ān as an Historical Source



		Bibliography of Works Cited



		Index















		Cover



		Contents



		1. Divergence of Source Interpretation: the Methodenstreit















OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
THEORIES AND PARADIGMS OF ISLAMIC STUDIES

AZIZ AL-AZMEH

THE ARABS
AND ISLAM

IN LATE ANTIQUITY
A CRITIQUE OF APPROACHES
TO ARABIC SOURCES

)

<> GerlachPress





OEBPS/images/pg3_img1.jpg
QGcr\ach Press





