

[image: Illustration]




[image: illustration]




For Zacharia, Adam, and Danyal


Chess is a game of life.
The queen is the most powerful piece on the board.
Respect the queen.
Win the game.
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Preface


I DID NOT choose to write this book. This book chose me as its messenger. Lest I be cast as a false prophet for making such a claim, allow me to explain.


While conducting research on holy men in late antique Arabia, I stumbled upon the prominence of regal women instead. Little more than their names are known to many of us. The stories of the region’s foremost empress, warrior, and noblewoman are of unprecedented brilliance and enormous consequence. Each woman helped raise an unassuming holy man to the heights of historic notoriety. I began to wonder. Were these women connected at all, how much power did they wield, and were they robbed of this power by men?


Amid this battle of the sexes, I discovered a series of untold stories lurking in the shadows between ancient Near Eastern, biblical, and Islamic traditions. The complex ‘narrative history’ of these queens and their male prophets shaped the religion, politics, and culture of late antique Arabia, influencing the rise of Arab identity, early Christianity, and the beginnings of Islam. As I dug deeper it became clear to me that the influence of female nobility on male prophecy had a significant impact on the worldview of the eastern churches and the Qur’an, and that their influence was overwritten by generations of religious apologists.


Not everyone has welcomed this project. Some colleagues scoffed at the very idea of excavating “female power” out of the imagined black hole of pre-Islamic Arabia—the jahiliyyah. Some of my detractors were concerned that the sheer paucity of documentary evidence made such a venture impossible. Others flatly rejected my vision as an Arabian episode of The Da Vinci Code. Of course, I take constructive criticism seriously. But many of my critics simply lacked imagination. They could scarcely concede the patriarchal nature of our evidence, i.e. the Arabic, Syriac, Greek, and Latin sources scholars cherish so dearly. Still, most of my colleagues expressed their enthusiasm for a fresh perspective on the sources, as this project offers. I thank my supporters and detractors alike. Their feedback compelled me to argue my position both rigorously and energetically.


Finally, this book makes bold claims. I know. Some readers may not accept my analysis of female power or concomitant patriarchal traditions due to their own ideological commitments—be they political, religious, or academic. I ask only that you keep an open mind. The evidence, once meticulously laid out, is not so scarce. And the story, when thoughtfully told, is not so far-fetched.


Emran El-Badawi, Houston
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Transliteration and Dates


ARABIC TRANSLITERATION IS based on the system used by the International Journal of Middle Eastern Studies. The simplified transliteration system does not mark letters with macrons or dots below. However, the ta’ marbutah is rendered as ah (e.g. Surah, ummah). Vowels are limited to a, i, and u. The ‘ayn is rendered as a single open quote (‘); the hamzah as an apostrophe (’).


The transliteration of ancient Arabian dialects, Aramaic, Greek, Latin, and other languages is also based on the simplified system described above, with the additional vowels of e and o.


The Arabic word allah is translated as “God,” except when used in contrast to other deities. In such cases it is rendered “Allah.”
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Dates are generally presented according to the Gregorian calendar. Where necessary, pre-Islamic events have been labeled Common Era (CE) or Before the Common Era (BCE).


Events from the Islamic era are dated according to the Hijri then Gregorian calendar (e.g. Marj Rahit, 64/684).





Introduction


QUEENS PLAY A central role in today’s popular imagination. Their magnificence has graced numerous television shows around the world, most strikingly in the award-winning series Game of Thrones. The show’s drama, splendor, and brutality are epitomized in the character of Cersei Lannister. Her power, persona, and predicament as a monarch have parallels in history, although these figures have been caricatured by writers skeptical of female leadership. This demonization of women exercising authority is nothing new. Cersei is portrayed as a cold-hearted, diabolical queen regent who will stop at nothing to secure the crown for her royal bloodline. She is the author and victim of unspeakable cruelty. She develops into a mercilessly ambitious woman, scheming to gain the upper hand in a belligerent world of men and monsters. Her storied bloodline is said to stretch back generations, where it has been locked in a struggle for power with rival houses of nobility. But generations of war between despotic ruling families, external invasions, and military upstarts have left the people in abject misery. The queen’s city is ripe for the taking.


One fateful day a strange man appears, planting the seeds of revolution. The high sparrow, as he is known, is the archetype of the pre-modern holy man. His discipline, celibacy, and populism have earned the trust of the broken-hearted multitudes living in poverty. He preaches to them: devotion to a god named “the father”; uncompromising adherence to the laws of a scripture called the Seven-Pointed Star; the elimination of wealth, exemplified in the destruction of statues and the seizure of gold; and the shaming of sex and sin. By doing so, he offers the wretched masses a new way of life. But the holy man’s mission is military and political as well. By his command an army of newly converted fanatics conquer the city, defeating its incompetent boy king, who is now merely a figurehead. And finally, the holy man presides over a newly formed, all-powerful body of clergy known as the council of septons.


The queen is trapped. She must compromise, or suffer defeat. She speaks words that, while written for modern times, have long echoed in the citadel of ancient imperial history:




The faith and the crown are the two pillars that hold up this world. One collapses; so does the other. We must do everything necessary to protect one another.





The scene is a striking dramatization of reality. From feudal Europe to the ancient Near East, history tells of powerful queens whose subjects and sovereignty were lost to conversion and conquest. In their precarious age, the power once shared by noblewomen and holy men was slowly but surely usurped by the latter. This is what transpired between the queens and prophets of Arabia long ago.
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This book tells the story of female power in late antique Arabia, its influence over male prophecy there, and the global legacy it left behind. By “female power” I am referring to the agency of female nobility throughout society, notably their capacity to rule independently, undertake warfare, and conduct trade. My research seeks to rebalance decades of scholarship that overstates patriarchal influences within the region’s politics, religion, and culture. It also challenges popular assumptions about the marginalized status of Arab women in pre-modern history, or their perceived absence from public life altogether.


Their epic saga is part and parcel of “late antiquity,” a period dominated by the conflict between the great empires of Rome and Persia. To understand why female power is central to studying late antique Arabia I pose a central question. What was the religious and political culture of “Arabian society,” after the intervention of Rome and before the rise of Islam (ca. 106–632 CE)? My answer to this question has been to examine the relationship between female nobility—particularly queens—on the one hand, and holy men—namely bishops, monks, and prophets—on the other. This book examines how the power of female nobility was eventually surpassed by that of holy men. These men became organized within newly independent church hierarchies and subsequent schools of Islamic law.


The foremost heroines of this story are the pagan and pro-Christian queens of Arabia. Their function in society sometimes intersected with that of the priestess or goddess. And their subjects often venerated them through sculpted, saintly, or celestial icons. The legacy these great women left behind was overshadowed by the holy men they employed, a legacy subsequently betrayed, then all but erased by later generations of medieval male authors.


Regal women strategically countered the patriarchal impulse behind Roman imperialism, church councils, and Islamic jurisprudence. Empress Zenobia and queen Mavia deliberately supported the teachings of local bishops—Paul of Samosata and Moses of Sinai—against the will of foreign men, specifically belligerent emperors and their power-hungry clergymen. The Greek-speaking imperial church condemned the teachings of both men as heretical. But those very teachings survived under the auspices of their matron queens, setting in motion seismic debates on the nature of Jesus, Mary, and God which fractured the early churches and laid the groundwork for the rise of Islam. These events paved the way for the foremost noblewoman of Christian extraction and the first Muslim of record, lady Khadijah. She used sheer wealth and political influence to marry a younger man against the will of dissenting Meccan noblemen. She then raised her husband from the deprivation of orphanage to the riches of commerce, helping to transform Muhammad into the greatest prophet to have ever emerged from Arabia.


Method


Our first-hand evidence for late antique Arabia is a patchwork of terse dedications, graffiti, and artwork scribbled onto rockfaces throughout the region. This rich yet fragmented database is supplemented by a wealth of books written by men. They include religious heresiography and political propaganda. This literature often served Near Eastern churches or the Abbasid court in Baghdad. The researcher must, therefore, constantly read between the lines of homilies, saints’ lives, and orally transmitted poetry. And so the picture painted of late antique Arabia is often ahistorical, prejudiced, and highly problematic. Serious scholarly debate on female power has only further complicated this picture. But this is where the keen researcher and good storyteller join forces.


The challenges posed by imperfect sources and scholarly debate implore us to “tell a new story.” Therefore, I have adopted a hybrid form of “narrative history”—storytelling—in combination with literary analysis, to present the theoretical examination necessary for this project in simple terms. Indeed, storytelling is an essential building block of societies constructing identity, be it Arabian, Syrian, Roman, Christian, Muslim, or otherwise. This is especially the case for societies convulsed by warfare, scarcity, or migration, as recalled in the exhortations of the Qur’an to its audience (e.g. Q 2:126; 14:37; 24:55; 93).1


On the other hand, perhaps these sources are imperfect because the modern researcher seeks an expedient, sequential, and linear path to historical truths. After all, how can we tell truth from fiction through the heaps of poetry in praise of passé chivalry? Or how valuable truly are accounts haplessly extolling saints and demonizing heretics generations after the crafting of an orthodox narrative?


Recent studies have shown that literary sources, especially those based on “oral literature,” tell stories not to reveal “objective truth” but rather to create a communal “shared identity.”2 For example, historians of the Byzantine Church or of the Abbasid court did not weave pious, poetic, and panegyric narratives to deliberately lead modern researchers astray. They did so to create a strong Christian or Muslim identity through storytelling.3


To this end, every effort has been made in this book to preserve the complexity of our stories, while revealing their parts in chronological order. The normal flow of traditional storytelling from one protagonist to the next, which often privileges men, is supplemented where necessary by literary analysis or cultural storytelling, which I argue better demonstrate the power exercised by women in pre-modern cultures especially.4 I have endeavored to cite documentary evidence where direct access to data recorded on paper, or carved on rocks, has some bearing on this book’s main focus: female power in late antique Arabia. On related matters of secondary focus, modern scholarship is cited freely. In other words, should general arguments made in this book appear more fully explained in prior studies, they are cited without direct reference to primary evidence. Given the sensitive nature of the material covered, the fullest range of scholarly opinions and diversity of researchers has been cited.


Organization


The significance of late antique Arabia’s female power and male prophecy introduced here can only be fully appreciated and understood by taking a long historical view. I tell this story in three parts.


PART I, “Divine Queens of Pagan Arabia,” covers the rise of female power from the depths of antiquity until the age of Roman–Persian rivalry. Chapter 1 examines the power struggle between women and men in late antique Arabia. Chapter 2 integrates numerous queens of this era into the discourse of the pre-Islamic “age of ignorance” or jahiliyyah. The cult of the queens shaped Arabia, giving rise to Arabian goddesses whose authority was challenged by the one male god of the Bible and Qur’an, as covered in Chapter 3.


PART II, “Matrons of the Prophets,” covers the evolution of Arabian queenship in its Christian context. The power once vested in the female sovereigns, I argue, increasingly passed down to male prophets, ca. third–seventh centuries CE. Chapter 4 tells the story of empress Zenobia and Paul of Samosata. Their doomed resistance to Roman incursion, and their assertion of identity occurred during a time when I argue a short-lived, loosely connected “Nativist church” existed (240–337). The story of queen Mavia and Moses of Sinai is the subject of Chapter 5. Their victory over the Romans contributed directly to the blossoming of Arab Christendom (375–500). And the story of lady Khadijah and Muhammad of Mecca is covered in Chapter 6. The final protagonists represent the decisive clash and compromise between Arabia’s Christian and pagan communities—Islam.


PART III, “Men of the Jahiliyyah,” consists of a single chapter. Chapter 7 examines how the patriarchal institutions of empire, church, and war curtailed female power once and for all.





__________


1 See Theo de Boer, “Identité narrative et identité éthique,” Paul Ricoeur, L’hermeneutique a l’ecole de la phenomenology, ed. Jean Greisch, Paris: Beauchesne, 1995, 43–58; Daniel Dennett, Consciousness Explained, New York: Little, Brown & Co., 2017, 48. In modern Arab storytelling see Halah Nashif, Urid huwiyyah: qisas qasirah, Beirut: al-Mu’assasah al-‘Arabiyyah lil-Dirasat wal-Nashr, 1993. In modern social sciences see generally Anna De Fina, Identity in Narrative: A Study of Immigrant Discourse, Amsterdam; Philadelphia: John Benjamins Publishing Company, 2003; Identity and Story: Creating Self in Narrative, eds. D. P. McAdams et al., Washington: American Psychological Association, 2010; Kurt Röttgers, Identität als Ereignis: Zur Neufindung eines Begriffs, Bielefeld: Transcript Verlag, 2016.





2 See Walter Ong, Orality and Literacy, New York: Methuen & Co., 1982, 10–16, 137–152; David Bowles and José Meléndez, Ghosts of the Rio Grande Valley, Charleston, SC: Haunted America, 2016, 7.





3 Tayeb El-Hibri, Reinterpreting Islamic Historiography: Harun al-Rashid and the Narrative of the Abbasid Caliphate, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999, 13 dubs this “commentary” in place of “facts.”





4 Peter Burke, Varieties of Cultural History, Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1997, 66–69, 152–156.





PART I


Divine Queens of Pagan Arabia






1


Origins


Arabian Society in Late Antiquity


Our journey begins squarely within “Arabian society.” This phrase refers to empires, kingdoms, and tribes located throughout the Near East, ca. second–seventh centuries CE. Most sectors of this society were associated with lucrative trade networks or organized military combat. Their competing cities or tribes connected them, through both alliance and conflict.


Near Eastern trade operated in parallel to the Asian Silk Route and Indian Ocean maritime trade. The main artery of Near Eastern commerce, which lay on the route between South Arabia and Syria, ran through the west Arabian coastal mountain passes known as the Tihamah, stretching from Yemen in the south through the Hijaz in the north.1 This ancient “highway” evolved into the “Darb al-Bakrah” and gradually connected disparate communities throughout the Arabian Peninsula, Fertile Crescent, and Mediterranean Sea.2 Crossing the barren Arabian desert were two trade routes running between west and east. One of these passed through the northern oasis city of Dumah. The other passed through the southern oasis city of Qaryat al-Faw.



Geography


The Arab peoples of antiquity emerged from the Fertile Crescent and were the “border force” of the ancient and late antique Near East. Ancient Syria was home to several small “Arabias.”3 The Bible suggests “Arabia” encompassed several kingdoms between Syria and North Arabia. These included Qedar, Dedan, and nearby merchant communities (Isaiah 21:13; Ezekiel 27:21). 1 Kings 10 alleges the queen of Sheba left her lavish royal court in the Yemeni highlands to live with the Israelite king Solomon, a tale we shall return to in the following chapter. And “Arabia” lay just outside the Palestinian sphere in which the apostle Paul operated (Galatians 1:17).


We owe our understanding of a single entity known as “Arabia” to Greek and Roman geographers and historians. According to them the land of Arabia referred to communities in the Syrian desert, and their vast network of trade with the Yemen and along the Red Sea.4 The writings of the geographer Strabo (d. ca. 23 CE) and historian Pliny the Elder (d. 79 CE) helped create a discourse linking the South Arabian communities of Minaea, Saba’, Qataban, and Hadramaut with North Arabian communities in Nabataea.5 Ptolemy (d. 170 CE) traversed both land and sea, spreading the imperial designation “Arabia” over three broad climes:




•   Arabia Petraea, consisting of Petra and former Nabataea


•   Arabia Deserta, the central lands covered by desert


•   Arabia Felix, “happy Arabia” in the deep south, where copious rainfall and flourishing agriculture dominated the green landscape





With time the name “Arabia” stretched to cover the whole peninsula, as evidenced in the writings of Josephus (d. 100 CE), who considered all its inhabitants as far as the southern coast “Arabs.” This was during the reign of Roman emperor Trajan (d. 117 CE), whose coins celebrated his expansion into “acquired Arabia.”6


Communities within the Arabian Peninsula were located in the following regions:




•   Hijaz-Nabataea in the northwest


•   Najd-Yamamah in the center


•   Bahrayn-Gerrha in the northeast


•   Yemen-Sheba in the southwest


•   Hadramaut in the south and center


•   Oman-Mazun in the southeast





Communities were also located throughout “greater Syria,” i.e. the widest extent of the Levant or Roman Oriens, including:




•   Arabia


•   Palestine I–III


•   Phoenicia I–II


•   Syria I–II


•   Euphratensis


•   Osrhoene


•   Mesopotamia





Across the limits of the Persian realm, communities were located throughout Mesopotamia. These include the northern provinces associated with the Jazirah:




•   Adiabene


•   Arabistan


•   Asoristan (Assyria)





It also included the southern provinces associated with southern Mesopotamia, also known as Iraq:




•   Khuzestan


•   Meshan





Trade networks and slavery played an integral role as well.7 An Old South Arabian inscription from Minaea offers evidence of how interconnected Arabian kingdoms were with satellite communities, offering an impressively diverse list of women either married to or enslaved by merchant men. The inscription lists women from Gaza, Awsan, Sidon, Egypt, Qedar, Dadan, Hadramaut, Yathrib, Oman, Qataban, Hegra, Lihyan, Moab, and elsewhere.8


Language


Current scholarship argues that the origin of the Arabic language lies between North Arabia and greater Syria, in the environs of the Nabataean sphere, where it was intimately cross-pollinated with the Aramaic language.9 This region constitutes the ancient homeland of the Arabic script, and is referred to as “Syro-Arabia.” Its peoples, who shared close cultural, religious, and political bonds, are called “Syro-Arabian.” They shaped and were shaped by direct contact with several antique nations. According to Hatoon al-Fassi they principally included the Egyptians, Sabaeans, Aramaeans, Chaldeans (Babylonians), Persians, and Greeks.10 Over the course of late antiquity Syro-Arabians spoke dialects of Arabic, Aramaic, and other Semitic languages as their native tongue. They also used—to varying degrees—imperial Greek for public affairs.
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Arabia and its surroundings





As in any society, Arabian communities were diverse but interconnected. To quote Michael Macdonald, the peoples who identified themselves as “Arab” subsisted within a “complex of language and culture.” Over the course of late antiquity these people more or less came to share Arabic as their common language.11 As early as the first millennium BCE ancient communities appeared in the town of Dumah, located in the deserts west of Babylon and east of Damascus. They formed alliances to resist the powerful Assyrians.12 These communities were shaped over the coming centuries by generations of Persian, Hellenic, and Roman conquerors.


Communities speaking dialects of Old South Arabian, Old North Arabian, and Aramaic would gradually adopt Arabic as their native tongue in late antiquity. This occurred sometime following the Roman conquests in the second century CE and leading up to the Arab conquests in the seventh century.13


Arabs, Saracens, and Ishmaelites


However, the earliest reference to “Arabs” is ancient, and it comes from the north. More specifically, Assyrian records document the great battle of Qarqar (853 BCE), where an alliance of twelve kings finally halted king Shalmaneser III (d. 824 BCE), who had been conquering the cities of Syria one by one.14 Among the kings were Ben Haddad of Aram, Ahab of Israel, and Gindibu of Arabia. King Gindibu was the first king of Qedar. To him belonged the first recorded Arabic-speaking tribal confederation, located in North Arabia and greater Syria.15 Arabs could be found throughout much of the ancient Near East. Prior to the second century CE they were attested throughout the northern Arabian Peninsula, Syria and the Levantine coast, Mesopotamia, Sinai, eastern Egypt, western Iran, and the Kamaran islands off western Yemen.16


The identity of late antique “Arabs,” while disputed among scholars, was largely influenced by, or asserted in contradistinction to, the great empires surrounding them. Scholars have classified their ranks as:




(1)   Settled people—Arabs—dwelling permanently in Provincia Arabia from 106 CE onward, or after the annexation of Nabataean lands by Rome


(2)   Nomadic Saracens dwelling beyond the Roman limes17





Others have adopted a more refined distinction, citing the presence of:






	(1)   Imperial citizens


	(cives)







	(2a) Allies of the imperium


	(foederati)







	(2b) Distant nomads


	 







	(2c) Distant city dwellers18


	 







	(3)   Ishmaelites


	 








Ishmaelites became a third classification granted by Palestinian Jews and Syriac Christians to their Arab “cousins.” The three groups were imagined, therefore, as sharing common ancestry from the biblical patriarch Abraham.19


The taxonomy of these groups—Arabs, Saracens, and Ishmaelites—is coherently presented here, but they have not always been considered one and the same. Pre-modern sources refer to them inconsistently, while modern researchers continually dispute the precise relation between them.


Contemporaneous writings throughout late antiquity, mainly in Greek and Syriac, speak of Arab military leaders (Saracens) and tribal chieftains (phylarchs), numerous kings, and at least one queen—Mavia. These figures presided over barbarian tribes bound to the Romans by treaty and serving them as foederati, also known as Quda‘ah-Saracens.20 Procopius of Caesaria (d. ca. 570) identifies a related though seemingly distinct people called Ma‘add, or Maddene-Saracens. These were camel-herding Bedouin used in military action by the Romans as well.21 About two dozen contemporaneous inscriptions, mainly in Greek, further identify individual “Arabs” in myriad fashions. They were:




•   Urban professionals, including tax collectors, merchants and sellers, barbers, gymnasiarchs, and market gardeners


•   Rural practitioners, including animal breeders, farmers, and landowners


•   Police, guards, and various military functionaries


•   Kings and city founders


•   City dwellers


•   Nomads22





In addition to these categories, Arabian communities were composed of:




•   Animal herders


•   Dairy farmers


•   Wine makers


•   Ship builders


•   Seafarers


•   Leather and fur makers


•   Oasis and terrace agriculturalists





They traded in these very commodities as well. Maritime and river trade were significantly cheaper than overland trade, which was typically limited to expensive, luxury commodities such as spices, gems, and minerals.23


Our examination discusses a diversity of Arabs, exploring their often-fragmented society. This fragmentation is frequently attributed to the system of organized socio-political communities linked through kinship, and which the medieval Arab scholars recalled variously as the:






	•   People


	(sha‘b)







	•   Tribe


	(qabilah)







	•   Settlement


	(‘imarah)








Whatever the most primitive unit may have been, it was self-perpetuating. Meaning, communities based on kinship took the name of an eponymous founder, followed by a continual series of sub-founders. These subsequent generations (tabaqat) represented smaller groupings known as the:






	•   Bloc


	(batn)







	•   Clan


	(fakhdh)







	•   Smaller units24


	 








Politics and Religion


Classical and late antique Arabs are sometimes typecast as bearers of “fabulous wealth, the nomadic lifestyle, and unconquerable independence.”25 While this image has been exaggerated in the popular imagination, it did not come from nowhere. Even modern classicists stubbornly clinging to the passé idea that Near Eastern populations existed as little more than quietist Greek-speaking colonies concede the “marginal exception of Arab or Saracen allies under their tribal leaders.”26 It was not diversely fashioned Syrians, Phoenicians, Jews, or Samaritans who did, let alone could, undertake full-scale military rebellion against their Greco-Roman masters, and win. This feat was accomplished with varying degrees of success by populations we identify as Arab. And among their victorious and mighty commanders was a woman—queen Mavia of Tanukh (d. 425 CE)—whose story is told later in this book.


In the pagan times before her, the imperial citizens of Hellenized city states, including Hatra and Palmyra, the city of al-Hirah allied with Persia, the urban center of Kindite trade Qaryat al-Faw, and the various nomads and city dwellers of the Hijaz and Yemen, had in common a surprisingly consistent cadre of chief deities. These included the widespread cults of the goddesses Allat, al-‘Uzza, and Manat, and divinities styled as daughters of the god Il or El. They also included lesser, regional male gods, notably Hubal in the north and ‘Athtar in the south.27


It seems Christianity spread in parallel with Arabic. Arabic writing proliferated across the Arabian Peninsula simultaneously with the penetration of the Syrian churches, starting in the third/fourth century CE.28 Arabic writing came into existence, so to speak, over a century after the Roman conquest of Petra in the north, and seemingly in response to Himyarite expansion from the south. Nabataeo-Arabic inscriptions originating from a sphere of influence around Hegra—never fully conquered—coupled with the abandonment of the Zabur-Musnad script, demonstrate the evolution and materialization of the Arabic script.29


The evolution of the late Nabataean script into the early Arabic script has been studied widely. Among the diverse spectrum of inscriptions are over a dozen famous texts from along the trade route between Yemen and greater Syria. These include the Raqush Inscription of 267, the Namarah Inscription of 328, the Hima Inscription of 470, the trilingual Zabad Inscription of 512, and a growing collection of largely Christian epigraphic writings from the fifth–sixth centuries. Some have theorized that the abandoning of the Musnad script by late antique Arabic speakers represents an act of defiance against Himyarite dominance.30 Whatever the precise case may have been, Christianity penetrated Arabia more deeply than its script alone, as the majority of pre-Islamic Arabic-speaking poets were likely Christian or familiar with the growing dominance of Christianity on Arabian soil.31


Arabic-speaking communities often competed with one another from within Persian or Roman spheres of influence. By the sixth century, communities in Mesopotamia, Syria, and Yemen were tightly bound to one another through not only trade, but a series of confessional, diplomatic, and military exchanges reverberating from great empire hostilities between Byzantium and Ctesiphon from the north, and Axum from the south. The open channels between seemingly far-flung Arabian communities and their resulting cohesion, whether diplomatic or belligerent, transformed Arabia into a battleground of Christian and Jewish territories on the eve of Islam.32


Debating Arabia


Community was, and is, a human construct. Every nation, whether ancient or modern, is an “imagined community.”33 The imagined community under examination here is “Arabian society,” a context which is located between the three highly disputed aspects already introduced:




(1)   Arabian geography


(2)   Arabic language


(3)   Arab identity





Scholars debate when a cohesive Arabian ecosystem came into being. The spectrum of opinions varies from origins within the ancient Semites to the centralizing influence of Islam under the medieval Abbasid empire. My goal is neither to reconcile nor to repudiate any particular scholarly position cited throughout this project in passing. Each position possesses the requisite nuance and deliberation deserving of the reader’s full attention. Instead, my goal is to enrich the debate by reconsidering the critical role played by the highly organized Abrahamic religions in imagining and reimagining this community. Most significant in this respect are the formation of a national church at the turn of the fourth century CE, and then later a series of caliphates beginning in the seventh century CE.


The very idea that pre-Islamic Arabian peoples enjoyed some measure of cohesion is hotly contested as well. The debate is plagued by traditionalist ideology, on the one hand, and infected with hyper-skepticism, on the other.34 Nationalist-minded scholars have sometimes overstated the antiquity of Arab identity or Semitic culture therein, taking the Arabic sources of medieval Islamic tradition for granted,35 while Western orientalists, classicists, or missionaries have tended to exaggerate Arabia’s fractiousness and stress its indebtedness to Greco-Roman culture.36 Alternatively, the categorical rejection of sources—whether Arabic or Greco-Roman—has not helped but hindered our understanding. Both the identity and self-awareness of Arabs throughout antiquity is disputed by scholars ad nauseam, with no consensus in sight. Nevertheless, this impasse cannot refute a growing number of studies about ever increasing documentary and literary evidence demonstrating the complex, shared, and long-standing relations between states, tribes, or groups associated with the term ‘arab or their common cultural space.37


A critical appraisal of our otherwise imperfect or incomplete sources offers greater promise than outright rejection or blind acceptance. This project will demonstrate the complex, shared, and long-standing religious and political culture of these peoples through examining female power, and its impact on male prophecy.


Debating Female Power


No scholar has yet narrated the impact of Arabian female power on male prophecy. Meanwhile, there is an abundance of modern scholarship on the “history” of ancient Arabia, placing it in the shadow of late antique Byzantium or Rome, or centering it upon pre-Islamic language, rhetoric, tribal customs, or any number of passé discourses.38 The subject of female power in that scholarship is incidental. Studying women in pre-Islamic Arabia, especially in medieval literary sources, is by and large beholden to male-oriented frameworks of inquiry, notably poetry.39 Poetry and performed speech were a literary and political vehicle used to convey chivalry, and were typically associated with “masculine virtues” throughout much of late antiquity.40 Poets were the leaders of their communities, and their utterances were to the Arabs a political weapon and a sacred gospel.41 Arabic rhymed prose (saj‘) was the primary vehicle of prophetic speech and priestly incantations on the eve of Islam. Most of the prophets and priests recorded were men. Some were women.42


What has seldom been considered is that the deliberate misrepresentation of pre-Islamic religion, politics, and culture—which scholars widely acknowledge—carries with it the egregious distortion of gender, broadly speaking, and of female power in particular. Medieval Arabic scholarship during the Abbasid empire (750–1258) shaped Islam. In the words of Nadia El Cheikh on the so-called jahiliyyah or pre-Islamic “age of ignorance”:




The texts’ formulation of jahiliyya was part of a cultural reorientation that took place over the course of two centuries with the aim of defining ever more sharply what it meant to be an Arab and Muslim … Gender-related and sexual imaginings play an important function in self-construction projects, and this is especially true in Islamic history.43





She emphasizes the importance of characterizing and controlling women as an instrumental means of constructing a traditional form of male identity. In doing so “men … used the heretical woman as a vehicle to assert their own orthodox male selfhood.”44 She draws a parallel between the Abbasid construction of the jahiliyyah and the European practice of colonization:




Postcolonial historians have, for instance, analyzed the sexualization of cultural difference and the ways in which the gender constructs of the dominant imperial culture were used to explain the “uncivilized” nature of the colonized.45





El Cheikh adds, finally, that researchers of Islamic history in general, including the pre-Islamic period, have yet to undertake a similar analysis.


In connection with the “gendered imagining of religion,” this book argues that male authors of medieval courts portrayed late antique Arabian society in terms that aggrandize pious Christian and Islamic masculinity yet detest impious pagan femininity. This tendency, including patterns of patrilineal kinship, was largely inherited from late antique Greek, Latin, and Syriac church fathers and rabbinic Jews,46 becoming a staple of classical Islamic ethics.47


Beyond the crucial work of El Cheikh, many scholars offer valuable studies on the agency, independence, and major contributions of female nobility in pre- and early Islamic Arabia. In this vein a variety of academic works challenge the narrative of the marginalized Arab woman in late antiquity, including those by religious and secular feminists offering insights about pre-Islamic Arabia.48 Another handful of studies examine the contribution of queens and nobility during medieval and modern Islam, which is an important though altogether different venture.49


Sources


What previous studies lack is the connection between female power and male prophecy which this book presents for the first time. In doing so I offer a fresh perspective on cutting-edge studies as well as materials concerning literary, epigraphic, numismatic, and archeological evidence. These sources are mainly in the following languages and dialects:






	•   Arabic


	 







	•   Old North Arabian


	(Thamudic, Safaitic, and Hismaic)







	•   Old South Arabian


	(Sabaic and Himyaritic)







	•   Aramaic


	(Nabataean, Palmyrene, Hatran, and Syriac)







	•   Greek


	 







	•   Latin50


	 








Biblical and post-biblical literature which helped shape Arabia is indispensable for the purposes of our examination as well. I make judicious use of the voluminous body of medieval Arabic and Islamic writings on pre-Islamic Arabia (hereafter “Arabic sources” or “Islamic tradition”), while offering a narrative that is historically consistent, and which counter-balances the patriarchy and misogyny made plain in those very sources.



Men Writing about Women


Religious clerics and partisan chroniclers—men—portrayed late antique Arabia as the “dark age” prior to the light of Islam. They were commissioned by powerful Abbasid caliphs and patrons—also men—to document the epic history and mysterious origins of Arabian society once and for all. Only once the caliphate had conquered most of the known world and fully supplanted the Sasanian Empire did the extant works of Arabic literature appear in the Abbasid court ca. 750–800 CE. Books reportedly written in the late seventh century at best exist only as quoted by later literary works, or they have been lost altogether.51 The first genres of literature in the second–third/eighth–ninth centuries gave birth to works of:






	•   Hagiography


	(Sirah)







	•   Conquests


	(Maghazi)







	•   Reports about Muhammad


	(Hadith)







	•   Genealogies of Muhammad


	(Nasab)







	•   Exegesis of the Qur’an


	(Tafsir)







	•   Biographical dictionaries


	(Tabaqat)







	•   Pre-Islamic battle folklore


	(Ayyam)







	•   Poetry


	(Shi‘r)52








These writings weave together Abbasid imperial ideology and rabbinic and ecclesiastical legal piety. They mix history with legend.


This matter is complicated by medieval Persian versus Arab nationalism, and their debate over cultural superiority, or shu‘ubiyyah, starting in the third/ninth century.53 Overall, the apologetic impulse and political fabrication behind the otherwise valuable Arabic sources of Classical-Medieval Islam (750–1258) is well documented by modern experts. This is especially the case with respect to crafting the legendary origins of Arabian society centuries before the sources themselves. The extent to which experts debate the utility of medieval sources, however, is a matter beyond the scope of discussion.54


Be that as it may, male authors transformed pre-Islamic Arabian society into a caricature. Muslim exegetes going back to reports by Ibn ‘Abbas (d. 68/687) retell stories from ecclesiastical and rabbinic folklore. They ascribe the corrupting temptation of music among the sons of the biblical forefather Cain and the beginnings of adultery to the daughters of Seth.55 Music was, rather, a staple of Arabia’s bustling marketplaces and poetic celebrations where women danced and played the lute.56 At any rate the fount of exegetical lore—fiction—claims that Satan’s daughter, Laqis bt. Iblis, corrupted a number of the women among Lot’s people, transforming them into the first generation of Lesbians.57 The association of the “songstress” and demonic temptress with fornication and sorcery was found throughout late antique Babylonian and Syriac writings, including Aphrahat the Persian Sage (d. 345).58


Parallel to these traditions was the ancient Sumerian figure of Lilith and what Siegmund Hurwitz calls the “dark aspects of the feminine.” She is adopted as the phantom Lamia in Greek writings, and transformed by the Babylonian Talmud and Alphabet of Ben Sirach into a ravishing demoness, both seducing men in their sleep and slaying newborn babies.59 In conversation with the misogyny of their Syriac, Greek, and rabbinic counterparts, the Arabic sources prefer fantastical stories of wayward womenfolk. The authors of these sources explain the tragedy of child mortality like men tormented by their own desires, while twisting the genuine, historical expression of female power.60 By way of example, this power was often wielded by the priestess. She occupied an institutional office which regulated the agency and social life of women according to older pagan norms, which later sources condemn. Thus, ancient forms of polyandry and open marriage—in which women willingly had sexual relations with multiple, consecutive, or simultaneous male partners—came to represent not female power, but the widespread immorality, rampant lawlessness, and lax marriages of society.61 In this literature women are portrayed as sexually overactive, yet strangely subjugated. That is to say they are frequently portrayed as unnamed harlots, slaves without recourse, or daughters to be sold if the price is right.


As this book makes eminently clear, political leadership—queenship—was the crown jewel of late antique female power. Since ancient times the role of queen sometimes intersected with that of priestess, and at others with that of warrior. “Priestess-queenship” was attested in ancient North and South Arabia alike, suggesting to some researchers the possibility of a “theocratic society” even before Christianity.62 The “warrior-queenship” attested in late antiquity was a phenomenon native to non-Roman barbarian peoples.63 But money changes people. And the “mercantile impulse” of Arabian society soon cultivated a strong culture of urbanization.64 With the influx of Abrahamic traditions and Roman laws, the urban centers of Arabia adopted increasingly patriarchal forms of urban political leadership.65 To secure their power for future generations, men, I argue, turned to eradicating the power of their political nemeses—women.


Sources tied to Hisham b. al-Kalbi (d. 204/819) stand out to those examining female power in late antique Arabia. Ibn al-Kalbi was himself a prolific author and brilliant medieval researcher. He is famous for being classical Islam’s singular heresiologist of pre-Islamic Arabian religion. In this discipline he had many predecessors. They include several Christian and classical authors, not least of whom were authorities of Semitic background living near or among Syro-Arabian communities, such as John of Damascus (d. 749), ‘Adi b. Zayd (d. ca. 600) whom he quotes directly, Epiphanius of Salamis (d. 403), Ephrem the Syrian (d. 373), Lucian of Samosata (d. ca. 180), and others.


Pagan Goddesses


Ibn al-Kalbi’s Book of Idols is partly built on the Life of the Prophet by Muhammad b. Ishaq (d. 151/768). This hagiography is known in Arabic as the Sirah and serves as our earliest Arabic literary source after the Qur’an.


But Ibn al-Kalbi is unique. His book is a catalog of the male and female divinities which populated the late antique Arabian pantheon. These include gods and goddesses in the vicinity of Mecca’s cubic shrine or temple, known as the Kaabah.66 Among the dozens of deities he records are several known to us through centuries’ worth of Arabian inscriptions, including Nasr and Dushara.


The list of Arabian deities also includes eight cited by name in the Qur’an. Among them are the five gods Wadd, Suwa‘, Yaghuth, Ya‘uq, and Nasr, those hypothetically worshipped by Noah’s people in Q 71:23. His list also includes the three goddesses known to later Islamic tradition as the “daughters of Allah,” namely Allat, al-‘Uzza, and Manat, cited in Q 53:19–22. The explicit mention of these deities in seventh-century scripture is unique, because they are last referred to by Old North and South Arabian inscriptions in the fourth century, with the two goddesses Allat and al-‘Uzza referenced in the works of fifth–sixth century Christian apologists.67


Taken together, the Arabic names of three goddesses—Allat, al-‘Uzza, and Manat—communicate the trilogy of life itself: birth, life, and death. The Semitic name allat means the “goddess”; it is quite simply the feminine form of allah. The name al-‘uzza conveys the meaning “mightiest, strongest,” while manat refers to fate, reckoning, or mourning.68 This trinity of goddesses was worshipped widely by well-established Arabian communities in greater Syria, Mesopotamia, and Yemen, as well as in newly established communities throughout the Arabian Peninsula—including Mecca in the Hijaz—and trading communities on the Mediterranean.69


The goddesses figure importantly in the famous Islamic catalog of pre-Islamic deities, the Book of Idols by Ibn al-Kalbi. In that work, the entry on al-‘Uzza is the longest of any deity, suggesting her supremacy in the Arabian pantheon of late antique Hijaz. She is described as “the greatest idol among the Quraysh.”70 Meanwhile the male god Hubal, claimed to be the major deity of the Meccan Kaabah in the Sirah of Ibn Ishaq, has a meagre entry immediately appended to that of al-‘Uzza. These idiosyncrasies require careful examination and they demand a critical reading of his text, supplemented with documentary evidence where possible.


As is the case with other pagan pantheons, the functions of these three deities in the mythology or cultic practice of late antique Arabia were occasionally interchangeable, notably the role of Allat at first and later al-‘Uzza as “queen of heaven.” This was a divine title originally carried by the ancient Mesopotamian goddess Inanna, but inherited by several succeeding goddesses and devotional figures for millennia. Their ranks include the Canaanite Asherah, the Arabian al-‘Uzza, the Christian figure of Mary as mother goddess and god bearer, and the Muslim figure of Fatimah, daughter of Muhammad.71


Ibn al-Kalbi assigns these deities to the cities where Muhammad sought sanctuary. Thus, he claimed Hijazi urban trading centers took three female deities as matron:




(1)   Allat in Ta’if


(2)   al-‘Uzza in Mecca


(3)   Manat in Yathrib





How much truth this claim holds is not entirely certain. However, the three cities seem to have developed as a tightly knit commercial and cultic consortium. Ibn al-Kalbi’s claim that Manat and Allat are ancient adoptions while al-‘Uzza is more recent, though entirely possible, contradicts his suggestion elsewhere that the former are al-‘Uzza’s two daughters. Furthermore, an exception to our list of previously known Arabian deities are the divine couple Isaf and Na’ilah, whose names were introduced to us through the work of Ibn al-Kalbi. He claims the divine couple desecrated the Kaabah of Mecca by engaging in sexual intercourse during the formative period of the sanctuary’s history.72


Ibn al-Kalbi echoes the cultural memory preserved by his peers and predecessors, that ancient Mecca was a monotheistic city founded by none other than the biblical patriarch Abraham, and that some centuries later the Arab chieftain ‘Amr b. Luhayy, of the Azd tribe and founder of the Khuza‘ah tribe, introduced pagan gods from Syria and the north.73 The stories woven around the contrived accounts of Abraham or ‘Amr are telling nonetheless. Ibn al-Kalbi’s account of the origins of monotheism and idolatry may be an embellished cultural memory. But it recalls, at the very least, the northern origins of Arabic-speaking tribes, including their queens and goddesses, a subject of further examination in the coming chapters. Like Mecca’s imagined patriarchs, its goddesses, he claims, also came from the north. His suggestion that Allat and Manat were ancient deities, while al-‘Uzza was a recent arrival, suggests a seismic shift in Meccan society on the eve of Islam. This was the result of large-scale war, persecution, and conversion.


Ibn al-Kalbi is also remembered as the greatest genealogist of Arabia’s tribes. The medieval study of genealogy is connected to the neighboring encyclopedic ventures of Tabaqat and Hadith. These became hallmarks of classical Islamic scholarship and medieval Arab culture. His Comprehensive Genealogy alongside his other genealogical works, and the Great Book of Generations by his successor Muhammad b. Sa‘d (d. 230/845), are essential resources for excavating the memory of Arabian queens among later generations. Invaluable in this regard is Ibn Sa‘d’s final volume, which is dedicated to biographies of the earliest Muslim women.


Recent memories of “believer queens,” reverberate throughout these rich sources. Among them Zenobia, Mavia, and Khadijah were the stars of Arabian queenship in its Christian phase (third–seventh centuries). However, the more distant memories of late antique Arabia’s “pagan queens” were largely lost. These women were the less-known predecessors who laid the foundations for Arabian queenship in its pagan phase (first–third centuries).


Pagan Queens, First–Third Centuries CE



The medieval Arabic sources have virtually nothing historical to say about the pagan queens of Arabia. Our knowledge of them as heads of state and landed noblewomen come from inscriptions, monuments, and coins left behind by the Aramaic- and Arabic-speaking kingdoms located in the desert steppes between North Arabia, Syria, and Mesopotamia. Our examination begins with the Nabataean kingdom (ca. 312 BCE – 106 CE). This realm is popularly known for establishing permanent trade networks throughout Arabia, especially between Syria and Yemen, and connecting the global markets of the Indian Ocean with those of the Mediterranean Basin. The kingdom’s geographical limits included:




•   Petra, its capital located in Transjordan


•   Hegra, its second largest city located in the Hijaz


•   Sinai74





The authors of the Hebrew Bible acknowledge the Nabataeans as descendants of ancient Ishmaelites (Genesis 25:13). It is little known, however, that Nabataean women were bearers of great economic, political, and religious authority. They were merchants, landlords, and priestesses.75 I argue that the power of Nabataean female nobility peaked around the first century CE, when queens ruled at times independently and helped bring the cities of Petra and Hegra to their apex (ca. 9 BCE – 106 CE). They include:




•   Huldu (d. ca. 16 CE)


•   Shagilath I (d. ca. 40 CE)


•   Gamilath (d. 106 CE)





Following the golden age of queens, the Nabataean realm was conquered by the Romans. Nabataea lost its Hijazi lands and shrank to the smaller province of “Arabia.” The power and prestige of pagan queenship declined dramatically. Or it shifted to newly independent Arabian realms in Syria and Mesopotamia. Notable among them were the city states which Rome would dominate in the coming centuries. They include:
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