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Preface

When Oneworld Publications first approached me about writing a short history of “the First Muslims,” I had not fully envisaged this book. I had expected to write a fairly straightforward account of the major events and key figures of the early formative period of Islam. In the period of gestation, the current book evolved against the crisis-ridden backdrop of today’s world. Hardly anything involving Islam and Muslims appears to take part in a vacuum anymore in the post-September 11 milieu. What influential Muslim intellectuals, politicians, and activists, whether in the Islamic heartlands or the West, choose to say and do often become the focus of intense scrutiny and commentary in intelligencegathering and policy-making circles in the United States and Europe, as well as in academic communities. The actions of the global purveyors of terrorism originating in Muslim-majority countries appear to have tarred all Muslims with the brush of suspicion. Muslim public discourses of self-validation and empowerment today provoke anxious unpacking and deconstruction among both Muslims and non-Muslims. Such Muslim discourses often point back to the generations of early pious Muslims, the salaf, and seek to discover the relevance of their lives and thought and establish their resonances today.

Thus I came to realize that writing about the earliest Muslims and their communities could not be accomplished today without writing about contemporary Muslims as well, on account of the historical and mimetic continuities between the two. This is why my book is as much about the present as it is about the past and why after spending more than the first half of the book talking about the first three generations of Muslims, I then switch to a discussion of today’s Muslims and their issues. The concluding chapters establish how the salaf, as seen through different lenses, continue to shape the world-views and consciousness of many contemporary Muslims in many parts of the world, and why they will – and must – continue to do so.

A word about the method of dating used in this work. When a single date is used, it always refers to the Common Era date, unless specifically stated to the contrary. The infrequent double dates separated by a slash lists the Islamic Hijri date first followed by the Common Era date.

A number of good-hearted people read the whole or part of the manuscript and offered concrete suggestions for revisions and improvement. They include valuable colleagues and friends like Richard Serrano, Masood Farivar, Sebastian Guenther, and Walid Saleh, as well as the anonymous readers of this manuscript, to all of whom I record my thanks. My husband, Steve Vinson, not only read the manuscript and made valuable suggestions for improvement, but also provided critical moral support throughout this undertaking. I owe him a special debt of gratitude. My student assistant, Kendall Hannon, provided special assistance in compiling the bibliography, for which I am grateful. I would also like to thank the faculty and staff, particularly the director, Professor Muhammad ‘Abd al-Haleem, at the Centre for Islamic Studies, School of Oriental and African Studies, London, England, where I spent part of my sabbatical year (fall, 2003), for providing a congenial environment in which to start this project. Thanks are also due to Mike Harpley of Oneworld Publications, who proved to be an efficient, wise, and patient editor. It goes without saying all remaining mistakes and shortcomings in the text are mine alone.



Introduction

WRITING ABOUT THE “FIRST MUSLIMS”

Who are the “First Muslims?” From a Qur’anic and general Muslim universalist perspective, the very first Muslim was Adam, the first human being fashioned by God from clay into whom He breathed His spirit (Qur’an 15:29; 38:72; 32:9). He was also the first prophet, beginning a line of prophecy and prophethood that ended with the mission of Muhammad ibn ‘Abd Allah (d. 632). This universalist perspective is further reflected in the broad meaning assigned to the term Muslim: “one who submits/surrenders to God.” Such a broad definition has been applied to all those who have made a genuine affirmation of their faith in the one Divine Being and thus have professed “true submission to Him.” This is the meaning of the Arabic verbal noun al-Islam, the name given to this primordial religion of all those who submitted to God through time. In this basic, non-denominational sense, all prophets and righteous believers are Muslims (for example, Qur’an 2:136).1 Nature, created by God and submissive to Him, is also described as muslim in the Qur’an (3:83).

There is also the more circumscribed sense of “Muslim” and “Islam,” which dates from the start of the prophetic mission of Muhammad at a specific point in history. The Qur’an uses these terms in both these senses. We will, however, commence our narrative in the seventh century of the Common Era from the time when Islam as a specific religious-historical phenomenon and movement began, and not, like the famous pre-modern historian al-Tabari (d. 923), from the time of Adam. We do this while recognizing the simultaneously broad and circumscribed meanings of “Muslim” and “Islam,” which remain germane to the Qur’anic self-understanding of the universality of its message and implicit in our use of these terms, particularly for the early period.

This is a book about certain key events, ideas, and trends in early Islam and how they came together in the formative period. Other than the Prophet Muhammad himself, it also focuses on key personalities around and after the Prophet who have left their indelible mark on the religious, social, and intellectual history of Islam and who are valorized by later generations for their unique contributions to the evolution of this history. These personalities are historical figures to be sure, but in the way that their memory and legacy have been partially and creatively reconfigured by posterity, they are also to an extent, mythical and “iconic” characters who have fulfilled and continue to fulfil a deeply emotive and symbolic role through the generations. Their influence on the thinking of Muslims in the contemporary period cannot be overestimated. Such is the role of al-salaf al-salih (“the Pious Forbears,” salaf in short), with whom I have conflated the “First Muslims.”

There are competing definitions of the Pious Forbears. The application of this nomenclature is sometimes restricted to the generation of the Companions only, sometimes to the generations of the Companions and the Successors together, and more broadly, to the three generations of the Companions, Successors, and the Successors to the Successors. We have opted for the third, more inclusive definition, mainly because it would allow us to survey a broader span of historical time and assess the contributions of key figures from the third generation as well, whose influence has been seminal for the subsequent development of Islamic thought and practice. We are thus focusing on the period from the early life of Muhammad to the death of the last Successor to the Successors, roughly between 570–855 CE. This broad swath of time for three generations is derived from the traditional dating given in the Arabic sources.

In roughly the first half of the book, we broadly sketch the rise of Islam and the development of the Islamic polity in order to provide a firm historical backdrop to contemporary discussions about the salaf and their milieu. In our later chapters, we explore the construction of the concept of al-salaf al-salih and its continuing relevance in contemporary reformist/modernist and Islamist discourses on diverse topics, such as political authority, the extent of the religious law, the nature of jihad, and the roles of women. How certain key figures, ideas, and events are selectively appropriated by these groups in the contemporary period to legitimize and authenticate their positions on these various issues will be discussed.


THE CHALLENGE OF WRITING SUCH A BOOK

It is a challenge to write a book on this topic in the contemporary period. As a consequence of the various ideological and geopolitical enterprises in which Islam as a perceived essence gets implicated today, writing a book even on the early pre-modern history of Islam may be perceived as a political act. How one chooses to understand and interpret the primary sources is regarded by some as taking an ideologically motivated stand, according to lines already drawn in the sand. Lest this depiction of events comes across as a bit melodramatic, I will proceed to delineate in brief recent pitched battles that have been waged on the question of the reliability of the sources regarding early Islam and, therefore, the historicity of the information available to us.

In the late 1970s, John Wansbrough from the University of London published two books2 in which he provocatively advanced the thesis that the entire corpus of the traditional Arabic sources was to be rejected as ahistorical and to be regarded as essentially fabricated to reflect certain ideological and historical processes occurring through the eighth century of the Common Era. Among these sources he included the Qur’an, which he claimed, was compiled in its final form only around the beginning of the ninth century in the context of a sectarian monotheistic milieu primarily in Iraq. Therefore, Wansbrough argued in turgid prose, it has very little to do, if anything, with first/seventh century Arabia which was a later retrojection. Wansbrough’s controversial study led to the subsequent publication of a number of books impugning the classical Islamic tradition.

Perhaps the most sensationalist of these was Hagarism, the brainchild of the authors Michael Cook and Patricia Crone, published in 1977. The authors sought to “debunk” the traditional accounts of the rise of Islam by using Syriac Christian sources, which offer a rather idiosyncratic account of the rise of Islam in the seventh century supposedly from a Jewish Messianic sect called the “Hagarenes” (in its Anglicized form). Cook and Crone understood the term “Hagarene” to be a reference to Muslims and found it significant that Muslims are not named as such in these works. Arguing from silence, they maintained that this was evidence that Islam and Muslims as we now know them to be could not have existed in this early period. As Neal Robinson has pointed out, the fact that Muslims were exclusively referred to as “Muhammadans” and “Saracens” in European languages until roughly the seventeenth century does not mean that this self-designation among Muslims did not exist before this period.3 Remarkably, Cook and Crone chose to regard the tendentious Syriac material, whose authenticity has been doubted by scholars, as more reliable than the Arabic sources for recreating the formative period of Islam. Mischievously, they stated that their objective in writing the book was to cater to a fellow “infidel” audience.4

Other revisionist works by both academically trained scholars and amateurs impelled by various motives5 were subsequently published in an attempt to establish that traditional accounts of the rise and consolidation of Islam were founded almost entirely on romantic myths and a complex web of fabrications. The polemical and provocative prose which characterizes much of this revisionist literature has generated the suspicion, not unreasonably, that some of its authors are less than wholly motivated by disinterested scholarship. In any case, none of these revisionists has provided irrefutable evidence for casting doubt on the overall reliability of the early Islamic material at our disposal. The criticism they level at their opponents – that much of their position rests on circular reasoning and is based on tenuous and circumstantial evidence at best, sifted to fit their assumptions – can be redirected at them and with better cause.

The more scholarly of these works in their time generated pointed debate in the Western academy, as might be expected. Scholars who took issue with, for example, Wansbrough’s sweeping conclusions, pointed to their highly speculative nature, unsubstantiated by actual documentation.6 Wansbrough’s command of Arabic in critical areas has been shown to be shaky, leading to untenable conclusions. For example, he attempts implausibly to extract the meaning of “a surviving remnant” in the biblical sense from the Qur’anic term baqiyyat. Establishing this meaning is critical to Wansbrough’s revisionist thesis which posits that Muslim scholars were influenced by the biblical election theory in their presumed sectarian milieu in eighth-century Iraq, which becomes reflected in the Qur’anic text. However, as Fazlur Rahman has remarked, the term baqiyyat in its Qur’anic context clearly means “good deeds that survive the doer” (cf. Qur’an 18:46; 19:76) and has nothing to do with “a surviving remnant,” as maintained by Wansbrough. Other lexemes from the same root adduced by Wansbrough in the same vein are shown by Rahman to have no bearing on the concept of a “surviving remnant.”7 Such an idea, in any case, is completely antithetical to the Qur’anic world-view which talks of human salvation and success in this and the next world not in terms of divine election and membership in a privileged community but in terms of personal piety and individual striving (cf. Qur’an 7:128; 21: 105; 33:27, etc.). This will also become apparent in our ensuing discussion regarding the nature and organization of the early Muslim polity.

Newly discovered manuscripts and published works since the late 1970s and 80s, which was the period of floruit for this particular genre of works, have rendered many of the revisionists’ premises obsolete.8 Qur’an manuscripts that have been dated by a number of scholars to the first century of Islam (seventh-century CE) were fairly recently discovered at the Grand Mosque in San‘a, Yemen.9 A number of exegetical works from the Umayyad and early ‘Abbasid periods are now available in both manuscript and published forms, attesting to an already vibrant genre of Qur’an commentary (tafsir) by the late seventh century.10 The earliest published exegetical work available to us now is that of Mujahid ibn Jabr (d. 722).11 As more early sources have become available and better methodologies of interpreting these texts have developed, the more they have tended to confirm the broad historical contours of the information regarding early Islam known to us from traditional sources.12 These recent developments have quite effectively served to undermine the radical revisionist thesis expounded by Wansbrough and his cohorts.

THE APPROACH AND METHODOLOGY OF THIS WORK

In its basic orientation and methodology, this book will reconstruct the era of the first three generations of Muslims by using primarily the classical Arabic sources which relate accounts of their lives and thought: biographical works, historical narratives and chronicles, Qur’an commentaries, heresiographical works, and adab (literary-humanistic or belle-lettristic) works, as well as relevant secondary literature. The foundational and normative religious texts – Qur’an and hadith – are, of course, essential sources for this project of reconstruction. The Qur’an as a document contemporaneous with the first generation of Muslims provided the inspiration for the overall moral, ethical, and organizational cast of the early polity, as I have shown in an earlier study.13 As our following discussion will show, it played a seminal role in shaping a distinctive Muslim communal and historical consciousness from the very beginning which would remain an indelible feature of the polity through the vicissitudes of time. Specific Qur’anic vocabulary launched a specific discourse of piety and, consequently, a certain politics of piety, as will become apparent in subsequent chapters.

For skeptics who would challenge such conclusions, we would offer the following arguments. In addition to extra-Qur’anic textual documentation indicated above, there is considerable internal Qur’anic evidence which points to its provenance in the first/seventh century. The Qur’anic text itself is the best proof for establishing its contemporaneity (both as an oral and written text) with the first generation of Muslims and its central scriptural and inspirational function in this period. For example, a specific kind of Qur’anic vocabulary informs descriptions of the nature and organization of the early Islamic community which would not have been meaningful at a later date. Thus early Islamic discourse on legitimate leadership focused on two Qur’anically-derived concepts: “precedence” or “priority” (sabiqa; less frequently qadam) and “excellence” or “virtue” (fadl/fadila) (cf. Qur’an 9:20; 9:100; 56:10–12; 57:10). The debate predicated on these two concepts was conducted with much passion between the proto-Sunnis and the proto-Shi‘a, since it essentially pitted the qualifications of the first caliph Abu Bakr, supported by the former, against those of the fourth caliph ‘Ali, supported by the latter. The concept of sabiqa was particularly relevant to the status of Muslims in the first generation, and to a lesser extent, the second, since greater social and moral precedence was accorded to those who had converted to Islam early, emigrated to Medina in the first waves, and participated in the early battles with the Prophet.14

By the third century of Islam (ninth-century ce), sabiqa defined as such would no longer have an immediate, contemporary relevance for the faithful but would continue to be invoked in the recollection of these early debates by Muslims in this period. It would stretch one’s credulity to suggest that the narratives recording these debates were created ex nihilo as late as the second or third centuries of Islam, cast in terms that could have been meaningful primarily in the milieu of the first generation of Muslims. Rather, one must more sensibly conclude that these concepts must have existed contemporaneously with the earliest Muslims.

Our sources often show that certain social attitudes and legal rulings prevalent after the second/eighth century had veered away from Qur’anic perspectives on these issues. These are important additional considerations in establishing the early codification of the Qur’an. For example, apostasy accompanied by treasonous acts toward the state (ridda/irtidad), was deemed punishable by death by most legal scholars by the late second/eighth century, yet the Qur’an does not mention such a penalty (or any other penalty) for apostasy. Apostasy is not a punishable offense in this world, according to the Qur’an; its judgment is deferred to God in the next world (Qur’an 2:217; 3:86–91; 4:137; 9:67; 16:106). Similarly, lapidation for adultery was sanctioned by the legal scholars of this time, although not supported by any Qur’anic verse (cf. Qur’an 24:2). Furthermore, in their recounting of the creation of Adam and Eve, Qur’an commentators in this period tended to place the blame on Adam’s wife for the “Fall,” in accordance with the Creation account in the Bible. In the Qur’an, however, Adam gets singled out for blame or blamed equally with his wife (cf. Qur’an 7:11–26; 20:115–24). It is also worthy of note that the word shahid is used in the Qur’an only to refer to a “legal” or “eye-witness”, but by the late eighth century the word was commonly used to refer to “a martyr,” as we know from extra-Qur’anic literature. If the Qur’an was indeed the product of a later period, as the revisionists maintain, then its text should have reflected these attitudes and positions prevalent by the early ninth century among scholars, presumably the same scholars who, according to the Wansbroughian thesis, were busy putting the finishing touches on a final scriptural recension. The fact that it does not is powerful internal Qur’anic evidence for its codification in a much earlier period, as the sources consistently maintain.

By the late eighth/early ninth century, dust had begun to settle on the intense debates regarding the caliphate/imamate between the Sunnis and the Shi‘a. In many ways, this issue by this period had become the overwhelming concern of Sunni theologians and political thinkers. If the Qur’an were still an open canon at this stage, as alleged by the revisionists, it would have been very easy for Sunni scholars as final arbiters of the text to interpolate into it “verses” that would have clearly settled the case in favor of Abu Bakr and ‘Umar in particular. That this obviously did not happen is another robust reason to question the revisionist position.

Furthermore, the accounts concerning the collection of the Qur’an emphasize the role of a woman, Hafsa, the daughter of ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab and the wife of the Prophet, in preserving an early form of the text committed to her safekeeping by her father. This manuscript is said to have formed the basis for the ‘Uthmanic recension. By the ninth century, women had begun to recede to the sidelines of society. Earlier Near Eastern and Byzantine notions of female propriety and seclusion began to gain ground in Islamic societies by this time and the jurists of this period codified many of these changed perceptions of women’s legal and social rights into law, sometimes in downright contradiction of the circumstances that had prevailed in the first century of Islam.15 It is difficult to imagine these accounts which accord such a central role in preserving the word of God to a woman, however pious and prominent, being manufactured from whole cloth in the ninth century when women were beginning to be relegated to the margins of communal life.

Lastly, the sheer enormity of the task that would have been involved, the herculean degree of collusion that would have been required of various groups, and the massive wall of conspiratorial silence that would have had to be consequently maintained in forging a scriptural text at this late date and maintaining the myth of its early provenance underscore the implausible aspects of this revisionist thesis at the level of basic common sense and credibility. These colluding conspiratorial scholars, of course, could not have stopped here. They would have had to manufacture out of whole cloth, according to this revisionist theory, a voluminous corpus of ancillary literature that would project back into the past the labor of their activities, complete with names of first-century figures, detailed historical backgrounds, a literature of reception of the sacred text, its variant readings and praise for its excellences, etc. etc. – as actually exist! These allegations are all the more fantastical when we consider that the Islamic scholarly tradition on the whole is often quite exceptionally frank in recording dissenting opinions, emanating from various groups and factions in the early period, on various theological and doctrinal matters and practices. Al-Tabari’s massive Qur’an commentary and Abu Da’ud’s Kitab al-Masahif (“The Book of Qur’an Copies”) may be considered prime examples of such works. Yet, there is not a whiff of such acts of wholesale forgery taking place in all the variegated reports amassed by these and other authors concerning the collection and interpretation of the Qur’an. Accusations of such suspicious activities cannot be found even among “unfriendly” camps such as the Shi‘a, who could be logically expected to exploit such accounts, since their platform would stand to benefit from their propagation. Except for a few extremist Shi‘i factions which alleged that ‘Uthman’s editorial committee had left out some key verses which presumably established ‘Ali’s claim to the imamate after the Prophet’s death, the mainstream Shi‘a accept the date and canonical status of the ‘Uthmanic codex.

These examples should suffice to show the improbable and idiosyncratic nature of a number of the conclusions arrived at by the revisionists. From a purely heuristic point of view, titillating conspiracy theories often serve to spice up academic debates and force a more critical assessment of certain assumptions or beliefs taken for granted. This has certainly happened. The field has also moved ahead since the 1970s and, as mentioned earlier, newer sources have come to light which have rendered untenable the more outlandish views of the rejectionists.

With regard to the traditional historical and biographical sources, my view of their utility can be summed up as follows. I have basically approached them as the repository of valuable information regarding the early development of the Islamic community, which on careful, judicious scrutiny, yields a comprehensive and realistic account to a considerable extent of the early period. To be sure, the written recording of this information by the eighth and ninth centuries of the Common Era involved the conscious sifting and reworking of earlier oral and written material at the hands of the chroniclers and historians, as is inevitable in such a process. Parts of this recorded information represent straightforward, factual reporting while other parts tendentiously slant the facts and their interpretations to privilege the views of one faction over another. Yet other parts may represent fanciful and embroidered recreations or even fabrications of certain events. The various parts need to be assessed against one another; all have a tale to tell. Taken together and read with a discerning eye, the composite whole gives us a very good idea of the broad historical contours of the development of the Muslim polity in the first three centuries of Islam and of the issues which exercised the minds and imagination of the early Muslims. There is no reason to prevent us from regarding this corpus of material as less than a largely reliable reflection and reconstruction of actual events in their own time as well as their later perception, unless categorically proven to the contrary. This has not happened – despite the assertions of the minority rejectionist camp, which has based its contrarian position on its own rather tendentious reading of the sources and unsubstantiated speculations. The majority of careful and responsible scholars have not found this camp’s position unassailably convincing and the scholarly consensus remains that the traditional historical, biographical, and prosopographical works together constitute an invaluable and indispensable source for the study of the formative period of Islam.16 On this pragmatic note, our project of reconstruction and reappraisal now continues.



The Rise of Islam and Life of the Prophet Muhammad

In roughly 610 CE, an approximately forty-year-old man by the name of Muhammad ibn ‘Abd Allah began receiving divine revelations in a cave in the mountains overlooking the ancient city of Mecca in the Arabian peninsula. Thus, the sources report, began the prophetic mission of Muhammad, the last in a long line of prophets sent by the one God (Ar. Allah) through time for the guidance of humankind. The emissary, through whom the Prophet received his communications from the divine sphere, commanded him to “Recite/read in the name of your Lord!” (Qur’an 96:1). Extra-Qur’anic tradition names this heavenly messenger Gabriel, the angel entrusted with imparting God’s message to His specially chosen apostles on earth. The first word spoken to Muhammad, in Arabic Iqra’ (“Recite/Read!”), foreshadowed the name al-Qur’an given to his collected pronouncements, translated as “the Recitation” and “the Reading.”

From all accounts, Muhammad was an unpretentious and self-effacing young man who was given to introspection and long periods of meditation before his call to prophethood. Orphaned before birth and brought up in modest circumstances by his widowed mother, Amina, and after her death by his uncle, Abu Talib, he developed great compassion for those who were similarly economically and socially disadvantaged. Modern scholars have commented on the influence of Muhammad’s personal and social circumstances upon his prophetic career.1 There is no doubt that these early experiences predisposed him to a certain affinity for the downtrodden and the disadvantaged. The Qur’an itself underscores how God’s mercy protected him during his orphaned childhood and rescued him from waywardness (Qur’an 93), on account of which he is exhorted to give thanks to his Creator and to be kind to those who are less fortunate. Considerable portions of the Qur’anic text must be read in this manner in the context of the Prophet’s life.

Muhammad’s early piety and upright character are well documented in the biographical literature. He is said to have earned the title al-Amin (“the Trustworthy”) on account of his personal integrity and honesty. He formed an alliance, known as Hilf al-Fudul (“Alliance of the Virtuous”), with a group of like-minded young men, which required them to come to the aid of those who needed an extra helping hand, such as widows, orphans, slaves, the poor, and the elderly. Even after his call to prophethood Muhammad would fondly remember his membership in this alliance and is said to have remarked that were it to be revived in the Islamic period, he would gladly join it again.2

His honesty impressed a wealthy widow by the name of Khadija bint Khuwaylid for whom he worked as a merchant, and she proposed marriage to him. At the age of twenty-five, Muhammad married Khadija, who was about fifteen years his senior. The marriage produced three daughters, and two sons who died in their infancy, and conferred relative prosperity on Muhammad, allowing him to spend more time in seclusion and meditation. Khadija proved to be a devoted soul-mate who provided comfort and valuable counsel throughout their twenty-five-year, monogamous marriage. Although Muhammad would go on to marry other women after her death, the sources make clear that he never forgot her and did not cease to speak affectionately of her.3

The young Muhammad, the biographers tell us, was pained by the widespread immorality and social malaise that he saw around him. The sources paint this immediate pre-Islamic period, known in Arabic as al-Jahiliyya, as a period of social and moral decline. Al-Jahiliyya is commonly translated as “the Age of Ignorance;” ignorance, that is, of the word of God. Scholarly studies have uncovered another layer of meaning which is illuminating of Arab tribal values before Islam. In the pre-Islamic repertoire of virtues and vices, the noun jahl, from the same root as jahiliyya, was often contraposed to the noun hilm. Hilm was a prized trait in the well-bred, refined individual and particularly in the leader of the tribe. It is difficult to adequately translate hilm by a single English equivalent. The Arabic word refers to a combination of fortitude, self-control, clemency, and urbanity of disposition, among other qualities. Jahl, as its antonym, indicates a certain recklessness of behavior and boorishness of disposition. Therefore, it is pertinent to understand the designation al-Jahiliyya as also referring to an age of recklessness and disregard for certain moral, spiritual and social values revered by Muslims and other righteous peoples.4

The Qur’an does not suggest that its constellation of values represents a sharp rupture from all Jahili values. Rather, it retains and promotes certain values held to be consonant with its world-view, transforms others, and categorically rejects those that are in direct contravention of its own.5 Thus, as mentioned, Muhammad in the Islamic era continued to speak highly of the Hilf al-Fudul because of the values of generosity, hospitality, chivalry and compassion for the poor and the helpless that this pact upheld, values that also fit very well within the Islamic ethical schema.

At first, the Prophet Muhammad preached quietly among relatives, friends, and acquaintances. The first to accept Islam at his behest was, as is universally acknowledged, his wife, Khadija. Among other early converts were his cousin and later son-in-law, ‘Ali ibn Abi Talib, his close friend and later father-in-law, Abu Bakr, his freedman and adopted son Zayd ibn Haritha, and others. The Qur’an’s clear and powerful message of egalitarianism and social justice particularly appealed to those who were on the periphery of society. Thus younger people, women, and those from less influential tribes and non-Arab backgrounds were especially attracted to Islam. As the number of converts grew, the Prophet received the divine command to proclaim Islam publicly.

Out in the open, Muslims now became vulnerable to rank hostility from the pagan Meccans and persecution by them. An economic boycott imposed on the Muslims by the Quraysh (the Prophet’s tribe) caused unbearable financial and social hardships for the former. To escape these hardships, a small band of Muslims was encouraged by the Prophet to escape to Abyssinia (present-day Ethiopia) whose ruler was the Christian Negus. The Negus’ kindness toward the refugees would forever earn him and Christian Abyssinia a special place in the hearts and imagination of Muslims.

A brighter glimmer of hope appeared in roughly the year 620 CE when a small delegation of men and women arrived in Mecca from the neighboring city of Yathrib seeking an audience with the Prophet. News of Muhammad’s preaching had reached them and they expressed their receptivity toward this new religious dispensation. Upon meeting the Prophet, they embraced Islam at his hands and swore to defend their new religion in what became known as the Pledge of ‘Aqaba in 621. They also invited the Prophet to take up residence among them. During the following two years, Meccan Muslims began to migrate to Yathrib in small waves.

It was during this period shortly before the Migration that Muhammad is reported to have made his night journey to Jerusalem and from there ascended to the heavens. This event is referred to in Arabic as al-Mi‘raj (“the ascension”) in the hadith and biographical literature and is only obliquely referred to in the Qur’an (53:16–18). When the Prophet spoke of his nocturnal journey the day after the event, some expressed incredulity at his statement, but Abu Bakr is said to have believed in him without hesitation, thereby earning the epithet al-Siddiq (“the Truthful”). This mystical, otherworldly experience would fire the literary imagination of Muslims in the later period. A specific literary genre providing wondrous details about the Prophet’s celestial steed, his ascent through the various levels of heaven, and encounter with the prophets of earlier times came into being.6

In 622, the Prophet finally received divine permission to migrate himself to Yathrib, which upon his arrival was re-named Madinat al-nabi (“the City of the Prophet”), Medina for short. Two Companions in particular, Abu Bakr and ‘Ali, played a critical role in the hijra (“migration”), for which henceforth they would be gratefully inscribed in the collective memory of the polity. On the night of Muhammad’s departure, loyal ‘Ali slept in the Prophet’s bed as his decoy and fooled the pagan Meccans into thinking he had not yet left for Medina. Accompanying Muhammad on his perilous journey toward Medina was his stalwart friend Abu Bakr, who sojourned with him in a cave outside Mecca for two nights to avoid detection by the Meccans in pursuit of them, an event widely believed to be referred to in Qur’an 9:40. Years later, ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab, the second caliph, would recognize the cosmic significance of the hijra and declare 622 to be the first year of the new Islamic era.


THE CONSTITUTION OF MEDINA

After moving to Medina, Muhammad drew up a document which detailed the relations primarily between the Muhajirun (Migrant Muslims from Mecca), the Ansar (lit. “helpers;” sc. the Medinan Muslims), and the Jews of Medina. The articles of this document, known in Arabic as Sahifat al-Madina (lit. “the Document of Medina,” or, as is more commonly translated into English, as “the Constitution of Medina”), have been preserved in an early biography of the Prophet composed by Ibn Ishaq (d. 767), available to us in the redaction made by his student Ibn Hisham (d. 833). This document is generally accepted by modern scholars as authentic and largely believed to have been drawn up sometime before the Battle of Badr in 624. Among the reasons adduced for its authenticity are its archaic language and the use of terminology, such as “believers” (al-mu’minun) rather than “Muslims” that is more common in the early Medinan period. As Montgomery Watt has stated, “No later falsifier, writing under the Umayyads or ‘Abbasids, would have included non-Muslims in the ummah, would have retained the articles against Quraysh, and would have given Muhammad so insignificant a place.”7

In his preface to the terms of the treaty, Ibn Ishaq states that “the Messenger of God (peace and blessings be upon him) wrote a covenant between the Migrant Meccan Muslims and the Medinan Helpers, and included the Jews in it and concluded a pact with them. He guaranteed for them [sc. the Jews] their religion and their property, and conferred on them specific rights and duties.”8 The historical significance of the Constitution is considerable, since it gives us a very clear idea of the nature of the polity and of inter-faith relations envisaged in this early period. Some of the salient articles of this treaty are reproduced below:


In the name of God, the Merciful, the Compassionate!

This is a writing of Muhammad the Prophet between the believers and Muslims of Quraysh and Yathrib and those who follow them and are attached to them and who strive militarily (jahada) with them. They are a single community (umma) distinct from other people ... The God-fearing believers are against whoever of them acts wrongfully or seeks an act that is unjust or treacherous or hostile or corrupt among the believers; their hands are all against him, even if he is the son of one of them ... Whosoever of the Jews follows us has the (same) help and support ..., so long as they are not wronged [by him] and he does not help [others] against them.

The peace (silm) of the believers is one; no believer makes peace apart from another believer, where there is fighting in the way of God, except in so far as equality and justice between them (is maintained) ... Wherever there is anything about which you differ, it is to be referred to God and to Muhammad (peace be upon him). The Jews bear expenses along with the believers so long as they continue at war. The Jews of Banu ‘Awf are a community along with the believers. To the Jews their religion (din) and to the Muslims their religion. (This applies) both to their clients and to themselves, with the exception of anyone who has done wrong or acted treacherously; he brings evil only on himself and on his household. For the Jews of Banu al-Najjar the like of what is for the Jews of Banu ‘Awf. For the Jews of Banu al-Harith, the like ... For the Jews of Banu Sa‘ida, the like ... For the Jews of Banu Jusham, the like ... For the Jews of Banu ‘l-Aws, the like ...

It is for the Jews to bear their expenses and for the Muslims to bear their expenses. Between them, there is help (nasr) against whoever wars against the people of this document. Between them is sincere friendship, mutual counsel (nash wa-nasiha), and honorable dealing, not treachery. A man is not guilty of treachery through the (act of) his confederate. There is help for (or, help is to be given to) the person wronged ...

Whenever among the people of this document there occurs any incident (disturbance) or quarrel from which disaster for it (the people) is to be feared, it is to be referred to God and to Muhammad, the Messenger of God (peace and blessings be upon him). God is the most scrupulous and truest (fulfiller) of what is in this document.9



These salient articles point to six noteworthy features: (1) the military jihad in this early period is conceived of as a defensive enterprise in which not only the Muslims (referred to mostly as “believers”) engage in but all those who are attached to them and the Prophet, and expressly includes the Jews; (2) the “single community” (umma wahida) is a multi-tribal and multi-faith community comprised of the Migrant Muslims, the Medinan Muslims, and the Jews, membership in which is predicated on honorable behavior, mutual cooperation, especially in matters of armed defense, and the avoidance of treachery; (3) the Jews and their clients are allowed to continue to practice their religion unmolested (“to the Jews their religion”) as long as they, like the other parties, continue to uphold the terms of the agreement; (4) Jewish–Muslim relations in particular are to be based on honorable dealings with one another, sincere friendship and mutual counsel (nash wa-nasihah), and not treachery; (5) Kinship, the basis for individual membership within a tribe, is replaced with religious faith and personal righteous behavior as the bases for inclusion of the individual within the multi-faith umma; (6) and, finally, Muhammad’s claim to be God’s apostle and thus to be acting in His name as the arbiter of the community is clearly established.

In recent times, there has been renewed attention paid to this highly important document by modern Muslims as an early testament to the pluralist connotations of the term umma and to its actual realization in the earliest years of the Muslim community. In its deployment of the term umma, the Constitution of Medina clearly reflects Qur’anic understandings of this term. It should be pointed out that the Qur’an uses the term umma not only in reference to the community of Muslims but to the communities of Jews and Christians as well, and specifically to refer to the righteous contingent within distinctive religious communities. Thus righteous Muslims constitute an umma wasatan (“a middle community;” Qur’an 2:143), while righteous Jews and Christians constitute an umma muqtasida (“a balanced community;” 5:66) and umma qa’ima (“an upright community;” Qur’an 3:113). The Constitution’s emphasis on righteousness and upright behavior as constituting the principal requirements for membership within the Medinan community is thus shaped by the Qur’anic perspective on umma.

At the same time, it must be noted, the Constitution also clearly shows the influence of the Arab tribal milieu and culture. Muhammad’s newly assumed role as political leader of his community, in addition to his prophetic function, reflects the role of the tribal arbiter (hakam), who exercised a certain degree of political authority within his tribe. The style and language of the document also show similarity with those of traditional Bedouin pacts, as has been cogently demonstrated by R. B. Serjeant.10


WAR AND PEACE

In the roughly twelve years of the Prophet’s Meccan phase, resistance to the Meccan establishment and defense against Meccan persecution was conducted through non-violent means: through peaceful propagation of the message of Islam, the manumission of slaves and other acts of charity, and emigration at first to Abyssinia for some and then to Medina. This situation would change dramatically after the hijra or migration to Medina.

About two years after the Prophet’s migration to Medina, the situation very soon turned belligerent between the Muslims and the Quraysh. Muhammad received a revelation (Qur’an 22:39–40) permitting the Muslims to resort to armed combat, although its precise date cannot be determined.11 Occasional skirmishes that had started earlier in the year culminated in the Battle of Badr outside Mecca on circa 17th of Ramadan, March 2/13, 624. During this battle a small Muslim army of about 300 men fought and triumphed over a larger, more experienced Meccan army of almost 1,000 men. For the early Muslims, this was a powerful vindication of the truth of Muhammad’s prophetic mission and the righteousness of their cause. Qur’an 8:17 is understood by the commentators to refer to this event, which corroborates this sense of direct, divine aid for the Muslims by affirming, “You did not slay them, but God slew them, and when you threw, it was not you but God Who threw.”

The surviving Meccans retreated, smarting from this unexpected defeat, only to regroup and return the next year with a vastly larger army. They met the Muslim army at Uhud in 625. At first, the Muslims were gaining ground in this battle, but the tide turned against them when a large contingent of Muslim archers, sensing victory at hand, deserted their post in the hope of being able to collect their booty. The Meccan cavalry led by the redoubtable Khalid ibn al-Walid, who would later rise to fame as a stalwart warrior in the caliphal armies, saw its chance and swooped down on the Muslim flank and rear. In the resulting mêlée, over seventy Muslims, including Muhammad’s uncle Hamza, were killed, and the Prophet himself was wounded. The remaining Muslim forces at the last minute rallied, causing the Meccans to quit fighting instead of pursuing their earlier partial victory.

In contrast to Badr, Uhud represented a major setback for the Muslims but not a total defeat. The sources point to this event as representing a great trial for the Muslims and an appropriate chastisement for those who had let their greed for material recompense get the better of them. Qur’an 3:166, which states: “What afflicted you on the day when the two hosts met was by the permission of God, and so that He may know the believers and the hypocrites,” is understood to refer to this event.

The next major battle known as al-Khandaq took place in 627 and lasted for about two weeks. Meccan resolve to break the back of the Muslims had hardened and a vast army of about 10,000 men was amassed against them. The Jewish tribe of Banu Nadir played a considerable role in the formation of the Meccan confederacy. According to the biographical sources, the Banu Nadir by this time had been exiled to Khaybar from Medina by the Prophet for the following reasons: (1) for non-payment of their contribution to the blood-money that they owed to the tribe of Banu Amir ibn Sa’sa’a on account of existing tribal alliances and for specific events that had transpired earlier at Bi’r Ma’una; and (2) the Prophet’s receipt of a divine revelation warning him of a plot against him by the Banu Nadir. Another Jewish tribe, the Banu Qaynuqa’ had previously been expelled from Medina after several of its members put to death a Muslim man, who in defending the honor of a Muslim woman, as the sources report, had killed the Jewish man who had insulted and dishonored her. In the prelude to the Battle of al-Khandaq, the Banu Nadir openly came out against the Muslims and succeeded in goading the Banu Ghatafan tribe to join the Meccan confederacy by promising them half the date harvest of Khaybar, on the assumption that they would regain their former lands if the Muslims were defeated. A third Jewish tribe, the Banu Qurayza, publicly feigned neutrality while entering into secret intrigues with the Quraysh and the Banu Ghatafan against the Muslims. These actions of the Jewish tribes, it should be noted, were in violation of the terms of the Constitution of Medina, which had predicated the friendship and alliance between Muslims and Jews on honorable conduct towards one another, avoidance of treachery, and mutual assistance against outside aggression.

The Battle of Khandaq acquires its name from the “trench” (khandaq in Persian) that was dug around the city of Medina, an idea attributed to the Companion Salman al-Farisi who knew it as a defensive strategy from his native Persia. The pagan Meccans tried vainly to cross the trench for two weeks but finally gave up. Their large confederacy dissolved and the Meccan troops retreated toward Mecca.

Muhammad now is said to have moved swiftly against the perfidious Banu Qurayza and demanded their unconditional surrender. The Prophet realized the threat they posed and decided that their fate should be determined by a member of one of their confederate tribes, to which plan the Jews acquiesced and all present agreed to abide by the decision. As Ibn Ishaq reports, Sa‘d ibn Mu‘adh was picked as the judge from the tribe of Aws, which was allied with the Qurayza. Sa‘d decreed that all the men of Banu Qurayza should be put to death and the women and children sold into slavery, according to Old Testament decree, which sentence was duly carried out.12

A digressionary postscript is necessary here. There has been an unfortunate tendency in our time to see reflected in these early violent encounters the genesis of current Jewish–Arab hostilities in the Middle East, the implication being that these two peoples are destined to be at loggerheads with one another. It is important to remember, however, that these Jewish tribes were punished on account of specific acts of treachery which threatened the safety of the Muslim community, and not on account of their being Jews per se. One may contrapose to the incident involving the Banu Qurayza another report occurring in biographical sources regarding a Jewish woman from Khaybar. She brought the Prophet poisoned meat, which he tasted but did not swallow when he realized it had been poisoned. His companion, Bishr ibn Bara’, however, swallowed a morsel of the deadly meat, fell grievously ill, and died soon thereafter. The woman was apprehended and brought to the Prophet who asked her why she had carried out this criminal act. When she replied that she had done so to avenge the defeat of her tribe, Muhammad pardoned her.13 Admirably, this report has not been exploited for possibly fomenting anti-Jewish sentiment. The actions of one Jewish woman were not generalized to other members of her ethno-religious group. It is also worth remembering that Jews in the pre-modern Islamic world were better integrated into their host societies and more humanely treated there than in Christendom in general, something that could not have happened if Jews as a collectivity were perceived to be ontologically morally deficient by Muslims, as they generally were in pre-modern Europe.14


THE TREATY OF AL-HUDAYBIYYA

In 628, Muhammad decided to set out with about 1,400 to 1,600 of his followers to perform the pilgrimage (‘umra) at Mecca. The Meccans interpreted this as a belligerent move and dispatched 200 cavalrymen to intercept them. The Prophet learned of this plan and encamped at a place called al-Hudaybiyya just outside the sanctuary of Mecca. The Meccans sent emissaries to the Muslims who conveyed to the latter that they would not be permitted to enter the city that year to perform the pilgrimage. Negotiations ensued between the two sides and finally a peace treaty, known in Arabic as al-sulh or al-hudna,15 was agreed on by the two sides which guaranteed the cessation of war for ten years. Some of the provisions of the treaty of al-Hudaybiyya were unfavorable to the Muslim side, such as the one which stipulated that if an individual from Quraysh were to come over to the Muslims without permission from his guardian, he was to be sent back to his people, whereas a Muslim defector to the Quraysh would not be sent back. The Prophet later made an exception for Qurayshi women who, upon embracing Islam, escaped to join the Muslims in Medina. He refused to send them back, recognizing the exceptionally delicate situation they would find themselves in if dispatched back to their Meccan relatives.16

According to the terms of the treaty, permission was given to the Muslims to perform the pilgrimage the following year. While the negotiations were underway, the Muslims swore a pledge to Muhammad known as “the Pledge of Satisfaction” (Bay‘at al-ridwan), sometimes also referred to as the Pledge of the Tree (Bay‘at al-shajara) on account of having stood under a tree while making the pledge. This pledge figures prominently in accounts of the life of the Prophet and his Companions. Some sources regard it as establishing the greater moral precedence of the Companions who were present at this event over those who were not, since the pledge was regarded as a test of faith for the Muslims in these sorely trying circumstances. Thus the Qur’an commentator Muhammad ibn Jarir al-Tabari (d. 923) reports in his exegetical work that the phrases al-Muhajirun al-awwalun (“the First Migrants”) and al-sabiqun al-awwalun (“the First of Those Who Preceded”), referred to in Qur’an 9:100, were understood by several authorities to refer in particular to those Muslims who took the pledge of al-Ridwan.17 This high estimation of those who took the pledge under the tree is further reflected in a hadith in which the Prophet states, “Not one of those who pledged their allegiance under the tree will enter the fire.”18

The Treaty of al-Hudaybiyya has also received due attention as an important example of the Prophet’s willingness to resort to diplomacy and peacemaking with his non-Muslim adversaries, even under conditions that were largely unfavorable to the Muslims. Ibn Hisham reports that despite the Meccan arbitrator Suhayl ibn ‘Amr’s provocative behavior during the negotiations and the initial objections of a number of the Companions (including ‘Umar) to the terms of the treaty, the Prophet exercised self-restraint and eventually persuaded all to come around. Qur’an 48:26 which states, “Then God caused His tranquil grace (sakinatahu) to descend upon His messenger and the faithful and made them firmly adhere to words of piety, for they were worthy and deserving of it,” is understood to refer to the events leading up to the treaty and points to the facilitation of the peacemaking efforts on the part of the Muslims through the medium of divine grace.19


THE FALL OF MECCA

Within two years, however, in 630, the stipulations of the treaty were violated when members of the Du’il tribe affiliated with the leading members of Quraysh, especially the tribe of Makhzum, attacked and inflicted losses on the tribe of Khuza‘a who had allied themselves with the Prophet. The Prophet reacted decisively to this turn of events. He mobilized an army of about 10,000 men and set out toward Mecca, encamping on the way at Marr al-Zahran near the city. The Quraysh by now had become quite demoralized. They had watched the ranks of the Muslims swell over the years, with tribe after tribe giving their allegiance to the Prophet. Aware that they had violated the terms of the treaty, the Qurayshi elite no longer wished to put up a resistance. They dispatched Abu Sufyan, a leader of the Banu Umayya who would later play an important role in Islamic history, to the Muslim camp to declare their submission to Muhammad. The Prophet accepted this offer from the Quraysh and declared a general amnesty for all those inside Mecca who would surrender without resistance.

Within a few days, Muhammad, along with his followers, entered the city peacefully, quoting from Qur’an 17:81, “The truth has come and falsehood has vanished. Indeed, falsehood must vanish.” This signal event is referred to in the sources as al-Fath or more fully Fathat Makka, literally “the Opening” or “the Opening of Mecca.” In a dramatic assertion of the establishment of the new, monotheistic religious order, the Ka‘ba was cleansed of the 300 plus idols said to have been housed within it. The early biographers al-Waqidi (d. 822) and al-Azraqi (fl. early ninth century) report that an icon of the Virgin Mary with the Christ child in her arms and a painting of the patriarch Abraham as a very old man were spared.20 Whatever may be the probative value of this report, its circulation points to the Muslim conviction that Islam represented the continuation and fulfilment of the Judeo–Christian tradition rather than a rupture from it.

Very few acts of reprisal took place. On the contrary, the Prophet’s clemency toward those who had earlier shown implacable hostility toward him or his family and toward Islam in general is frequently recounted and eulogized in the literature. Muhammad took his cue from the words spoken by Joseph to his errant brothers, “There shall be no reproach this day. May God forgive you, for He is the most merciful of the merciful” (Qur’an 12:92). Hind, the wife of Abu Sufyan, who had caused the death of Hamza, the Prophet’s uncle, at the Battle of Badr, was pardoned,21 as was Habbar ibn al-Aswad, whose pursuit of the Prophet’s daughter Zaynab, while attempting to escape from Mecca to Medina, had caused her to have a miscarriage.

Until his death a mere two years later in Medina whence he had retired after remaining for only about twenty days in Mecca, Muhammad remained preoccupied with consolidating his position in the rest of Arabia. The year 630–31 is known in the sources as the year of deputations when various Arab tribes sent delegations to Medina to profess their acceptance of Islam or, at the very least, to signal their acknowledgment of the Prophet’s political authority. There was also a delegation of sixty men from the Christians of Najran which was received kindly by the Prophet and allowed to pray in the mosque at Medina over the protests of some. They Christians also concluded a pact with Muhammad, according to which they were granted full protection by Muslims of their churches and their possessions in return for the payment of taxes.22

In these last years of his life, Muhammad is also said to have sent invitations to various “countries and kings of the Arabs and non-Arabs.”23 Muslim scholars have understood this act to underscore the universalist nature of Islam and the duty to propagate the faith among non-Muslims, the parallel being drawn with the disciples of Jesus traveling to various parts of the world to proclaim the Gospel.24 Among the recipients of these missives were the rulers of Byzantium, Alexandria, and Persia. According to the early biographer Ibn Sa‘d (d. 845), the Persian emperor Chosroes was enraged by this missive while the two Christian rulers, the Byzantine emperor Heraclius and the Alexandrian governor Muqawqis, received it graciously, recognizing within it a message of religious kinship worthy of at least respect.25 Heraclius’ and Muqawqis’ attitude, as depicted in the Islamic sources, confirmed a shared genealogy and world-view between Christianity and Islam and appears to point to an early optimistic belief that Christianity would prove to be an ally, not a rival, in a common religious mission to supplant polytheism with a belief in the one God.


FAREWELL PILGRIMAGE

In 632, the Prophet Muhammad set out to perform the pilgrimage (hajj) in Mecca. It was the final pilgrimage of his life. The sermon he gave at the conclusion of the sacred rites is much cited by Muslims, pre-modern and modern, as an encapsulation of the basic religious ideals and ethical orientation of Islam. A major part of this address is reproduced below:


O People, listen to me attentively, for I do not know whether after this year I will be among you again. Therefore listen to what I am saying to you very carefully and convey these words to those who could not be present here today.

 

O People, just as you regard this month, this day, this city as Sacred, so regard the life and property of every Muslim as a sacred trust. Return the goods entrusted to you to their rightful owners. Hurt no one so that no one may hurt you. Remember that you will indeed meet your Lord, and that He will indeed reckon your deeds. God has forbidden you to take usury, therefore all interest obligation shall henceforth be waived. Your capital, however, is yours to keep. You will neither inflict nor suffer any inequity ...

Beware of Satan, for the safety of your religion. He has lost all hope that he will ever be able to lead you astray in big things, so beware of following him in small things.

O People, it is true that you have certain rights with regard to your women, but they also have rights over you. Remember that you have taken them as your wives only as a trust from God and with His permission ...
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