
        
            
                
            
        


		
			Advance Praise for 
Did Muhammad Exist?

			“As always, Robert Spencer dares to go where almost no one does and this book is no exception. Why are so few asking these essential questions with regards to Islam’s inception? The answer becomes evident as you read this fascinating, well-researched book—which in turn raises an abysmal question: could it be that the past 1400 years were based on a mirage?” 

			—Noor Bin Ladin, writer and advocate dedicated to defending freedom and those threatened by the adherents of oppressive ideologies

			“Spencer’s careful, detailed, well-reasoned survey and analysis of the historical evidence offer strong evidence that Muhammad and Islam itself were post facto creations of Arab conquerors who needed a ‘political theology’ delivered by a ‘warrior prophet’ in order to unify the vast territories and diverse religious and ethnic groups now subjected to Muslim power, and to provide a potent basis for loyalty to their new overlords…. The great service Spencer provides goes beyond popularizing the critical study of one of the world’s largest religions in order to advance our knowledge and establish historical reality. At a time when the threat of jihadist violence has silenced many people and intimidated them into voluntarily surrendering their right to free speech and the pursuit of truth, Spencer’s brave book also demonstrates the importance of those quintessential and powerful Western ideals.” 

			—Bruce Thornton, Research Fellow at Stanford’s Hoover Institution and Professor of Classics and Humanities at the California State University

			“Robert Spencer has displayed brilliant scholarship and fierce courage in his previous books. In this one he perseveres and confronts with deep erudition the most topical problem of our century.” 

			—Bat Ye’or, author of The Decline of Eastern Christianity under Islam

			“Concerted detective work of a scholarly nature. [Spencer’s] book is no polemic. It is a serious quest for facts.” 

			—Washington Times

			“For too long, the topic of Islamic historiography has been confined to highly specialized academia…An accessible primer on the subject as we have here is most welcome.” 

			—American Spectator

			“This will send shockwaves through Islamic communities.” 

			—TheBlaze

			“A super detective service for the West…Spencer leaves few rocks unturned in his search for the truth about Islam and Muhammad.” 

			—Capitalism Magazine

			“A well, written, sober, and clear account.” 

			—National Review
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Opening Remarks

			Foreword to the First Edition by Johannes J. G. Jansen

			Muhammad, the prophet of Islam, is strongly present in the mind of millions of Muslims. This makes it difficult to imagine that he may not have been an actual person—as real as Richard Nixon.

			Muslims have a strong and vivid memory of the founder of the religious movement we now know as “Islam.” This memory appears to be so strong and so vivid that even academic professionals whose daily duties include weighing the evidence for and against Muhammad’s historicity must have days in which they think that their intellectual pursuits make no sense, since the subject of their researches simply existed like anybody else.

			And they may be tempted to think that even if Muhammad is a creation of the religious imagination of the seventh and the eighth centuries, what could possibly be the relevance of this insight (even if proven to be true beyond all reasonable doubt), given the strength of the faith of large multitudes of Muslims who believe that Muhammad is not the product of the imagination but was a real human being of flesh and blood, born in ancient Arabia, and the messenger of God?

			It is indeed tempting to believe that Muhammad simply existed in the same way our forefathers did, if only because he is fully alive in the mind of his followers. But a closer look at the historical evidence may soon make the skeptic envious of all those who believe Muhammad really existed. It must be a blessing indeed to be able to believe there are no problems with Muhammad’s historicity. But then, the mere existence of such problems is no proof that Muhammad did not exist, or that his standard biography is a work of pious fiction.

			Logicians have repeatedly argued that non-existence cannot be proven. When the British philosopher Bertrand Russell once suggested there was no rhinoceros in the lecture room, his young Austrian pupil Ludwig Wittgenstein started to look under the desks, chairs, and tables. He was not convinced. The lesson of the story is a simple one: to offer proof of existence may sometimes be difficult, to prove non-existence is simply impossible.

			Nevertheless, it is reasonable to have doubts about Muhammad’s historicity because there are no convincing archeological traces that confirm the traditional story of Muhammad and early Islam. The scholars and scribes of Islam know an awful lot about the early decades of the history of Islam, but what they know and what they want us to believe finds no confirmation in physical remains of any kind from the period and places concerned. What they know is limited to stories, and to the same stories retold.

			But it is not only the stories themselves that lack outside confirmation. The background that the stories about Muhammad’s career imply to have existed, and against which they are set, is problematic as well. We do not know much about the general circumstances in ancient sixth and seventh century Arabia, but the picture that the Islamic tradition offers is not confirmed by what we do know. Sometimes it is worse: archeological findings occasionally contradict the traditional Islamic picture. Inscriptions, for example, suggest that the ancient Arabs were not, as Islam teaches, pagans, but rather monotheists who believed in one God, the creator of heaven and earth.

			Only more archeological work in present-day Arabia and greater Syria can possibly solve the dilemmas that have arisen concerning the historicity of Muhammad, but it is not probable that the rulers of these territories will permit scholarly research that might, possibly, eventually, contradict what those in power see as religious truth. And if the outcome of the research is determined beforehand by religious necessities, scholars will not be interested in the results.

			Around the year 760, an Iraqi scholar, Ibn Ishaq, wrote a book that is the basis of all biographies of Muhammad. No biographical sketches of Muhammad exist that are not dependent upon Ibn Ishaq. If an analysis of Ibn Ishaq’s book establishes that for whatever reason it cannot be seen as an historical source, all knowledge we possess about Muhammad evaporates. When Ibn Ishaq’s much quoted and popular book turns out to be nothing but pious fiction, we will have to face the possibility that it is not likely that we will ever discover the truth about Muhammad.

			Next to Ibn Ishaq, the Qur’an itself looks like reasonably reliable testimony about Muhammad and his career. However, if there are reasons to believe that the Qur’an as we know it today may not be an authentic reproduction of an Arabic text dictated to Muhammad in the early seventh century, and if the Qur’an took its present shape not in the seventh century, but later, or even much later, then we are in trouble when we want to reconstruct Muhammad’s life and teachings from the Qur’an.

			The Arabic alphabet in which the Qur’an is written did not yet exist in the early seventh century, so it is improbable that Muhammad’s secretaries, if brought back to life, would be able to recognize a modern edition of the Qur’an as part of the holy text that was dictated to them in fragments during Muhammad’s lifetime—that is, if such dictation occurred, which may be doubtful as well. We may know much, we may like to know even more, and we shall know more—but at the same time our ignorance is limitless.

			The Hadith or Tradition collections form the third source from which Muhammad’s life may be reconstructed. It is actually not one source, but rather a group of sources of unequal quality. Some of it is unreliable even according to Muslim scholarly opinion itself. This group of sources has been controversial from the very beginning of its accumulation. Muslim scribes and scholars accuse some of the transmitters of this material of fabricating their stories. It is perfectly possible to fabricate stories about real and existing persons (see any newspaper, or Facebook), but to form a picture of the life of someone as eminent as Muhammad, one would rather not make use of stories that may have been fabricated.

			Few Muslims, moreover, will find consolation in the fact that it is highly unusual to fabricate stories about persons who do not exist. Whereas Western scholars are still discussing the value of the archeological evidence concerning ancient Arabia, Ibn Ishaq, and the Qur’an, there is hardly any serious disagreement about the nature and the value of the Hadith reports.

			To find out the truth about Richard Nixon was difficult and would have been impossible without the tapes. In the case of Muhammad there are no tapes. There is not much at all. There actually is so little that the gravest suspicions are justified.

			Foreword to the Paperback Edition by Ibn Warraq

			In Did Muhammad Exist?, Robert Spencer reminded us that it was time to get back to real scholarship unhampered by political correctness and the corruption of Saudi money. The reaction, however, was predictable.

			On the BBC’s Radio 1, host Nihal Arthanayake tried repeatedly to get Spencer to acknowledge that to write such a book was offensive, and that the inquiry was objectionable on its face. He cajoled both non-Muslim and Muslim callers to say that they found the very idea of the book offensive, and ended up with what he thought was the coup de grace: Spencer, he said, “quotes Muhammad, then says he doesn’t exist”—as if to quote Shakespeare’s Macbeth would be tantamount to affirming that the uneasy king was a historical personage.

			But the BBC is to be commended: they were one of the few mainstream media outlets that dared even to acknowledge the book’s existence. The contrast was stark when Reza Aslan’s Zealot, a revisionist reading of the Gospels, appeared to a rapturous reception from a media that now congratulated itself on its willingness to grapple with difficult and controversial issues. Aslan has said in an interview that the Gospels are “testimonies of faith composed by communities of faith written many years after the events they describe.”

			For this, he was congratulated, celebrated, lionized, praised for his courage in confronting fervently held religious beliefs, and laden with honors; and whatever the merits of Zealot, it was refreshing to see historical criticism of sacred texts receive so much mainstream attention. Yet when Robert Spencer made the case that the earliest Islamic texts were likewise testimonies of faith, not historical records, and that the earliest records of Muhammad’s words and deeds don’t show up until more than a century after his supposed death, the response was a gingerly refusal to confront the issue for fear of giving offense, or a dismissal of the thesis itself as intentionally provocative.

			Aslan, moreover, was blazing no new trails. Less than a month before Did Muhammad Exist? first appeared, New Testament scholar Bart Ehrman published a book with the cognate title Did Jesus Exist? To be sure, Ehrman was making the case for rather than against the historical Jesus. Nonetheless, his book was new testimony in the long scholarly tradition of inquiry into the historical Jesus, which enjoys mainstream acceptance in academia, while the parallel line of inquiry into the historical Muhammad is often dismissed as the preoccupation of a few “fringe” scholars who flagrantly disregard accepted scholarly norms. Islamic scholar Eric Ormsby called Spencer’s title “inflammatory”; no one is recorded as having leveled a similar charge against Ehrman.

			The scholars of the historicity of Muhammad do indeed disregard dogmas regarding Islam’s origins that all too many academics today accept uncritically, and in Did Muhammad Exist?, Spencer has done an admirable job of marshaling their findings and presenting them in terms that non-specialists can easily grasp. Yet even that aspect of the book was offensive as far as Ormsby was concerned. He dismissed the book as a “tabloid simulacrum” of the scholarship of Patricia Crone, Günter Lüling, Christoph Luxenberg, and others. Ormsby is perhaps unaware that that is precisely what a popularization such as Did Muhammad Exist? sets out to do: make the scholarly works of such people understandable and digestible to the layman who has neither the time nor the inclination to devote years of study to the field.

			Ormsby likewise misses a key point of the book when he asserts: “The lack of written documentation for the period between 632, when the Prophet supposedly died, and 691 when Umayyad coinage or such structures as the Dome of the Rock unambiguously display a Muslim identity—or even the greater gap between 632 and the time of the Prophet’s first biographers—proves nothing in itself; it is simply that, a lack of written evidence. Those who make much of this underestimate or ignore the role of memory in traditional Muslim culture; for us memory is slippery, fallible, elusive. But for those raised in an oral culture, in which the spoken word weighed more than the written, texts committed to memory were deemed superior to those consigned to mere parchment and ink.”

			The point, however, is not that there was simply a lack of written evidence. The point is that even in the written evidence that does exist—the chronicles of non-Muslims who bore the brunt of the Arab conquests, and the coins and monuments that the conquerors left behind—there is not the scarcest allusion to the existence of a new prophet, a new holy book, or a new religion. Surely if the stories of Muhammad that appeared in such proliferation a century later were circulating orally during what is now considered to be the first decades of Islam, there would have been some trace of them left behind in the writings from that period that do exist: some irritable mention by a Christian chronicler of the conquering Saracens’ love for the supposed prophet—something.

			But as Spencer shows, there is nothing. Nothing at all. This is a factual point that deserves attention, rather than burial under a heap of politically correct talking points.

			What was missed amid all the indignation and fear of discussing the subject at all was the fact that, in Did Muhammad Exist?, Robert Spencer has laid out with exemplary clarity the problems with the traditional account of the Qur’an, the rise of Islam and the life of Muhammad. In that, he has performed a valuable service.

			Preface by Volker Popp

			The end of the Great War marked also the end of a period of groundbreaking research in the field of Islamic studies. Julius Wellhausen (1844–1918) treated early Islamic history as based on ahistorical texts in the style of the Old Testament Books of Kings.

			Friedrich Schwally (1863–1919) reached the conclusion: “The theologians are not sufficiently aware of the fact, that Islam is a part of Church history.”1

			Both men were eminent theologians and Orientalists.

			Ignaz Goldziher (1850–1921) delivered a speech at a congress for the history of religion in Paris (1900) entitled “Islamisme et Parsisme,” pointing to the Iranian traditions in early Islam, e.g. the welcome presence of dogs in the mosque, the five times of prayer, the murmuring of prayers, Zamzam, now the name of the source of water next to the Kaaba, the use of the toothstick, etc. This was the fruit of his studies of Islamic traditions (hadith).

			Paul Casanova (1861–1926) added the perspective of apocalypticism with his underrated work Muhammad et la Fin du Monde (1911–1921).

			Arthur Jeffery’s article “The Quest of the Historical Muhammad” brought an end to the illusion that a life of the Arabian prophet in the style of the lives of Jesus could be gained from Islamic literature.2 The seemingly biographical sira literature aims at explaining the reception of a holy scripture that was no longer understood.

			At the same time, great progress was made in the field of archaeology of sites of Islamic history. Ernst Herzfeld excavated Samarra in Mesopotamia and discovered remnants of an Islamic civilization that had perpetuated the Iranian and Hellenistic heritage. Vast collections of Islamic coins were amassed and stored in museums, together with other testimonies of the Islamic past. Hundreds of lead bullae from the postal service of the early Arab masters were found near Haifa during Ottoman railway construction. To this day they are rotting away in the basement of the Archaeological Museum in Istanbul. One specimen was published by Ibrahim Artuk. Since I have pointed to the Biblical and Christian content of the design, alpha and omega in the field, the piece has been declared a forgery by a leading German specialist in Islamic coins. The curator in question never held the bulla in his hand or inspected it at the museum. A reference to the Christian content was reason enough to condemn the bulla as forgery.

			This is now a standard procedure among Orientalists. The material culture of an Islamic past is never judged on its own merits, but only by its usefulness for validating the Islamic myth. When early Arab coin designs show the sign of the cross, this is interpreted as a sign of Islamic tolerance. The sign of the cross preceding the first amir al-mu’minin Muawiya’s Greek inscription in Palestine is regarded as a Christian worker’s mark, the image of the Iranian fire altar on the reverse of Muawiya’s coins as a die-cutter’s error. Whatever does not fit into the picture created by an undated Islamic literature is rejected. We witness the triumph of stories on paper over material evidence unearthed.

			Wars of words in the seventh century are turned into names of valiant Arab heroes. An inscription on a so-called Arab-Sassanian coin was correctly read as a motto in Middle Persian and published by George C. Miles, curator of the American Numismatic Society, New York. There is nothing Islamic about these coins. They depict the bust of an Iranian ruler, have Middle-Persian inscriptions in Aramaic script in the field, and show the fire altar on the reverse side. Some are bilingual, with an additional Karshuni/Arabic wording in the margin. Miles read the legend: “PYRWC AMWR Y YAZTAN” (Victorious is the Word [memra] of God).

			Now comes the time of the Orientalist. Heinz Gaube of the University of Tübingen, Germany, reads the name of an Arab hero taken from the account of al-Tabari into this legend: “Amr bin Laqit.” He is lauded for this discovery by Claude Curiel, curator at the Bibliothèque Nationale, Paris.

			We have here an example of a Hellenistic attitude still extant among Orientalists. Hellenism created personae, personifications of religious or philosophical ideas or concepts. From a very limited textual basis of a couple of seemingly fitting expressions, the concept of a prophet Zoroaster was created. From an Aramaic motto stirring up people in Eastern Iran around the year 660, calling for the rule of the MaHMaT (Turkish: Mehmet, French: Mahomet), “the Praised One,” the prophet of the Arabians was made up, when the hope for an imminent parousia had vanished after the year 78 of the Arabs (698 CE). Once the eschatological Jesus as the Lord of the Day of Judgement had become a chiliastic concept, a lawgiver rebuilding the temple (Ka‘ba), the messianic hopes were represented and personified by the concept of the “Mahdi,” the “Promised One.”

			Such insights cannot be gained without overcoming various hindrances. The MaHMaT/MaHMaD inscription was published as a coin legend for “Muhammad” by Heinrich Nützel in the Catalogue of the Islamic Coin Collection of the Königliche Museen Berlin, 1898. When I wanted to verify the reading, I was turned away and told that the museum staff regards the Oriental coins as an unwanted luxury. They had to focus on coins of Prussia and Saxony, and had no time to bring forward an Oriental coin for inspection. Even the intervention of Werner Sundermann on my behalf did not change their attitude.

			Fortunately, we do not have to rely on the help of museum staff in Berlin anymore. Many specimens of the MaHMaT/MaHMaD/MuHaMmaD coinage have since the beginning of hostilities in Afghanistan found their way into the London art market, where they are sold by specialized auction houses. We now have specimens which have an Aramaic Middle Persian MaHMaT/MaHMaD in the field and MuHaMmaD in Arabic letters in the margin.

			It didn’t take long before the Orientalist David Sears of the American University of Beirut, published the new discoveries as issues of a brother of Abd al-Malik, the second amir al-mu’minin by the name Muhammad of Abd al-Malik. This brother is mentioned by the literature on Islamic beginnings. Why does he have no patronym as part of his assumed coin legend? We know that Arabs of today are proud of their lineage. But mottoes and slogans have spiritual fathers only. We have Jesus, son of Mary, but we do not have Christ, son of Joseph. For this reason, “Muhammad” is an honorific title of the one who will come with fire to act as a judge and will carry the sword at the end of days.

			As long as the oil reserves in the Middle East last, lip service will be paid by the West to the present concept of the prophet of the Arabians. Only a few independent minds will dare to challenge the policy of appeasement towards a concept of a brotherhood of so-called Abrahamic Religions. The author of this book, Robert Spencer, does not shy away from an uphill struggle. May he find many co-travelers willing to join him on his trek through the desert of intellectual sterility of our time.





Foreword to the Revised and Expanded Edition

			By Jay Smith

			In 1995 at Cambridge University, I did a debate with Dr. Jamal Badawi (considered at the time as one of the leading apologists for Islam in the English-speaking world). My questions centered on whether we could trust the ninth- and tenth-century traditional sources for the history of early Islam, as they were the earliest sources we had, but compiled centuries too late.

			Dr. Badawi’s sole reply to the evidence I gave was that “I was arguing from silence,” and he was correct…I had nothing from the seventh century to support my conclusions; but then, neither did he.

			This has been the dilemma for all of us who seek to critique Muhammad’s late biography, leaving us with only one narrative concerning early Islam and the life of Muhammad in the seventh century—a narrative which was not written down by anyone living close to him (such as an eyewitness), nor even from someone living in his century, but from compilers of his biography (Ibn Hisham just prior to 833 AD), and writers of his sayings (Al Bukhari just prior to 870 AD), which are 200 to 300 years too late. What’s more, everything they employed to write their biographies and sayings were obtained from oral tradition, a vehicle open to embellishment, accretions, and deletions.

			Yet few in academia seem concerned with these difficulties, choosing instead to write their tomes on the prophet’s life with hardly a word concerning whether any of it was true, or historical.

			That was, until eight years ago when Robert Spencer published his second major book on Muhammad, entitled Did Muhammad Exist? It was one of the first books to publicly question the very existence of the man almost two billion Muslims look to as their paradigm for life today.

			So, why have so few dared to go where Spencer went eight years ago? The answer is simple. To do so would have labelled them as “hate-preachers” or “Islamophobes” and closed the doors to any future books or positions within academic institutions.

			No other religion attaches the word “phobic” to those who dare question it like Islam does, suggesting it uniquely needs protection from criticism, unlike Christianity, which has been attacked and vilified for centuries now, yet needs no protection from such attacks.

			Yet, the “argument from silence” has continued to haunt us. It begins with the notion that just because there is an “absence of evidence,” that doesn’t necessarily assume that there is “evidence of absence,” a clever ditty which suggests that if given enough time something somewhere will come to light which will prove this man did live and die in the central part of Arabia, or that he received the Qur’an in twenty-two years and began one of the largest and fastest-growing religions found in the world today.

			Spencer’s 2012 riposte to this argument was to find and tabulate evidence from the very century Muhammad should have lived, in the form of coins, rock inscriptions, buildings, mosques, and written letters to prove that the later ninth- and tenth-century traditional Muhammad was the wrong man at the wrong place doing the wrong things at the wrong time. But still not too many people paid attention.

			And then 2020 rolled around, a year which will probably be best remembered as the year of the debilitating pandemic and the US elections. But for those of us who are interested in the history of Islam, 2020 will be better remembered as the year when the Qur’an took a real “beating” due to a single twenty-five-minute interview between a Muslim scholar (Dr. Yasir Qadhi) and a notorious Muslim blogger (Mohammed Hijab). It was in that interview that the now infamous line “The standard narrative has holes in it” was introduced, referring to the thirty official and different Arabic ‘Qira’at’ Qur’ans, admitting on the most public of platforms (YouTube) that not every Qur’an is the same, with tens of thousands of different words and letters between them.

			Simultaneously, other new “holes in the narrative” were being uncovered by numerous scholars around the world concerning the historical authenticity of Muhammad as well. These included approximately 30,000 rock inscriptions suggesting pretty clearly that prior to 690 AD, there are no references to Muhammad, nor his religion, nor to his city Mecca, nor to his book, the Qur’an. New coins were being uncovered suggesting that the Arabs living in the seventh century were either Christians in the West, or Zoroastrians in the East, proving yet again an absence of any evidence for early Islam.

			The supposed letters of Muhammad, as well as the references to him by late-seventh century Christian clerics were all found to be either ninth or sixteenth-century frauds, or references to someone similar to him, yet carrying out the wrong acts at the wrong places when compared to the Muhammad we read about in the later traditions.

			In fact, so much new evidence confronting Muhammad’s existence in the seventh century has been uncovered since 2012 that Spencer was asked by his publishers to rewrite his book on Muhammad—which he did immediately—adding over 25 percent newer and more convincing arguments to those he had introduced eight years earlier.

			This book then, is the result of those new and improved arguments, forcing those who still believe in the Muhammad of the later ninth and tenth centuries to provide even one piece of evidence for that later Muhammad in the seventh century, which to date, they simply cannot.

			Ironically, the onus is no longer on us. It is now on them to convince us that indeed their Muhammad is historical; otherwise, it is they, and not us, who now “argue from silence.”

		



Author’s Preface: 
The Return of Did Muhammad Exist?
Muhammad Strikes Back

			The email showed up in my inbox in late July 2015. “I suppose you’re going to have to retract your book Did Muhammad Exist? and withdraw it from circulation,” it read. “The new Qur’an manuscript discoveries disprove everything you wrote about the late origins of the Qur’an.”

			The email writer was referring to a discovery that made international headlines and generated considerable excitement at that time. The BBC reported: “What may be the world’s oldest fragments of the Koran have been found by the University of Birmingham. Radiocarbon dating found the manuscript to be at least 1,370 years old, making it among the earliest in existence.”1

			Qur’an fragments that date from no later than AD 645 were indeed a momentous find. Dr. Muhammad Isa Waley, an expert on Qur’an manuscripts for the British Library, predicted that Muslims would “rejoice” over this “exciting discovery.”2

			Susan Worrall of the University of Birmingham said that when the Qur’an fragments were carbon-dated, no one among the staff of researchers thought “in our wildest dreams” that they would turn out to be so ancient. Said Worrall: “Finding out we had one of the oldest fragments of the Koran in the whole world has been fantastically exciting.”3

			University of Birmingham professor David Thomas said that these fragments “could well take us back to within a few years of the actual founding of Islam….The person who actually wrote it could well have known the Prophet Muhammad. He would have seen him probably, he would maybe have heard him preach. He may have known him personally—and that really is quite a thought to conjure with.”4

			Thomas added that “the parts of the Koran that are written on this parchment can, with a degree of confidence, be dated to less than two decades after Muhammad’s death.”5 As far as he was concerned, the fragments concerned the canonical story about the origins of the Qur’an: “These portions must have been in a form that is very close to the form of the Koran read today, supporting the view that the text has undergone little or no alteration and that it can be dated to a point very close to the time it was believed to be revealed.”6

			Return of the Skeptics

			All that may be. But the BBC also states that “these tests provide a range of dates, showing that, with a probability of more than 95 percent, the parchment was from between 568 and 645.”7

			According to the standard, mainstream Islamic version of the origins of the religion, a version that most historians accept as generally reliable, Muhammad, the prophet of Islam, was born in 569 or 570. Around the year 610, he was visited by the angel Gabriel, who ordered him to recite messages from Allah that were later collected into the Qur’an. Over the next twenty-three years, Muhammad’s recitations of what Gabriel told him were memorized by his followers, with some writing them down. After Muhammad’s death in 632, they were collected together to form the Qur’an, which Muslims consider to be the perfect, immutable word of Allah, a perfect copy of the book that he has had with him in Paradise forever.

			If the fragments could date from between 568 and 610, then they might not be an early copy of the Qur’an at all, much less a copy owned by someone who knew Muhammad. If they date from that period between 568 and 610, these Qur’an fragments predate the time in which the Qur’an could even possibly have been written, because they were written before Muhammad began to receive any revelations. In that case, they would predate Islam itself.

			How can there be a Qur’an before there is an Islamic religion? While David Thomas and other scholars around the world hailed the discovery as confirmation that the Qur’anic text “has undergone little or no alteration,” and the fellow who emailed me thought the discovery destroyed my entire thesis in Did Muhammad Exist?, another possibility occurred to me: Could these newly-discovered fragments actually come from a text that was one of the sources used in the compilation of the Qur’an? Were they not actually confirmation that the Qur’an has undergone little or no alteration, but rather confirmation that it was not a series of revelations given to Muhammad by Gabriel, but a book compiled by a committee working from existing material and adapting that material for their own purposes?

			I wrote the first edition of Did Muhammad Exist? An Inquiry Into Islam’s Obscure Origins back in 2010 and 2011, but when those manuscripts came to light, it became clear to me that much more needed to be said. Now at last I have had the opportunity to do so. In this new revised and expanded version, I examine discoveries that have been made since I wrote it, other important research that because of restrictions of space and time I was not able to include in the first edition, and further evidence to support the hypotheses I initially presented.

			The question of Islam’s origins is more gripping, more full of surprising twists and turns, and more exhilaratingly complex than the best adventure novel. I’m grateful to have been given the opportunity to revisit this all-important topic. I hope that this present volume will contribute to illuminating it, and will lead to further fruitful explorations.

			 

			—Robert Spencer






Chronology of Key Events

			In this chronology, incidents that rest on less than firm historical ground than is ordinarily assumed are marked in italics.

			 

			
				
					
					
				
				
					
							
							610

						
							
							Muhammad receives his first revelation of the Qur’an from Allah, through the angel Gabriel

						
					

					
							
							610–632

						
							
							Muhammad periodically receives revelations of the Qur’an

						
					

					
							
							632

						
							
							Muhammad dies

						
					

					
							
							632–634

						
							
							Caliphate of Abu Bakr

						
					

					
							
							632–633

						
							
							Wars of Apostasy

						
					

					
							
							632

						
							
							December: Battle of Yamama, death of many who had memorized portions of the Qur’an; according to Islamic tradition, this was the impetus for the first collection of the Qur’an

						
					

					
							
							633

						
							
							Arabian invasion of Iraq

						
					

					
							
							634–644

						
							
							Caliphate of Umar

						
					

					
							
							636–637

						
							
							Arabian conquest of Syria and Palestine

						
					

					
							
							Late 630s

						
							
							Christian document is published that mentions an unnamed and still-living Arabian prophet “armed with a sword”

						
					

					
							
							639

						
							
							Arabian conquest of Armenia and Egypt

						
					

					
							
							Early 640s

						
							
							Thomas, a Christian priest, mentions a battle between the Byzantines and the “Taiyaye of Muhammad” east of Gaza in 634

						
					

					
							
							644

						
							
							Arabian conquest of Persia

						
					

					
							
							644–656

						
							
							Caliphate of Uthman

						
					

					
							
							640’s–650s

						
							
							Coin struck in Palestine bearing the inscription “Muhammad” but depicting a figure holding a cross

						
					

					
							
							650’s–660s

						
							
							Arabian conquest of North Africa

						
					

					
							
							651

						
							
							Muawiya, governor of Syria, writes to the Byzantine Emperor Constantine calling on him to renounce Jesus and worship the God of Abraham

						
					

					
							
							653

						
							
							Uthman collects the Qur’an, standardizes its text, has variants burnt, and distributes his version to all the Muslim provinces

						
					

					
							
							654

						
							
							Arabian conquest of Cyprus and Rhodes

						
					

					
							
							656–661

						
							
							Caliphate of Ali

						
					

					
							
							661–680

						
							
							Caliphate of Muawiya

						
					

					
							
							660s/670s

						
							
							Coin depicts Muawiya holding cross topped with crescent

						
					

					
							
							660s/670s

						
							
							Armenian Bishop Sebeos writes a semi-historical, semi-legendary account of Mahmet, an Arab preacher who taught his people to worship the God of Abraham, and how he led 12,000 Jews along with Arabs to invade Palestine

						
					

					
							
							662

						
							
							Bathhouse in Palestine dedicated with official inscription mentioning Muawiya and bearing cross

						
					

					
							
							674

						
							
							First Arabian siege of Constantinople

						
					

					
							
							680

						
							
							Anonymous chronicler identifies Muhammad as leader of the “sons of Ishmael,” whom God sent against the Persians “like the sand of the sea-shores”

						
					

					
							
							680-683

						
							
							Caliphate of Yazid I

						
					

					
							
							Early 680s

						
							
							Coins apparently depicting Yazid feature a cross

						
					

					
							
							685

						
							
							Abd Allah ibn az-Zubayr, rebel ruler of Arabia, Iraq and Iran, mints coins proclaiming Muhammad as prophet of Allah

						
					

					
							
							685–705

						
							
							Caliphate of Abd al-Malik

						
					

					
							
							690

						
							
							Nestorian Christian chronicler John Bar Penkaye writes of Muhammad’s authority and the Arabians’ brutality

						
					

					
							
							690s

						
							
							Coptic Christian bishop John of Nikiou makes the first extant mention of “Muslims” (although the earliest available edition of his work dates from 1602 and may have been altered in translation)

						
					

					
							
							691

						
							
							Dome of the Rock inscription declares that “Muhammad is the servant of God and His messenger” and that “the Messiah, Jesus son of Mary, was only a messenger of God,” and features an amalgamation of Qur’an quotes

						
					

					
							
							696

						
							
							First coins appear that do not feature an image of the sovereign, and that do feature the Islamic confession of faith (shahada)

						
					

					
							
							690s

						
							
							According to a variant Islamic tradition, Hajjaj ibn Yusuf, governor of Iraq, collects the Qur’an, standardizes its text, has variants burnt, and distributes his version to all the Muslim provinces

						
					

					
							
							690s

						
							
							Hajjaj ibn Yusuf introduces Qur’an reading into mosque worship, according to a later Islamic tradition

						
					

					
							
							690s

						
							
							Hajjaj ibn Yusuf adds diacritical marks into the text of the Qur’an, enabling the reader to distinguish between various Arabic consonants, thereby enabling the reader to make sense of the text

						
					

					
							
							711–718

						
							
							Muslim conquest of Spain

						
					

					
							
							730

						
							
							Christian writer John of Damascus refers to Islamic theology in detail, and to suras of the Qur’an, although not to the Qur’an by name

						
					

					
							
							732

						
							
							Muslim advance into Western Europe stopped at the Battle of Tours

						
					

					
							
							740s–750s

						
							
							Collection of biographical material and publication of first biography of Muhammad by Ibn Ishaq, which only now exists in a ninth-century recension

						
					

					
							
							750s–760s

						
							
							Malik ibn Anas compiles the first hadith collection

						
					

					
							
							830s–860s

						
							
							The six major hadith collections are compiled and published, providing voluminous detail about Muhammad’s words and deeds

						
					

				
			

			 

			Muhammad and His Family, According to Islamic Tradition

			Muhammad was the son of Abdullah and Amina.

			Muhammad’s paternal grandfather, Abd al-Muttalib, had a son, Abbas. His son, Abdullah ibn Abbas, was Muhammad’s cousin. Many hadiths are attributed to his as the ultimate source.

			Abdullah’s brother Abu Talib was Muhammad’s guardian after the deaths of Abdullah and Amina. He was also the father of Ali ibn Abi Talib, who was Muhammad’s cousin and the founding figure of Shi‘ite Islam.

			Muhammad and his first wife Khadija had three daughters: Fatima, Zaynab, and Ruqayya.

			Fatima married Ali ibn Ali Talib and had five children, including the Shi‘ite heroes Hasan and Husayn, who was killed in the Battle of Karbala in 680 that sealed the split between the Sunnis and the Shi‘ites.

			Ruqayya married Uthman, who became the third caliph after Abu Bakr and Umar.

			Ali succeeded to the caliphate when Uthman was murdered. When Ali was murdered, Muawiya, Uthman’s cousin, became caliph.

			
			
		



Chapter 1

			The Full Light of History?

			“In place of the mystery under which the other religions have covered their origins, [Islam] was born in the full light of history; its roots are on the surface. The life of its founder is as well known to us as that of any sixteenth-century reformer. We can follow year by year the fluctuations of his thought, his contradictions, his weaknesses.”

			—Ernest Renan, “Muhammad and the Origins of Islam” (1851)

			Shadows and Light

			Did Muhammad exist?

			It is a question that few have thought to ask, or dared to ask.

			For most of the fourteen hundred years since the prophet of Islam is thought to have walked the earth, almost everyone has taken his existence for granted. After all, his imprint on human history is enormous.

			The Encyclopedia Britannica dubbed him “the most successful of all Prophets and religious personalities.” In his 1978 book The 100: A Ranking of the Most Influential Persons in History, historian Michael H. Hart put Muhammad in the top spot, explaining: “My choice of Muhammad to lead the list of the world’s most influential persons may surprise some readers and may be questioned by others, but he was the only man in history who was supremely successful on both the religious and secular level.”1

			Other historians have noted the extraordinarily rapid growth of the Arabian empire in the period immediately following Muhammad’s death. The Arabian conquerors, evidently inspired by his teaching, created an empire that in fewer than one hundred years stretched from the Iberian Peninsula to India. Not only was that empire immense, but its cultural influence—also founded on Muhammad’s teaching—has been enduring as well.

			Moreover, Islamic literature contains an astounding proliferation of biographical material about Muhammad. In his definitive two-volume English-language biography of Muhammad, Muhammad at Mecca (1953) and Muhammad at Medina (1956), the Scottish historian W. Montgomery Watt argues that the sheer detail contained in the Islamic records of Muhammad, plus the negative features of his biography, make his story plausible.2

			However sharply people may differ on the virtues and vices of Muhammad, and on the value of his prophetic claims, virtually no one doubts that he was an actual person who lived in a particular time and a particular place, and more to the point, who founded one of the world’s major religions.

			Could such a man have never existed at all?

			There is, in fact, considerable reason to question the historicity of Muhammad. Although the story of Muhammad, the Qur’an, and early Islam is widely accepted, on close examination the particulars of the story prove elusive. The more one looks at the origins of Islam, the less one sees.

			This book explores the questions that a small group of pioneering scholars has raised about the historical authenticity of the standard account of Muhammad’s life and prophetic career. A thorough review of the historical records provides startling indications that much, if not all, of what we know about Muhammad is legend, not historical fact. A careful investigation similarly suggests that the Qur’an is not a collection of what Muhammad presented as revelations from the one true God but was actually constructed from already existing material, mostly from the Jewish and Christian traditions.

			The nineteenth-century scholar Ernest Renan confidently claimed that Islam emerged in the “full light of history.” But in truth, the real story of Muhammad, the Qur’an, and early Islam lies deep in the shadows. It is time to bring it into the light.

			Historical Scrutiny

			Why embark on such an inquiry?

			Religious faith, any religious faith, is something that people hold very deeply. In this case, many Muslims would regard the very idea of applying historical scrutiny to the traditional account of Islam’s origins as an affront. Such an inquiry raises questions about the foundational assumptions of a belief system that guides more than one billion people worldwide.

			But the questions in this book are not intended as any kind of attack on Muslims. Rather, they are presented as an attempt to make sense of the available data, comparing the traditional account of Islam’s origins against what can be known from the historical record.

			Islam is a faith rooted in history. It makes historical claims. Muhammad is supposed to have lived at a certain time and preached certain doctrines that he said God had delivered to him. The veracity of those claims is open, to a certain extent, to historical analysis. Whether Muhammad really received messages from the angel Gabriel may be a faith judgment, but whether he lived at all is a historical one.

			Islam is not unique in staking out its claims as a historical faith or in inviting historical investigation. But it is unique in not having undergone searching historical criticism on any significant scale. Both Judaism and Christianity have been the subject of widespread scholarly investigation for more than two centuries. The nineteenth-century biblical scholar Julius Wellhausen’s Prolegomena zur Geschichte Israels (Prolegomena to the History of Israel), a textual and historical analysis of the Torah, revolutionized the way many Jews and Christians looked at their origins of their Scriptures and religious traditions.

			By the time Wellhausen published his study in 1882, historical criticism of Judaism and Christianity had been going on for over one hundred years. The eighteenth century marked the beginning of the scholarly “quest for the historical Jesus,” although that historical criticism, or higher criticism, took off during the following century. The German theologian David Friedrich Strauss (1808–1874) posited in his Das leben Jesu, kritisch bearbeitet (The Life of Jesus, Critically Examined,1835) that the miracles in the Gospels were actually natural events that those anxious to believe had seen as miracles. Ernest Renan (1823–1892) in his Vie de Jésus (The Life of Jesus, 1863) argued that the life of Jesus, like that of any other man, ought to be open to historical and critical scrutiny. Later scholars such as Rudolf Bultmann (1884–1976) cast strong doubt on the historical value of the Gospels. Some scholars asserted that the canonical Gospels of the New Testament were products of the second Christian century and therefore of scant historical value. Others suggested that Jesus of Nazareth had never even existed.3

			Eventually, higher critics who dated the Gospels to the second century became a minority of scholars. The consensus that emerged dated the Gospels to within forty or sixty years of the death of Jesus Christ. From that gap between the life of their protagonist and their publication, many scholars concluded that the Gospels were overgrown with legendary material. They began trying to sift through the available evidence in order to try to determine who Jesus was and what he really said and did.

			The reaction within the Christian world was mixed. Many Christians dismissed the higher criticism as an attempt to undermine their faith. Some criticized it for excessive skepticism and one-sidedness, regarding historical-critical investigations of the Gospels and the historicity of Christ as the critics’ effort to justify their own unbelief. But others were more receptive. Large Protestant churches such as the Episcopalians, Presbyterians, and Methodists ultimately abandoned Christian dogma as it had hitherto been understood, espousing a vague, nondogmatic Christianity that concentrated on charitable work rather than doctrinal rigor and spirituality. Other Protestant denominations (including splinters of the three named above) retreated into fundamentalism, which in its original formulation was a defiant assertion of the historicity of the virgin birth of Christ, his resurrection, and more in the face of the higher critical challenge.

			Pope Leo XIII condemned the higher criticism in his 1893 encyclical Providentissimus Deus, but nine years later he established the Pontifical Biblical Commission, which was to use the tools of higher criticism to explore the scriptures within a context respectful to Catholic faith. In 1943 Pope Pius XII encouraged higher critical study in his encyclical Divino Afflante Spiritu. The Catholic Church ultimately determined that because its faith was historical, historical study could not be an enemy of faith, provided that such investigations did not simply provide a cover for radical skepticism.

			The higher criticism clearly transformed the Christian world, changing the course of several major Christian communions and radically altering how others presented the faith. Similarly, investigations into the origins of Judaism and the historical material contained within the Hebrew scriptures have affected the Jewish tradition. In Judaism as in Christianity, traditions developed that rejected literalism and reevaluated numerous elements of traditional orthodoxy. Reform Judaism, like the liberal Protestant denominations, generally rejected traditional understandings and the literalism that underlay them.

			Yet Judaism and Christianity still live, and in many areas they thrive. They have survived the challenge. Can Islam survive the same historical-critical challenge?

			No one knows, for it has never received this treatment on nearly the same scale.

			Why should Islam and its leading figure be exempt from the scrutiny that has been applied to other religions?

			The Power of Legend

			As a personality, Muhammad fairly leaps from the pages of the earliest available Islamic texts. What mortal hand or eye could frame this fearsome man? Who would dare to create such an outsize character, so immense in his claims, his loves, his hates?

			In addition, there is little doubt that the political unification of Arabia took place around the time Muhammad is assumed to have lived. Scholars generally agree that the Arabian warriors swept out of Arabia beginning in the second quarter of the seventh century and within a hundred years had subdued much of the Middle East, North Africa, and Persia, and had entered India and Spain.

			Finally, of course, Muhammad has undeniably made a lasting impact as teacher and example to the Islamic world.

			Given these three points—the richly detailed portrait of Muhammad found in the Islamic literature, the way he seemingly inspired his successors to found a vast empire, and his enduring legacy as founder of a religion that today claims more than one billion adherents—few have thought to question Muhammad’s existence. Muslims and non-Muslims alike take it for granted that he did live and that he originated the faith we know as Islam. I understand the influence the traditional account has, for I spent more than two decades studying Islamic theology, law, and history in depth before seriously considering how much we can really know for certain about the historical reliability of what the early Islamic sources say that the prophet of Islam said and did.

			But the more I examined the evidence gathered by scholars who bothered to apply the historical-critical method to Islam’s origins, the more I recognized how little there was to confirm the canonical story. In 2006 I wrote in my book The Truth About Muhammad, a biography based on the earliest available Muslim sources, that “from a strictly historical standpoint, it is impossible to state with certainty even that a man named Muhammad actually existed, or if he did, that he did much or any of what is ascribed to him.” Nonetheless, I said for a variety of reasons that “in all likelihood he did exist.”4 All these years later, I stand by that conclusion: in all likelihood, someone who claimed to be a prophet of some kind and was active among the Arabs in the seventh century.

			That is, however, by no means the same thing as saying that the prophet of Islam as we come to know him in the biographical literature of Islamic tradition is a historical figure. Even the pillars used to support the traditional account begin to crumble upon close scrutiny. True enough, beginning in the seventh century, Arabian conquerors went out and created an immense empire. But as this book will show, historical and archaeological records cast serious doubt on the claim that they did so under the sway of what was already a fully formed religion with a revealed book as its centerpiece and a revered prophet as its model for conduct.

			Likewise, Muhammad’s tremendous impact on history does not in itself provide irrefutable evidence of the accuracy of the portrait that the earliest available Islamic sources paint of him. Many legendary or semilegendary figures have inspired magnificent achievements by real people. One need only consider, for example, the Crusader literature such as The Song of Roland and The Poem of El Cid, which romanticized historical figures and presented them as larger-than-life heroes, and which in turn inspired other warriors to new feats of bravery and heroism. Muhammad’s great influence in providing the impetus for a remarkably resilient culture need not depend on his having been a historical figure; a historical legend, believed fervently, could account for the same effect.

			The vividness of the picture of Muhammad that emerges from the Islamic sources is no guarantee of his reality, either. Literature is full of compelling, believable portraits of men who never existed but whose personalities are fully formed on the page, such that if the fictional narratives were mistaken for historical accounts, no one would take it amiss. Macbeth, the king of Scotland, is in Shakespeare’s play easily as coherent and compelling a character as Islam’s prophet. Macbeth was a real king, but the available historical records depict a figure far different from Shakespeare’s troubled antihero. Sir Walter Scott’s historical novel Ivanhoe depicts many historical events accurately, but the primary story it tells is fictional. Robin Hood may have been an actual person, but his real exploits are shrouded in the mists of folklore. Take away Robin’s robbing of the rich and giving to the poor, his merry men, Friar Tuck, Sherwood Forest, and the rest as legendary accretions, and what is left? Perhaps some kernel of what gave rise to these legends, or perhaps nothing much at all. We will probably never know.

			A careful look at the available historical evidence suggests, or at least opens up the possibility, that the case of Muhammad may be similar. Some early accounts do assert that a man named Muhammad existed, but what they say about him bears little resemblance to the Muslim prophet, the guiding light and inspiration of the army of Arabian nomads that stormed out of Arabia in the 630s and embarked on a stunningly successful string of conquests. The oldest records that tell us anything about this man, if they’re definitely talking about him in the first place, differ sharply from the story told by the earliest Islamic texts, which date from many decades after Muhammad’s reported death.

			What’s more, the available historical records contain a surprising number of puzzles and anomalies that strongly suggest that the standard Muslim story about Muhammad is more legend than fact. Muhammad, it appears, was much different from the perfect man of Islamic hagiography—if he existed at all.

			Many people have asked me how I could go from writing a biography of Muhammad—The Truth About Muhammad—to then questioning his very existence. The question seems to me to arise from a failure to grasp a simple distinction: the canonical texts of Islam supply us with a great deal of biographical material about Muhammad. The Truth About Muhammad is a portrait of what Muslims believe about their prophet as he is depicted in those sources. This present volume, by contrast, is an evaluation of whether or not, and to what extent, those sources have any historical value and give us information about an actual person.

			Standing on the Shoulders of Giants

			In writing this book I do not intend to break new ground. Instead, I aim to bring to wider public attention the work of a small band of scholars who have dared, often at great personal and professional risk, to examine what the available historical data reveal about the canonical account of Islam’s origins.

			This book is the fruit of my researches into the writings of scholars of earlier generations, including, among others, Ignaz Goldziher, Arthur Jeffery, Henri Lammens, David S. Margoliouth, Alphonse Mingana, Theodor Nöldeke, Aloys Sprenger, Joseph Schacht, and Julius Wellhausen, as well as modern-day scholars such as Suliman Bashear, Patricia Crone, Michael Cook, Dan Gibson, Ibn Warraq, Johannes J. G. Jansen, Judith Koren, Christoph Luxenberg, Günter Lüling, Yehuda Nevo, Volker Popp, Ibn Rawandi, David S. Powers, and John Wansbrough.

			Some of the bold scholars who have investigated the history of early Islam have even received death threats. As a result, some publish under pseudonyms, including scholars of the first rank such as those who go by the names Christoph Luxenberg and Ibn Warraq. Such intimidation is an impediment to scholarly research that even the most radical New Testament scholar never had to deal with.

			The investigation of Islam’s origins, despite the obscurity in which the endeavor has been shrouded, is actually almost as old as the comparable investigations of Judaism and Christianity. The German scholar Gustav Weil (1808–1889) first attempted a historical-critical evaluation of the earliest Islamic sources in Muhammad der Prophet, Sein Leben und Sein Lehre (Muhammad the Prophet, His Life and His Teaching, 1843), but he had only limited access to those sources. Weil noted in another work on Islam that “reliance upon oral traditions, at a time when they were transmitted by memory alone, and every day produced new divisions among the professors of Islam, opened up a wide field for fabrication and distortion.”5

			Ernest Renan, for all his enthusiasm about the historicity of Muhammad, actually approached the Islamic sources with something of a critical eye. Writing of the Qur’an, he pointed out that “the integrity of a work committed to memory for a long time is unlikely to be well preserved; could not interpolations and alterations have slipped in during the successive revisions?” But Renan himself did not investigate that possibility. He retreated into the unsupported assertion that “the veritable monument of the early history of Islam, the Koran, remains absolutely impregnable, and suffices in itself, independently of any historical accounts, to reveal to us Muhammad.”6

			The Scottish historian William Muir (1819–1905) published his massive work A Life of Mahomet and History of Islam to the Era of the Hegira in four volumes between 1858 and 1862. Muir expressed skepticism about some of the material about Muhammad in Islamic tradition, asserting that “even respectably derived traditions often contained much that was exaggerated and fabulous.”7 Nonetheless, in his huge biography of Muhammad he took the early Islamic sources essentially at face value, discarding little or nothing as “exaggerated and fabulous.”

			More skeptical was Wellhausen (1844–1918), whose studies of the five books of Moses led him to posit that those books were the product not of a single hand but of four separate sources that had been combined by later editors. He applied the same analysis to the sources of Islamic hadith. The Hadith, literally “reports,” are the collections of Muhammad’s words and deeds that form the foundation for Islamic law and practice. Wellhausen attempted to distinguish reliable transmitters of hadiths from those who were less reliable.8

			The Austrian scholar Aloys Sprenger (1813–1893) contributed mightily to the study of Islam’s origins by unearthing Islamic texts long thought to have been lost, including Ibn Hisham’s ninth-century biography of Muhammad. Sprenger likewise doubted the historical accuracy of some of the hadiths.

			The pioneering Hungarian scholar Ignaz Goldziher (1850–1921) took such investigations even further. He determined that the lateness of the Hadith collections relative to the time Muhammad was supposed to have lived, together with the widespread Muslim tendency to forge stories about Muhammad that supported a political position or religious practice, made it virtually impossible to regard the Hadith, which fill many volumes, as historically reliable.

			It is noteworthy that Goldziher, although he never converted to Islam, had a deep and abiding love for the Islamic faith. As a young man he sojourned to Damascus and Cairo, and came to admire Islam so fervently that he wrote in his diary: “I became inwardly convinced that I myself was a Muslim.” In Cairo he entered a mosque and prayed as a Muslim: “In the midst of the thousands of the pious, I rubbed my forehead against the floor of the mosque. Never in my life was I more devout, more truly devout, than on that exalted Friday.”9

			It may seem strange, then, that Goldziher would cast scholarly doubt on the historicity of the entire corpus of the Hadith. But he did not intend his conclusions to be corrosive of Islamic faith. Instead, he hoped that they would lead to a critical evaluation of the Hadith as what they actually were: not as sources of historical information, which they had been always assumed to be, but as indications of how Islamic law and ritual practice developed. He hoped, in other words, that his scholarly findings would lead to a fuller understanding of Islam’s origins and thereby positively affect its present character.

			Likewise dubious about the historical legitimacy of the early Islamic texts was the Italian scholar of the Middle East, Prince Leone Caetani, Duke of Sermoneta (1869–1935). Caetani concluded that “we can find almost nothing true on Muhammad in the Traditions [i.e., hadiths], we can discount as apocryphal all the traditional material that we possess.”10 His contemporary, Henri Lammens (1862–1937), a Flemish Jesuit, made a critical study of the Islamic traditions about Muhammad, casting doubt on, among other things, the traditional dates of Muhammad’s birth and death. Lammens noted “the artificial character and absence of critical sense” in the compilation of the earliest biographies of the prophet of Islam, although he warned that “there can be no question of rejecting the whole en bloc.”11

			Joseph Schacht (1902–1969), the foremost scholar of Islamic law in the Western world, wrote a study of the origins of Islamic law in which he observed that “even the classical corpus” of Hadith “contains a great many traditions which cannot possibly be authentic. All efforts to extract from this often self-contradictory mass an authentic core by ‘historic intuition,’ as it has been called, have failed.” He backed up Goldziher’s finding that “the great majority of traditions from the Prophet are documents not of the time to which they claim to belong, but of the successive stages of development of doctrines during the first centuries of Islam.”

			Schacht, however, went beyond even Goldziher’s arguments, concluding, for instance, that “a great many traditions in the classical and other collections were put into circulation only after Shafii’s time [the Islamic jurist ash-Shafii died in 820]; the first considerable body of legal traditions from the Prophet originated towards the middle of the second century”; and “the evidence of legal traditions carries us back to about the year 100 a.h. only”—that is, to the first decade of the eighth century, not any closer to the time Muhammad is supposed to have lived.12

			John Wansbrough (1928–2002), an American historian who taught at the University of London, amplified the work of earlier scholars who doubted the historical value of the early Islamic texts. In his groundbreaking and complex work, Wansbrough postulated that the Qur’an was developed primarily to establish Islam’s origins in Arabia and that the Hadith were fabricated in order to give the Arabian empire a distinctive religion so as to foster its stability and unity.

			Influenced by this, the historians Patricia Crone, a protégée of Wansbrough, and Michael Cook, a protégé of the eminent historian of the Middle East Bernard Lewis, published the wildly controversial book Hagarism: The Making of the Islamic World (1977). Like their predecessors, Crone and Cook noted the lateness and unreliability of the bulk of the early Islamic sources about Muhammad and the origins of Islam. Their objective was to reconstruct the birth and early development of the religion by examining the available historical, archaeological, and philological records about early Islam, including coins minted in the region during the seventh and eighth centuries and official inscriptions dating from that period. “We have set out with a certain recklessness,” they wrote, “to create a coherent architectonic of ideas in a field over much of which scholarship has yet to dig the foundations.”13

			Crone and Cook posited that Islam arose as a movement within Judaism but centered around Abraham and his son Ishmael through his concubine Hagar—as many of the earliest non-Muslim sources refer to the Arabians not as “Muslims” but as “Hagarians” (or “Hagarenes”). This movement, for a variety of reasons, split from Judaism in the last decade of the seventh century and began developing into what would ultimately become Islam.

			In 1987, Crone published Meccan Trade and the Rise of Islam, in which she demonstrated that one of the principal foundations of the canonical Islamic biography of Muhammad—its Arabian setting, with Mecca as an important center for trade—were not supported by contemporary records. The records indicate, she showed, that Mecca was not a major trade center at all. Crone, like Wansbrough, saw Islam’s Arabian setting as read back into the religion’s literature at a later date for political purposes.

			Nearly three decades after the publication of Meccan Trade and the Rise of Islam, Canadian researcher Dan Gibson’s groundbreaking Early Islamic Qiblas supported Crone’s findings regarding Mecca by demonstrating that the earliest mosques do not face Mecca for prayer, as all mosques that have been constructed since the late ninth century do. The qibla is the direction that Muslims face to pray. According to the canonical Islamic account, it has been set toward Mecca ever since the revelation of Qur’an 2:144, which tells Muslims to pray facing the Masjid al-Haram, the Forbidden Mosque, which is traditionally identified as the Great Mosque in Mecca.

			However, Gibson demonstrates that the first mosques faced Petra in Jordan rather than Mecca, suggesting, as does Crone’s research about the actual size and importance of Mecca at the time Muhammad is supposed to have lived, that Islam’s origins were not in southwestern Arabia, but elsewhere.

			Meanwhile, agreeing with these findings that the Qur’an’s origins are as murky as those of its putative author or prophetic conduit, other modern-day scholars have undertaken a close critical examination of the Qur’anic text itself. The German theologian Günter Lüling maintains that the original Qur’an was not an Islamic text at all but a pre-Islamic Christian document. Close examination of textual oddities and anomalies in the Qur’an finds many signs of that Christian foundation. Lüling believes that the Qur’an reflects the theology of a non-Trinitarian Christian sect that left traces on Islamic theology, notably in its picture of Christ and its uncompromising unitarianism.

			The pseudonymous scholar Christoph Luxenberg, although he differs in many ways with Lüling’s methods and conclusions, agrees that the Qur’an shows signs of containing a Christian substratum. Luxenberg argues that many of the Qur’an’s puzzling words and phrases become clear only by reference to Syriac, a dialect of Aramaic that was the literary language of the region at the time the Qur’an was assembled. Through this method he has come to numerous startling conclusions. Some of his findings have won international notoriety. Most notably, the famous Qur’anic passages promising virgins in Paradise to Islamic martyrs do not, in his reading, actually refer to virgins; the word usually translated as “virgins” is more accurately rendered as “raisins” or “grapes,” he argues.

			For this book, I have relied primarily on the recent authors, particularly Crone, Gibson, Luxenberg, Lüling, Popp, and Powers, with frequent recourse to the work of older scholars as well, especially Goldziher.

			Reaction from Muslims to the revisionist reconstruction of early Islamic history has varied. Some have attempted to refute the various findings of the revisionist historians.14 For example, Professor Ahmad Ali al-Imam has published a book-length examination of the variants in the text of the Qur’an. He explains those variants by pointing to Islamic traditions that detail the Qur’an’s seven styles of recitation; he concludes that “the Qur’an’s completeness and trustworthiness has been shown.”15

			Other Muslims have indicated a greater openness to the evidence. In November 2020, the Saudi journalist Osama Yamani asserted in the Saudi publication Okaz that the al-Aqsa mosque was not actually located in Jerusalem. He was not, of course, referring to the structure that is called the al-Aqsa Mosque and is on the Temple Mount. He is referring to the al-Aqsa Mosque that is mentioned in the Qur’an: “Exalted is he who took his servant by night from the al-haram mosque [the Great Mosque of Mecca] to al-aqsa mosque [“the farthest mosque”], whose surroundings we have blessed, to show him of our signs. Indeed, he is the Hearing, the Seeing” (17:1).16

			Al-Aqsa Mosque in Jerusalem had not yet been built when this verse is supposed to have been revealed to Muhammad. According to Islamic tradition, Muhammad died in 632, while al-Aqsa Mosque was built in 705. Either the Qur’an passage refers to a different “farthest mosque,” or the passage itself was written long after Muhammad is supposed to have died, or both. Of the traditional Islamic account, Yamani wrote: “There are stories influenced by political considerations that served purposes of that time, and sometimes claims are made that they have nothing to do with faith or following religious dictates.”17

			Professor Muhammad Sven Kalisch, a German convert to Islam and the first professor of Islamic theology in Germany, examined the work of the historical critics of Islam and determined that Muhammad never existed in the form in which the Islamic texts depict him.18 He revealed in 2010 that as a result, he had left Islam.19 In contrast, Khaled Abou El Fadl, a professor of law at the University of California, Los Angeles (UCLA), has reacted to historical criticism of Islam with fury, calling it “bigotry.” Abou El Fadl terms Ibn Warraq a “pitiful figure,” as well as “an inanity, and an utter intellectual bore.” This is not the language of a dispassionate scholar, but of a man lashing out as his core assumptions are threatened; Abou El Fadl’s response to Ibn Warraq gives off a good deal of heat, but sheds no light on the question at hand.

			Abou El Fadl accuses scholar Daniel Pipes, in recounting the work of the critics approvingly, of “discharging the White Man’s Burden.” He even claims that “revisionism, like all forms of incipient or established bigotry, rests on several peculiar assumptions. Assumption number one is that Muslims invariably lie…and can hardly distinguish fiction from fact.”20

			That is not actually the case at all. The scholarly inquiries into Islam’s origins do not rest on the assumption that Muslims were unable to distinguish fiction from fact. The issue is whether legend supplemented a historical record to the extent that it was no longer possible to determine what was legend and what was history. That accretion of legendary detail is not a phenomenon peculiar to Muslims; it has taken place regarding the lives of numerous historical figures, whose actual deeds are forgotten but who have become the heroes of legends that are told and retold to this day.

			The scholars who are investigating the origins of Islam laid the foundations for the explorations in this book. They have been motivated not by hatred, bigotry, or racism but by a desire to discover the truth. Opponents of these theories and hypotheses have a curious tendency to criticize them on the basis of the claim that these findings will make people think ill of Islam. David A. King, author of World-Maps for Finding the Direction and Distance to Mecca: Innovation and Tradition in Islamic Science and numerous articles on qiblas, attempts to refute Dan Gibson’s discoveries about the qiblas of early mosques. In this course of a heated polemic, King writes: “I am well aware of the potential damage Gibson has done/can do to our field. But more seriously, Gibson’s writings are guaranteed to contribute to Islamophobia amongst those who have no idea about the one and only civilization which really took orientations seriously for over 1,400 years.”21

			In a similar vein, in his passionate evisceration of Quranic Studies by John Wansbrough and Hagarism by Patricia Crone and Michael Cook, R. B. Serjeant claims to find “both these books pervaded by prejudice against Islam.”22 He complains that “in Wansbrough’s early chapters on revelation, canon and prophethood one has the sense of a disguised polemic seeking to strip Islam and the Prophet of all but the minimum of originality.”23 Hagarism he finds “not only bitterly anti-Islamic but also anti-Arabian.”24 King, echoing Serjeant in another critique of Gibson’s work, calls Early Islamic Qiblas also “bitterly anti-Islamic and anti-Arabian in purpose.”25 Maybe it is, maybe it isn’t, but is it accurate?

			In a similar vein, in her book The Lives of Muhammad, Boston University Professor Kecia Ali evaluates and compares biographies of Muhammad, ancient and modern, favorable and unfavorable, arguing that the emphases of these life histories reflect the concerns of the age in which they were written. This is an intriguing and potentially fruitful line of inquiry, but Ali is generally disdainful of biographies that are critical of Muhammad. Her chief complaint, for example, about my own book The Truth about Muhammad is that while it provides “reasonably accurate information,” it is “framed and interpreted in relentlessly negative ways.”26 Conversely, she characterizes authors of positive biographies such as Karen Armstrong and Tariq Ramadan as “public intellectuals.” She describes me, on the other hand, as a “professional polemicist” and the “grand pooh-bah of the legion of American Islamophobes.”27

			That once again may or may not be so (I myself do not believe it is), but either way, it is completely irrelevant to the question of whether or not the material I present in this book, further exploring the material I’ve briefly described above, is accurate. Similarly, Ali’s use of the propaganda neologism “Islamophobe” to tar Muhammad’s critics mars the academic value of her work. Her preference for admirers of Muhammad frequently clouds her ability to evaluate the data.

			That kind of analysis is not genuine academic inquiry. It is Islamic apologetics. Charges of this kind have no place in honest intellectual exploration. Even if it were true that Gibson, Wansbrough, Crone, Cook (and I) were motivated by distaste for Islam, this would no more negate the value of their discoveries any more than another scholar’s admiration for or even adherence to Islam would negate opposing findings. King also asserts that Gibson “has no qualifications to correctly interpret the available data.”28 This is simply an argument from authority, which is the weakest of all arguments. Gibson’s arguments, like King’s and everyone else’s, are not proven or disproven by his qualifications, but by their truth or falsehood. Opposition to Islam, or simply to jihad violence, no more disqualifies one from honest academic inquiry any more than love for Islam does.

			One of the core afflictions of the academic world today is that the massive bias shared by many, if not most, professors is masked as dispassionate intellectual objectivity, when it is nothing of the kind. In reality, everyone has biases. But is what they say true or false? Does the available evidence support what they say, or not? That is all that matters.
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