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Understanding Muhammad


Prophets are persons of renown. The greatest	 of them – Abraham, Moses, Buddha, Jesus, Muhammad – have indisputably changed the course of human history. They have reshaped the daily lives of ordinary people and the societies in which they lived and altered people’s relationship to the world around them and to history. How we know and think about ourselves, life, the world and everything today bears the hallmarks of what these prophets and their followers have thought, said and done over the course of centuries, just as in our diverse ways we have all been influenced by the reaction of their critics, sceptics, interpreters and opponents.


It would also be fair to say that while the greatest prophets have been seminal, constructive forces in human history they have also become divisive figures. As the instigators of new religious and social identities, though that might not be their intent, prophets have in effect redrawn the dividing lines, whether theological, political, social or imperial, between people. Through the varied identities their followers have constructed, battle lines have been drawn over which much blood has been spilled. Prophets inspire great love, but at times they are also used to marshal animosity and enmity. In short, prophets are inescapable figures whom we need to know and understand to make sense of human history and contemporary society.


Yet the simple fact is that in many ways prophets can be extremely difficult to know. Their biographies are encrusted with centuries of other people’s ideas, prejudices and predilections. Prophets are the stuff of ideology, complicated theological reasoning, ethos, myths and legends, subjects of veneration or excoriation, most of which has less to do with the detail of their lives and deeds than with how other people want those details to be understood, accepted or rejected. Even the idea of what a prophet should ideally be like, what kind of life he should lead and what his message should contain excite different expectations depending on the conventions and beliefs with which one begins. The inevitable question arises: how is it possible to know who a prophet actually was?


Muhammad was born in Mecca, a city in what is today the country of Saudi Arabia, in the year AD 570. In his fortieth year he declared that he had received a revelation from the One God, the Creator of all that is. Until his death 23 years later, in the year 632, Muhammad was a prophet who proclaimed the revelations he continued to receive. He gathered followers, known as Muslims, people who accepted his revelations as divine and submitted to the worship of the One God, in Arabic Allah, literally meaning ‘the God’. Muhammad was crucial in instituting and organizing how the religion he preached, known as Islam, was practised by his followers. These are the basic and undisputed facts, but they tell us little about Muhammad, his personality and character or the place he holds within the religion he founded.


	Blessing



Whenever Muslims mention the name of Muhammad, they add ‘peace be upon him’. The ritual is based on a verse from the Qur’an, which states: ‘God and His angels bless the Prophet – so, you who believe, bless him too and give him greetings of peace’ (33: 56).
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To discover more about the life and times of Muhammad is to confront a number of questions that go beyond the nature of the available evidence, the form and purpose of the historic sources. Where prophets are concerned history is not disinterested. At all times we are dealing with questions about the validity of the information derived from our sources. While this consideration is a general proposition about any kind of history, in the case of prophets the caution is redoubled. Prophets are persons who excite passionate belief on the one hand, and scepticism and even complete rejection on the other. So disputes, scholarly or otherwise, about the nature of sources will always be there.
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However, we know more about Muhammad than any other prophet. He lived in the full light of history and there are a number of sources about his life that we can consult. First, there is the Qur’an, the collection of divine revelations, dictated and compiled under the personal supervision of Muhammad himself. The definition of a Muslim is a person who accepts and believes the Qur’an to be the direct word of God transmitted to Muhammad. During his career as a prophet, Muhammad had approximately 65 companions who functioned as his scribes.1 As a matter of routine, when a verse was revealed, Muhammad called one of his scribes to write it down. A definitive written text of the Qur’an, from which all versions of the book extant today derive, was compiled by AD 650, some 18 years after Muhammad’s death. It was put together under the auspices of his third successor as leader of the Muslim community, Caliph Uthman, who was Muhammad’s son-in-law. The work was carried out by a committee of close personal companions of Muhammad who had learnt to recite the verses or had recorded them directly from the prophet.


The Qur’an contains 6,211 verses, known as ayat, arranged in 114 surahs or chapters. It is, however, not a narrative of the life of Muhammad, though it does address events in his life and in the community he gathered around him. Rather, it serves as a commentary on his life.2 As there is a general consensus, which includes both Muslim scholars and Western critics, that the text itself remains intact, it serves as a reliable reference point about some of the main events in the life of Muhammad. One thing the Qur’an makes clear is that Muhammad is an ordinary human being, though marked out by the extraordinary call to prophethood. He is asked by the Qur’an to ‘Say, “I am anything but mortal, a messenger”’ (17: 93). His task is to relay the Word of God to his people and live according to its precepts; he is neither divine nor does he have the power to perform miracles – the sole miracle Islam acknowledges is the revelation of the Qur’an itself. The Qur’an also recognizes the difficulties Muhammad faced in his life and his doubts, and that as a human being he made errors.


Second, there is the huge corpus of hadith, sayings of Muhammad, and Sunnah, a record of what he did, as related by his companions.


During his own lifetime, Muhammad did not allow anything he said to be written down except the Qur’an and a couple of important legal documents.


He also wrote letters to monarchs of Abyssinia, Egypt and the Byzantine Empire, which have survived. Muhammad was born into and lived in a predominantly oral society, in which there was a strong tradition of learning by heart. As such, the Arabs preferred to memorize rather than write down things. Thus, his companions memorized his sayings when he was alive, and they were not written down till the early 700s, a task undertaken by the second generation of Muslims. To ensure that his sayings were trustworthy and authentic, Muslim scholars developed a special tool, the isnad, or the chain of transmitters, which traced the text, or the hadith, right back to Muhammad himself. The initial narrator of any hadith or deed of the prophet, or description of an event in his life, had to be an eyewitness to what was recounted. Moreover, detailed investigation was carried out about each narrator in the chain, his moral character, whether it was physically possible for the consecutive narrators to actually have met, and what they actually reported was reasonable or not. Then, the hadith were classified as sahih (authentic), hasan (good but with a weak chain of narrators) and daeef (weak with a defective chain of narrators). There were numerous other categories. Compilers of hadith critically sifted through hundreds of thousands of hadith and carefully scrutinized every single one to isolate and identify the most authentic.3 Imam Bhkhari (810–70), who compiled the first authentic collection,4 is said to have travelled all over Arabia, and collected around 600,000 hadith from over a thousand men. After a critical examination of his collection, he selected only 7,275 as possibly authentic. Similarly, Imam Muslim (821–75), who produced the second authentic collection,5 selected 9,200 as authentic from a collection of 300,000. There are also other collections of hadith.
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Third, there are the biographies of Muhammad, known as sira, that were compiled using the hadith literature. Some biographies were even prepared during the time of his companions, consisting mostly of the accounts of Muhammad’s campaigns. The earliest journals of the battles, known as maghazi, and attributed to Urwah bin Al-Zubiar (d. 712), Muhammad bin Muslim (d. 741) and Musa bin Uqbah (d. 758), record events leading to expeditions and battles. But the first detailed biographies of Muhammad were produced by ibn Ishaq (d. 761 or 767). The original manuscripts of ibn Ishaq have survived only in fragments, but his work was preserved by his student, ibn Hasham (d. 833), who edited and combined his two books into a single volume. The Life of Muhammad by ibn Ishaq,6 as edited by ibn Hisahm, is the major source of Muhammad’s biography, referred to by all scholars of both the East and the West. More detailed biographies were written by later scholars, such as al-Waqidi (747–823),7 ibn Sa’d (784–845)8 and many others. So, unlike other prophets, we have complete biographies of Muhammad.


Fourth, the akhbar (literary ‘reports’) are literature produced by Muslim historians. Reports of Muhammad’s activities, in the form of hadith as well as testimonies of eyewitnesses to particular events, were used to write universal histories as well as annals of Mecca and Medina, two cities where Muhammad spent his life. The oldest historical works of this nature are the Akhbar-e-Mecca by Al-Azraqi (d. 837) and Akhbar-e-Medina by Umar bin Shaiba (d. 875). These were followed by the monumental universal history of al-Tabari (838–923), History of Prophets and Kings.9 Such works enable us to give a wider context to the life of Muhammad.


Fifth, the poetry of the period also provides us with material about Muhammad’s life. Pre-Islamic Arabia preserved its national history, and genealogical data, through poetry – not surprising for an oral society. And poetry produced by contemporary poets talks about certain events in Muhammad’s life, such as his battles and his disputes with his enemies, as well as his character and dealings. This is why the early biographies of the prophet are so infused with poems – some of which are quite long!
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There is, thus, an abundance of material about the life of Muhammad. The problem is that most of this material was produced a considerable time after his death. Generally speaking, we can divide the periods during which these sources emerged into three phases. The first phase was during Muhammad’s own life when the Qur’an was revealed, his treaties and agreements were recorded and his letters were written. Then came a period when Muslim scholars and historians collected the oral material about Muhammad – this phase extended to about a hundred years after his death. The final phase, when written biographies were produced, began a hundred years after his death and continued for a couple of centuries.


Given this timescale, we can legitimately ask a number of questions about these sources. How reliable are these accounts, given that the first, ibn Ishaq’s Life of Muhammad, was written 150 years after Muhammad’s death? As hadith, which were collected anywhere between 150 and 200 years after the death of the prophet, constitute the basic raw material for sira and early Islamic history, how reliable are these eyewitness accounts? Despite the monumental efforts of Muslim scholars and the methodology of hadith criticism, it is still a human effort, prone to error and mistakes – excellent memories notwithstanding. Even if a hadith has been declared authentic, was it not possible for forgers to invent the chain of narrators – the isnad?


Muslim scholars were aware of these criticisms. Indeed, disputes about the authenticity and the role of hadith emerged right from the beginning; and opposition to hadith was not uncommon in the classical period of Islam.10 That is why hadith criticism was not based solely on formal isnad – there were a number of other equally important criteria. For example, when a hadith was narrated the proximity to the time of Muhammad was seriously considered – the more removed the less reliable. Even when a chain of narrators was complete, the account might be unsatisfactory and rejected. Similarly, ibn Isahq, who had actually seen at least one of the companions of Muhammad, was regarded as much more reliable than other historians, such as al-Tarabi. But doubts about the authenticity of hadith remain, and there is little doubt that many hadith, even in the so-called authentic collections, are quite dubious. However, when all the limitations and criticism have been considered, one has to conclude, in the words of Reverend A Guillaume, who translated ibn Isahq into English, that the ‘life of Muhammad is recorded with honesty and truthfulness and, too, an impartiality which is rare in such writings’.11


There is another, more recent, criticism to consider.


The question frequently posed by critics, especially in contemporary secular circles, is whether those who define themselves as believers can be objective.


The sira is sacred history written by people who accepted Muhammad as a prophet and is based on certain faith claims. The question is legitimate so long as it too is subjected to critical scrutiny. To argue, for example, that we should use only non-Muslim sources to develop a picture of Muhammad’s life is quite dumbfounding. To begin with, the non-Muslim sources of the seventh century provide virtually no information on Muhammad. Using these so-called sources, some Western scholars totally deny the possibility of writing a biography of Muhammad and argue that only his epoch can be described. Others have reached equally untenable conclusions, such as Muhammad did not really exist, Islam is a form of messianic Judaism and the Qur’an was produced in Syria. Some others aim to prove, with the aid of statistics and other devices, that nothing in the Muslim tradition is correct.12 There is an old and well-established Western tradition, known as Orientalism, of denigrating sources on both Muhammad and Muslim history.13 It has re-emerged as neo-Orientalist revisionist history, with a generous application of Islamophobia. This revisionist history has been rightly discredited. However, it is worth noting that classical Muslim scholarship is far more critical and self-reflexive than much of the contemporary, revisionist history about the origins of Islam that seeks to discredit it.




	Revisionist historians



The revisionist historians, such as Patricia Crone, Michael Cook and John Wansbrough, present the origins of Islam as a massive Muslim conspiracy. Muslim historians and biographers of Muhammad manufactured the entire narrative of the seventh century, they assert. The Qur’an and the life of Muhammad were cobbled from Near Eastern religious texts and a sacred history was constructed to create a religious vision that was then anchored in the seventh century. This revisionist history has been discredited and debunked by modern scholars.
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To discount all Muslim sources prima facie as partial and prejudiced is indeed to disparage not only all believers but the very concept of belief itself. To disqualify all believers as incapable of objectivity and critical method runs contrary to the clear evidence contained within the classical Muslim sources. However, it is equally clear that much of the information that comes to us about Muhammad was generated by different factions with vested interests who disputed how his example and words should be translated into law governing the practice of religion and society. There is also evidence of apocryphal stories that sought to embellish the life of the prophet of Islam; indeed, there is a whole genre of literature that ascribes miracles to Muhammad, probably influenced by the narratives of the prophets of Judaism. The challenge for modern scholarship is to sift through this extensive material critically, separating the wheat from the chaff, to arrive at viable historical truth. To reject Muslim sources wholesale makes no sense; it is a rejection based on prejudicial and political judgements.
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