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INTRODUCTION


 



Islam is not merely a theology, or a statement about Allah and his relationship with His creatures. Besides containing doctrinal and creedal material, it deals with social, penal, commercial, ritualistic, and ceremonial matters. It enters into everything, even into such private areas as one’s dress, marrying, and mating. In the language of the Muslim theologians, Islam is a “complete” and “completed” religion.


It is equally political and military. It has much to do with statecraft,and it has a very specific view of the world peopled by infidels. Since most of the world is still infidel, it is very important for those who are not Muslim to understand Islam.


The sources of Islam are two: the Qurān and the Hadīs (“Sayings” or “Traditions”), usually called the Sunnah (“customs”), both having their center in Muhammad. The Qurān contains the Prophet’s “revelations” (wahy); the Hadīs, all that he did or said, or enjoined, forbade or did not forbid, approved or disapproved. The word Hadīs, singular in form (pl. ahadīs), is also used collectively for all the traditions taken together, for the whole sacred tradition.




Muslim theologians make no distinction between the Qurān and the Hadīs. To them both are works of revelation or inspiration. The quality and degree of the revelation in both works is the same; only the mode of expression is different. To them, the Hadīs is the Qurān in action, revelation made concrete in the life of the Prophet. In the Qurān, Allah speaks through Muhammad; in the Sunnah, He acts through him. Thus Muhammad’s life is a visible expression of Allah’s utterances in the Qurān. God provides the divine principle, Muhammad the living pattern. No wonder, then, that Muslim theologians regard the Qurān and the Hadīs as being supplementary or even interchangeable. To them, the Hadīs is wahy ghair matlū (“unread revelation,” that is, not read from the Heavenly Book like the Qurān but inspired all the same); and the Qurān is Hadīs mutwātir, that is, the Tradition considered authentic and genuine by all Muslims from the beginning.


Thus the Qurān and the Hadīs provide equal guidance. Allah with the help of His Prophet has provided for every situation. Whether a believer is going to a mosque or to his bedroom or to the toilet, whether he is making love or war, there is a command and a pattern to follow. And according to the Qurān, when Allah and His Apostle have decided a matter, the believer does not have his or her own choice in the matter (33:36).


And yet situations do arise when the guidance is lacking. It is said of Imam ibn Hanbal (b. A.H. 164, d. A.H. 241 = A.D. 780–855) that he never ate watermelons, even though he knew that the Prophet had done so, because he did not know his manner of eating them. The same story is related even of Bāyazid Bistān, a great Sufi, whose mystical teachings went against orthodox Qurānic theology.


Though the non-Muslim world is not as familiar with the Sunnah, or Hadīs, as with the Qurān, the former even more than the latter is the most important single source of Islamic laws, precepts, and practices. Ever since the lifetime of the Prophet, millions of Muslims have tried to imitate him in their dress, diet, hair-style, sartorial fashions, toilet mores, and sexual and marital habits. Whether one visits Arabia or Central Asia, India or Malaysia, one meets certain conformities, such as the veil, polygamy, ablution, and istinjā (abstersion of the private parts). These derive from the Sunnah, reinforced by the Qurān. All are accepted not as changing social usages but as divinely ordained forms, as categorical moral imperatives.




The subjects that the Hadīs treats are multiple and diverse. It gives the Prophet’s views of Allah, of the here and the hereafter, of hell and heaven, of the Last Day of Judgment, of īmān (faith), salāt (prayer), zakāt (poor tax), sawrn (fast), and hajj (pilgrimage), popularly known as religious subjects; but it also includes his pronouncements on jihād (holy war), al-anfāl (war booty), and khums (the holy fifth); as well as on crime and punishment, on food, drink, clothing, and personal decoration, on hunting and sacrifices, on poets and soothsayers, on women and slaves, on gifts, inheritances, and dowries, on toilet, ablution, and bathing; on dreams, christianing, and medicine, on vows and oaths and testaments, on images and pictures, on dogs, lizards, and ants.


The Hadīs constitutes a voluminous literature. It gives even insignificant details of the Prophet’s life. Every word from his lips, every nod or shake of his head, every one of his gestures and mannerisms was important to his followers. These are remembered by them as best as they could and passed on from generation to generation. Naturally those who came into greater contact with the Prophet had the most to tell about him. ʾĀisha, his wife, Abū Bakr and ʾUmar, his aristocratic followers, Anas b. Mālik, his servant for ten years, who died at the ripe age of 103 in A.H. 93, and ʾAbdullah b. ʾAbbas, his cousin, were fertile sources of many ahadīs. But another most prolific source was Abū Huraira, who is the authority for 3,500 traditions. He was no relation of the Prophet, but he had no particular work to do except that he specialized in collecting traditions from other Companions. Similarly, 1,540 traditions derive from the authority of Jabīr, who was not even a Quraish but belonged to the Khazraj tribe of Medina, which was allied to Muhammad.


Every Hadīs has a text (matn) and a chain of transmission (isnād). The same text may have several chains, but every text must be traced back to a Companion (as-hāb), a man who came into personal contact with the Prophet. The Companions related their stories to their successors (tābiūn), who passed them on to the next generation.


At first the traditions were orally transmitted, though some of the earliest narrators must have also kept written notes of some kind. But as the Companions and the Successors and their descendants died, a need was felt to commit them to writing. There were two other reasons. The Qurānic injunctions were probably sufficient for the uncomplicated life of the early Arabs, but as the power of the Muslims grew and they became the masters of an extended empire, they had to seek a supplementary source of authority to take into account new situations and new customs. This was found in the Sunnah, in the practice of the Prophet, already very high in the estimation of the early Muslims.


There was an even more pressing reason. Spurious traditions were coming into being, drowning the genuine ones. There were many motives at play behind this development. Some of these new traditions were merely pious frauds, worked up in order to promote what the fabricators thought were elements of a pious life, or what they thought were the right theological views.


There were also more personal motives at work. The traditions were no longer mere edifying stories. They were sources of prestige and profit. To have one’s ancestors counted among the Emigrants or Helpers, to have them present at the Pledge of al-Aqabah or included among the combatants at the Battles of Badr and Uhud—in short, to have them mentioned in any context of loyalty and usefulness to the Prophet—was a great thing. So Traditionists who could get up right traditions were very much in demand. Traditionists like Shurahbll b. Sa’d utilized their power effectively; they favored and blackmailed as it suited them.


Spurious traditions also arose in order to promote factional interests. Soon after Muhammad’s death, there were cutthroat struggles for power between several factions, particularly the Alids, the Ummayads, and later on the Abbasides. In this struggle, great passions were generated, and under their influence new traditions were concocted and old ones usefully edited.


The pious and the hero-worshipping mind also added many miracles around the life of Muhammad, so that the man tended to be lost in the myth.


Under these circumstances, a serious effort was made to collect and sift all the current traditions, rejecting the spurious ones and committing the correct ones to writing. A hundred years after Muhammad, under Khalifa ʾUmar II, orders were issued for the collection of all extant traditions under the supervision of Bakr ibn Muhammad. But the Muslim world had to wait another hundred years before the work of sifting was undertaken by a galaxy of traditionists like Muhammad Ismāīl al-Bukhārī (A.H. 194–256 = A.D. 810–870), Muslim ibnuʾl-Hajjāj (A.H. 204–261 = A.D. 819–875), Abū Īsā Muhammad at-Tirmizi (A.H. 209–279 = A.D. 824–892), Abu Dāʾūd as Sajistani (A.H. 202-275 = A.D. 817-888) and others.


Bukhārī laid down elaborate canons of authenticity and applied them with a ruthless hand. It is said that he collected 600,000 traditions but accepted only 7,000 of them as authentic. Abū Dāʾūd entertained only 4,800 traditions out of a total of 500,000. It is also said that 40,000 names were mentioned in different chains of transmission but that Bukhārī accepted only 2,000 as genuine.


As a result of the labor of these Traditionists, the chaotic mass was cut down and some order and proportion were restored. Over a thousand collections which were in vogue died away in due course, and only six collections, the Sihāh Sitta as they are called, became authentic Sahīs, or collections. Of these, the ones by Imām Bukhārī and Imām Muslim are at the top—“the two authentics,” they are called. There is still a good deal of the miraculous and the improbable in them, but they contain much that is factual and historical. Within three hundred years of the death of Muhammad, the Hadīs acquired substantially the form in which it is known today.


To the infidel with his critical faculty still intact, the Hadīs is a collection of stories, rather unedifying, about a man, rather all too human. But the Muslim mind has been taught to look at them in a different frame of mind. The believers have handled, narrated, and read them with a feeling of awe and worship. It is said of ʾAbdullah ibn Masʾūd (died at the age of seventy in A.H. 32), a Companion and a great Traditionist (authority for 305 traditions), that he trembled as he narrated a hadīs, sweat often breaking out all over his forehead. Muslim believers are expected to read the traditions in the same spirit and with the same mind. The lapse of time helps the process. As the distance grows, the hero looms larger.


We have also chosen the Sahīh Muslim as the main text for our present volume. It provides the base, though in our discussion we have often quoted from the Qurān. The Qurān and the Hadīs are interdependent and mutually illuminating. The Qurān provides the text, the Hadīs the context. In fact, the Qurān cannot be understood without the aid of the Hadīs, for every Qurānic verse has a context which only the Hadīs provides. The Hadīs gives flesh and blood to the Qurānic revelations, reveals their more earthly motives, and provides them with the necessary locale.


To clarify certain points, we have also quoted here and there from the Prophet’s traditional biographies, which are no more than ordered traditions arranged chronologically around events in the life of the Prophet. Apart from several maghāzū books (books about the Prophet’s campaigns) which went before, almost the very first definitive biography was that of Ibn Ishāq, who was bom in Medina in A.H. 85 and died in A.H. 151 (A.D. 768) in Baghdad. Other biographers of note who succeeded him and who amply made use of his labors were Al-Wāqidī, Ibn Hishām, and At-Tabarī. An English translation of Ishāq’s Sīrat Rasūl Allāh by A. Guillaume is available under the title The Life of Muhammad (Oxford, 1958).


Until now only partial English translations of some Hadīs collections were available. Therefore, we must thank Dr. Abdul Hamid Siddiqi for filling up this gap and giving us a full-scale translation of the Sahih Muslim (Lahore: Sh. Muhammad Ashraf). The translation of an Eastern text by an Eastern mind has one advantage: it retains the flavor of the original. It may not be in the Queen’s English and may seem rather exotic to those whose mother tongue is English, but it is faithful and reproduces the atmosphere of the original.


Dr. Siddīqī has done more than translate the original work. He has provided copious explanatory notes. In a Sahīh containing 7,190 ahādīs, he provides 3,081 footnotes. In addition to clarifying obscure points and references, the notes give us an authentic taste of traditional Muslim scholarship. In fact, because the notes are set in a well-established scholarly lore, they could be an important subject of treatment in their own right. They show that the role of scholarship in Islam is secondary—that it is the handmaid of the Qurān and the Hadīs, unmotivated by any seeking of its own, but capable of cleverness and even brilliance within its self-chosen role of justifying and defending. Here and there, we have also quoted from the notes—about forty-five times—to give the reader a sampling of Islamic scholarship.


Now a word about how the present volume came to be written. When we read Dr. Siddīqī’s translation, we felt that it contained important material about Islam which should be more widely known. Islam, having been dormant for several centuries, is again on the march. Even before the Europeans came on the scene, the Muslims had their own variation of the “white man’s burden” of civilizing the world. If anything, their mission was even more pretentious for it was commanded by Allah Himself. Muslims wielded their swords to root out polytheism, dethrone the gods of their neighbors, and install in their place their own godling, Allah. That they received plunder and established an empire in the process is another matter. These were accidental terrestrial rewards for disinterested celestial labors.




Thanks to the new oil wealth of the Arabs, the old mission is being revived. A kind of “Muslim Cominform” is taking shape in Jidda. The oil rich Arabs are assuming responsibility for Muslims everywhere, looking after their spiritual needs as well as their more temporal interests. Their money is active throughout the Muslim world, in Pakistan and Bangladesh, in Malaysia, Indonesia, and even India, with a large Muslim population.


The Arabs are still militarily weak and dependent on the West, but the full fury of their interference is to be seen in countries of Asia and Africa which are economically poor and ideologically weak. Here they work from the bottom as well as from the top. They buy local politicians. They have bought the conversion of the presidents of Gabon and the Central African Empire. They have adopted the Muslim minorities of Daruʾl Harb, i.e., infidel countries which have not yet been fully subdued by Muslims. They are using these minorities to convert these countries into Daruʾl Islam, or “countries of peace,” i.e., countries where Islam dominates.


Even in the best of circumstances, it is difficult to assimilate Muslim minorities into the national mainstream of a country. Arab support has made the task still more difficult. It was this support which was behind the rebellion of the Moro Muslims in the Philippines. In India, there is a continuing Muslim problem that refuses solution despite the division of the country. Arab interference has complicated matters still further.


A new fundamentalism is sweeping over the Muslim world, throwing up leaders like Khomeini and Muʾammar Qaddafi. Wherever it triumphs, dictatorship comes in its wake. Fundamentalism and authoritarianism are twins.


According to some thinkers, this fundamentalism is nothing but a search by Muslims for self-identity and self-assertion. It is a weapon of self-defense, derived from the available symbols of their culture, against the materialist and bourgeois values of the West. But on calm reflection, it is also something more; it is also their dream of recapturing the grandeur of their old imperial days. Islam is by nature fundamentalist; and this fundamentalism in turn is aggressive in character. Islam claims to have defined human thought and behavior for all time to come; it resists any change, and it feels justified in imposing its beliefs and behavior patterns on others.


Whether this fundamentalism is considered resurgence or reversal and the threat of the reappearance of an old imperialism will depend on one’s point of view. But anything that throws light on any aspect of the problem will be a great contribution.




This we find the Hadīs literature most fitted to do. It gives a living picture of Islam at its source and of Islam in the making, providing an intimate view of the elements that constitute orthodox Islam in their pristine purity. Indeed, it is these very elements of Islam that Muslims find most fascinating, and thus, motivated by a compulsive atavism, they repeatedly appeal to them and revert to them.


For this purpose, we have chosen as our guide the Sahīh Muslim, which has the advantage of being available in an English translation. Since most Hadīs collections contain the same core material, this self-limitation is no great disadvantage. On the other hand, it fruitfully defines the field of our study and inquiry.


It has one drawback though, both of commission and omission. While we have in this way touched on many points, we have discussed none in full. And, similarly, since we have followed the lead, of the Sahīh Muslim, some matters quite important in themselves remain undeveloped and even untouched because they are not treated in the Sahīh . This problem was unavoidable, but we have tried to overcome it here and there by going beyond the confines of this particular Sahīh .


In spite of the limitations of the procedure we have adopted, the Sahīh Muslim remains a very comprehensive and informative source on Islamic beliefs and behavior, and we have quoted extensively and faithfully from it. It gives us 7,190 traditions divided into 1,243 chapters. In many instances the same text is reported in several chapters with only minor variations but with different chains of transmission. Therefore, in many cases, one hadīs stands for a number of ahādīs, and to quote one hadīs is really to quote a whole chapter. In this volume, we have quoted about 675 individual hadīs having this representative character. Another 700 of the ahādīs we have quoted are group ahādīs or their summaries. Portions that deal with mere rituals and ceremonies and have no particular importance to non-Muslims we omitted altogether, but we readily included anything that had a deeper ring, although such instances are rather rare. For example, in the long “Book of Pilgrimage” (Kitāb al-Hajj), containing 583 traditions, there is not a single one that remotely suggests the idea of the “inner pilgrimage” about which mystics speak so much. Similarly, in the “Book of JihāD and Campaigns,” comprising 180 traditions, there is hardly anything that would suggest the sentiment of jihādʾl-akbar, “the greater warfare” directed against one s own lower nature (nafs). Most of the discussion lacks inwardness.




The Sahīh Muslim, like other Hadīs collections, also gives very intimate glimpses of the life of the Prophet, an impressionistic view that makes him seem more a living, breathing person than the portrayals given in his more formal biographies. Here one comes to know him, not through his pompous deeds and thoughts, but through his more workaday ideas and actions. There is no makeup, no cosmetics, no posturing for posterity. The Prophet is caught as it were in the ordinary acts of his life—sleeping, eating, mating, praying, hating, dispensing justice, planning expeditions and revenge against his enemies. The picture that emerges is hardly flattering, and one is left wondering why in the first instance it was reported at all and whether it was done by his admirers or enemies. One is also left to wonder how the believers, generation after generation, could have found this story so inspiring.


The answer is that the believers are conditioned to look at the whole thing through the eyes of faith. An infidel in his fundamental misguidance may find the Prophet rather sensual and cruel—and certainly many of the things he did do not conform to ordinary ideas of morality—but the believers look at the whole thing differently. To them morality derives from the Prophet’s actions; the moral is whatever he did. Morality does not determine the Prophet’s actions, but his actions determine and define morality. Muhammad’s acts were not ordinary acts; they were Allah’s own acts.


It was in this way and by this logic that Muhammad’s opinions became the dogmas of Islam and his personal habits and idiosyncrasies became moral imperatives: Allah’s commands for all believers in all ages and climes to follow.


In regard to the title of the book, the Hadīs gives such a spontaneous and realistic view of the Prophet that it could most faithfully be called “Muhammad in the Words of Hadīs (Sahīh Muslim)”, but since a good deal of Islam is Mohammadism, it could equally justly be called “Islam in the Words of Hadīs.”


In devout Islamic literature, whenever the name or the title of the Prophet is mentioned, it is accompanied by a standard blessing, “may peace be upon him.” A similar formula, “may Allah be pleased with him,” accompanies the mention of any of his more important Companions. In our quotations from this literature, we have omitted these formulas in the interest of smoother reading.


Diacritical marks are necessary in specialist works, but they do not have the same usefulness in books of a more general nature. Therefore, in order to avoid them as far as possible, we have rendered the letters of the Arabic alphabet by their nearest English equivalents in sound-value.


For example, the Arabic alphabet’s se, sīn, and swād have been uniformly rendered by the English s; te (soft dental) and toe by t; zāl, ze, and zwād by z. We have also used two diacritical marks: a macron over a vowel sound to indicate that it is long, and an aposrophe (ʾ). The apostrophe generally is used to render another sound called hamza, but we have made it do also for another sound, ain\ both have to be learned by ear, but these could be disregarded by non-Arabian readers, for they do not affect the substance of the book.


Shri L. C. Jain, Dr. Sisir Kumar Ghose, Shri A. C. Gupta, Shri Kaidar Nath Sahani, and Mrs. Francine Ellison Krishna read the manuscript in that order and suggested many improvements. Shri H. P. Lohia and Shri Sita Ram Goel were associated with the manuscript at every stage of its writing. The present edition is due entirely to two Indian friends, one from Bengal and the other from Andhra Pradesh, now both resident in America; they have preferred to remain anonymous. Shri P. Rajappan Achary typed out the manuscript. I thank them all gratefully.


Ram Swamp
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FAITH (ĪMĀN)


 



The very first book of the Sahīh Muslim is the “Book of Faith” (Kitāb al-Ī mān). It contains 431 traditions (ahādīs) divided into ninety-two chapters. It discusses questions regarding faith. Someone comes to Muhammad from a great distance, yet without any sign of fatigue, and says: “Muhammad, inform me about al-Islam.” The Messenger of Allah replies: “Al-Islam implies that you testify that there is no god but Allah and that Muhammad is the Messenger of Allah, and you establish prayer, pay Zakāt, observe the fast of Ramzān [Ramadan] and perform pilgrimage.” Later on, when the inquirer is gone, Muhammad tells ʾUmar: “He was Gabriel. He came to you in order to instruct you in matters of religion” (1).* This is the very first hadīs narrated by ʾUmar, the future Khalīfa, through several chains of narrators.


This theme runs through hundreds of ahādīs. Al-Islam is faith in Allah, faith in Muhammad as His Messenger, faith in His Book, in His angels, in the resurrection, in the hereafter, and in the payment of the poor tax (zakāt) and the observance of fast (Ramzān) and pilgrimage.




ALLAH IS NOT ENOUGH



Belief in Allah alone in not sufficient. It must be accompanied by belief in the apostleship of Muhammad. A delegation of the tribe of Rabīʾa visits Muhammad. He tells the delegates: “I direct you to affirm belief in Allah alone,” and then asks them: “Do you know what belief in Allah really implies?” Then he himself answers: “It implies testimony to the fact that there is no god but Allah, and that Muhammad is the Messenger of Allah.” Other things mentioned are prayer, zakāt, Ramzān, and “that you pay one-fifth of the booty”(23). We shall hear more about war booty in its proper place.


In the same vein, Muhammad tells Muʾāz, whom he sends out as governor of Yemen: “First call them to testify that there is no god but Allah, that I [Muhammad] am the Messenger of Allah; and if they accept this, then tell them that Allah has made Zakāt obligatory for them” (27).


There is a still clearer statement of Muhammad’s mission. “I have been commanded to fight against people till they testify that there is no god but Allah, that Muhammad is the Messenger of Allah, and they establish prayer, and pay Zakāt and if they do it, their blood and property are guaranteed protection on my behalf” (33).


Muhammad retails the word “Allah” profusely, but there are times when even Allah occupies a backseat. “None of you is a believer till I am dearer to him than his child, his father and the whole mankind,” Muhammad tells the believers (71).


Allah and his Messenger—rather, Muhammad and his God—prayer, zakāt, Ramzān, and pilgrimage are sometimes called the “five pillars” of Islam, but there are other beliefs and institutions no less important which recur again and again in the Hadīs. These are, to name the more important ones, Paradise, Hell, Doomsday, jihād (holy war against polytheists), jizyā (the poll tax paid by polytheists), war booty (ghanīmah), and khums (the holy one-fifth). These are the staples of the religion preached by Muhammad. Allah becomes concrete in His threats and punishments of Hell, and in His promises and rewards of Paradise. Similarly, in the history of Islam, jihād and war booty have played a more important role than even pilgrimage or zakāt. All of these concepts will come up for review in this study in their proper places.




GOOD AND EVIL DEEDS



What are good deeds and what are bad deeds? These questions have been the concern of many religions, many philosophies, and many teachers. Islam too has provided its characteristic answers. It tells us that good deeds are not a matter of indifference but must be coupled with the choice of the right religion. Abdul Hamīd Siddīqī, the translator of the Sahīh Muslim, gives the Islamic view in the following words: “The good deeds performed in the state of ignorance (outside the fold of Islam) are indicative of the fact that a man is inclined towards piety. But to be truly pious and virtuous it is quite essential to have the correct understanding of the Will of God. This can be confidently known only through the Prophets and is embodied in Islam. Thus without having faith in Islam we cannot serve our Master and Lord according to His Will.... The acts of virtue may be good in their own way but it is by coming within the fold of Islam that these become significant and meaningful in the eyes of the Lord” (note 218).


In the eyes of Muhammad, a wrong theology is worse than wicked deeds. When asked, “Which sin is the gravest in the eyes of Allah?” he replies: “That you associate a partner with Allah.” To kill your child and to commit adultery with the wife of your neighbor are second and third in gravity according to Muhammad (156).


In fact, only a wrong theology can keep a Muslim out of Paradise. But no morally wicked act—not even adultery and theft—can prevent his entry. Muhammad tells us: “Gabriel came to me and gave me tidings: Verily he who died amongst your Ummah [sect, nation, group] without associating anything with Allah would enter Paradise.” In clarification, Abū Zarr, the narrator of the hadīs, asks Muhammad whether this is true even if the man committed adultery and theft. Muhammad replies: “Yes, even if he committed adultery and theft” (171). The translator clarifies the point further: He says that adultery and theft “are both serious offences in Islam. . . but these do not doom the offender to the eternal hell,” but polytheism or associating any god “with the Lord is an unpardonable crime and the man who commits it is doomed to Hell” (notes 169 and 170).


If polytheism is the worst of crimes, monotheism, by the same token, is the best of virtues. Muhammad is asked about “the best of deeds.” He replies: “Belief in Allah.” “What next?” he is asked. “Jihād,” he replies (148). In Muslim theology the formula “belief in Allah” of course means “belief in Allah and His Messenger.” Once one accepts the theological belief in Allah and His Messenger, one’s past crimes are obliterated, and future ones hold no great terror. Muhammad gave this assurance to some polytheists who “had committed a large number of murders and had excessively indulged in fornication,” but who were ready to join him. To another person who felt a sense of guilt about his past, Muhammad said. “Are you not aware of the fact that Islam wipes out all the previous misdeeds?” (220).


MORAL VALUES



Muhammad’s religion is predominantly theological, but moral values are not altogether neglected. The pre-Muslim Arabs believed in many moral values common to all mankind. Muhammad retained these values but gave them a sectarian twist. A Muslim owes everything to the ummah, very little to others. He has no obligations, moral or spiritual, toward non-Muslims as part of the human race, except to convert them by sword, spoils, and jizyā. For example, sincerity is a universal human value, and we should exercise it in our relations with one another irrespective of creed and nationality. But in Islam, it is limited to Muslims. Muhammad at one place defines al-din (“the religion,” i.e., Islam) as “sincerity and well-wishing,” which should be a good definition for any religion. But on being asked, “Sincerity and well-wishing for whom?” he replies: “For Allah, His Book, His Messenger and for the leaders and general Muslims” (98). Jarīr b. ʾAbdullah reports that he “pledged allegiance to the Apostle of Allah on sincerity and well-wishing for every Muslim” (102).


Again, other moral values are given the same twist, and the universal is turned into the sectarian. Muhammad tells his followers: “Abusing a Muslim is an outrage and fighting against him is unbelief” (122).


THEOLOGY DISTORTS MORALS



No wonder that such a sectarian and preponderantly theological approach should now and then teach us topsy-turvy morals. Thanks to this approach, despoiling a whole people is meritorious if they are polytheists, but stealing booty once it is in the possession of Muslims is a mortal sin. A slave of Muhammad died in a holy war, thus automatically earning a place in Paradise as a martyr. But Muhammad saw “him in the Fire for the garment or cloak that he had stolen from the booty.” On hearing this, some people were greatly perturbed. One of them who had presumably committed a similar act of pilfering, came to Muhammad “with a lace or two laces and said: Messenger of Allah, I found them on the day of Khaibar [name of a battle]. The Holy Prophet remarked: This is a lace of fire or two laces of fire” (210). This means, as another text puts it, that like the two pieces of lace the man had stolen, there will be two columns of fire like unto these waiting for him in the hereafter.


To rob a whole people is piety, but to remove a paltry something from a looted treasure is moral depravity of a magnitude that deserves eternal fire. Men driven by ordinary temptations indulge only in petty crimes and small lapses, but committing real enormities needs the aid of an ideology, a revelation, a God-ordained mission.


THE PRE-MUSLIM ARABS



Muslim theologians and writers are in the habit of painting a very dark picture of pre-Islamic Arabia. They describe it as morally depraved and utterly lacking in any sense of chivalry and generosity, referring to this period of history as the “state of ignorance or barbarism” (jahilīyya). Everything good began with Muhammad. But there are many ahādīs which prove the contrary. We are told that one Hakīm b. Hīzam did “many deeds of religious purification... in the state of ignorance” (222). Another hadīs tells us that he “freed one hundred slaves and donated one hundred camels” in this state (225).


Ordinarily such good acts do not avail a polytheist; but if he embraces Islam, it is a different story, and the whole complexion of his acts is changed. They are no longer wasted; they become fruitful and are credited to his account. Muhammad assures Hakim: “you have accepted Islam with all the previous virtues that you had practised” (223).




EVIL THOUGHTS AND EVIL DEEDS



A Muslim is Allah’s prodigal son as well as His spoiled child. His past is forgotten unless it is good, his future is assured, and many things are permissible for him that are not permissible for a polytheist or even for a Jew or a Christian, the Peoples of the Book. Jesus spoke of “lusting with the eyes” regarding it as bad as lust in its more visible form. But Muhammad gave greater latitude to his followers: “Verily Allah forgave my people the evil promptings which arise within their hearts as long as they did not speak about them or did not act upon them” (230). This idea is expressed with less partiality and in more universal terms in the Indian spiritual tradition. God knows that man is weak and forgives his lapses and failure but supports his strength and multiplies his good. The less theistic but not less exalted yogic systems would put this idea somewhat differently and in more psychological terms—we should not harp too obsessively on our lapses, but should dwell more lovingly on the Divine within us.


MUHAMMAD HAS THE LARGEST FOLLOWING ON THE DAY OF JUDGMENT



Muhammad tells us that he “will have the greatest following on the Day of Resurrection” (283). And understandably so, for the hellfire is on his side. The hellfire will be busy consuming the opponents of Muhammad, and there will be no one left for Paradise to receive except the Muslims.


Muhammad tells us: “He who amongst the community of Jews and Christians hears about me, but does not affirm his belief in that with which I have been sent and dies in this state of disbelief, he shall be but one of the denizens of Hell-Fire” (284). The Jews and Christians will suffer in hell not only for their own unbelief in Muhammad, they will also act as proxies for any Muslims who happen to be sent there. “There would come people amongst the Muslim on the Day of Resurrection with as heavy sins as a mountain, and Allah would forgive them and he would place in their stead the Jews and the Christians,” Muhammad tells us (6668). This would also, incidentally, solve the problem of space in heaven: “Space in paradise would be provided by Christians and Jews being thrown into Hell-Fire,” the translator tells us (note 2967).




Another important segment of the infernal population is made up of women. Muhammad says, “O womenfolk... I saw you in bulk amongst the dwellers of Hell.” When a woman asks him why it should be so, Muhammad tells her: “You curse too much and are ungrateful to your spouses. I have seen none [like them] lacking in common sense and failing in religion but robbing the wisdom of the wise.” The “proof of the lack of common sense” in them is the fact that in Allah’s law promulgated by Muhammad himself, “the evidence of two women is equal to one man”; and the proof of their failing in religion, as he tells them, is that “you spend some nights and days in which you do not offer prayer and in the month of Ramzān you do not observe fast” (142). Women sometimes abstained from voluntary fasts because the Prophet had commanded that it was more meritorious for them to do their duty by their husbands than to fast. ʾĀisha, the Prophet’s wife, did not observe some fasts “due to the regards for the Apostle of Allah” (2550). But, it seems, the very merit of women turns into its opposite: predestined damnation.*




THE DAY OF JUDGMENT



The Day of Judgment (qiyāmat), the Last Day (yaumuʾl-ākhir), is an indispensable prop of Muslim theology. In the Qurān, the word qiyāmat appears seventy times and in addition has seventy-five synonyms, as shown by Mirza Hairat in his Mukaddma Tafsīruʾl Furqan* Along with its attendant concepts, Paradise and Hell, it pops up from practically every page of the Hadīs too. The dreaded day (yaum), colorfully described as the day of “reckoning” (hisāb), or of “separation” (fasl), or of “standing up” (qiyāmah), is mentioned over three hundred times in the Qurān.


The arrival of the Last Day will be announced by many signs. “When you see a slave woman giving birth to her master—that is one sign; when you see barefooted, naked, deaf and dumb as the rulers of the earth—that is one of the signs of Doom. And when you see the shepherds of the black camels exult in buildings—that is one of the signs of Doom” (6). In short, when the poor and the deprived inherit the earth, that is the end of it according to Muhammad.


There is a vivid account of the Day of Resurrection in eighty-two ahādīs at the end of the “Book of Faith.” Muhammad tells us that on this day, Allah “will gather people,” a “bridge would be set over the hell,” and “I [Muhammad] and my Ummah would be the first to pass over it” (349).


Unbelievers, of course, will be thoroughly miserable on this day but even the Jews and the Christians—the Peoples of the Book—will fare no better. For example, Christians will be summoned and asked, “What did you worship?” When they reply, “Jesus, the son of Allah,” Allah will tell them, “You tell a lie; Allah did not take for Himself either a spouse or a son.” Then they will be asked what they want. They will say: “Thirsty we are, O our Lord! Quench our thirst.” They will be given a certain direction, and Allah will ask: “Why don’t you go there to drink water?” When they go there, they will find that they have been misguided; the water is no more than a mirage, and it is really hell. Then they will “fall into the Fire” and perish (352).


On this day, no other prophet or savior will avail except Muhammad. People will come to Adam and say: “Intercede for your progeny.” He will reply: “I am not fit to do this, but go to Ibrāhīm, for he is the friend of Allah.” They will go to Ibrāhīm, but he will reply: “I am not fit to do this, but go to Moses, for he is Allah’s Interlocutor.” They will go to Moses, but he will reply: “I am not fit to do this, but you go to Jesus, for he is the Spirit of Allah and His Word.” They will go to Jesus, and he will reply: “I am not fit to do this; you better go to Muhammad.” Then they will come to Muhammad, and he will say: “I am in a position to do that.” He will appeal to Allah, and his intercession will be granted (377).


In many ahādīs (381–396), Muhammad tells us that among the apostles he has a special intercessory power, for “no Apostle amongst the Apostles has been testified as I have been testified” (383). If this is true, it gives substance to his claim that among the apostles he “would have the largest following on the Day of Resurrection” (382). Thanks to his special role, “seventy thousand persons of [my] Ummah would enter Paradise without rendering an account” (418), and Muslims “would constitute half the inhabitants of Paradise” (427). Considering that unbelievers, infidels, and polytheists are strictly kept out, and that the entry of Jews and Christians also is prohibited, one wonders who will be the other half of the population of Paradise.


How did Muhammad acquire this special intercessory power? Muhammad himself answers this question: “There is for every Apostle a prayer which is granted, but every prophet showed haste in his prayer. I have, however, reserved my prayer for the intercession of my Ummah on the Day of Resurrection” (389). The translator makes this statement clearer for us. He says: “The Apostles are dear to Allah and their prayers are often granted. But with every Apostle there is one request which may be called decisive with regard to his Ummah, and with it is decided their fate; for example, Noah in a state of distress uttered: ‘My Lord! leave not any one of the disbelievers in the land’ (al-Qurān 71.26). Muhammad reserved his prayer for the Day of Resurrection and he would use it for the salvation of the believers” (note 412).


We have no means of knowing about the curse of Noah, but this kind of cursing is quite in Muhammad’s line. For example, look at his curse against several tribes: “O Allah! trample severely Muzar and cause them a famine... O Allah! curse Lihyān, Riʾl Zakwān, Usayya, for they disobeyed Allah and His Messenger” (1428).


In any case, when the disbelievers are being hurled into the Fire, Muhammad will not intercede even when he knows that no other intercession would avail: “Thou shalt not damn thy enemies, but needst not go out of your way to save them.”


THE PROPHET’S FATHER AND UNCLES



We must admit, however, that Muhammad was consistent. He reserved his power for saving his ummah, those who believed in Allah to the exclusion of Allāt and ʾUzzā, and in his own apostleship. He did not use it to save even his dearest and nearest ones like his father and uncle. Regarding his father, he told a questioner: “Verily, my father and your father are in the Fire” (398). But he was somewhat more kind to his uncle, Abū Tālib, who brought him up and protected him but who did not accept his religion. About him, Muhammad tells us: “I found him in the lowest part of the Fire and I brought him to the shallow part” (409). But even this shallowest part must have been roasting the poor uncle. Muhammad assures us that “among the inhabitants of the Fire Abū Tālib would have the least suffering, and he would be wearing two shoes of Fire which would boil his brain” (413). Would you call that much of a relief?


Though Muhammad took pride in “establishing ties of relationship,” he himself repudiated all ties with the generations of his forefathers and their posterity. “Behold! the posterity of my fathers. . . are not my friends,” declares Muhammad (417). On the Day of Resurrection, their good works will not avail them. ʾĀisha, the Prophet’s young wife, reports: “I said: Messenger of Allah, the son of Judʾān [a relation of hers and one of the leaders of the Quraish] established ties of relationship, fed the poor. Would that be of any avail to him? He said: it would be of no avail to him” (416).


God’s mind is made up with regard to the polytheists; therefore, a true believer should not even seek blessing on their behalf. As the Qurān says: “It is not meet for the Prophet and for those who believe, that they should beg pardon for the polytheists, even though they were their kith and kin, after it had been known to them that they were the denizens of Hell” (9:113).




MUHAMMAD’S NIGHT JOURNEY TO HEAVEN



Various other matters, such as Muhammad’s night journey to Jerusalem, and the coming of Dajjāl and Jesus before the Day of Resurrection, are also discussed in the “Book of Faith.” These are quite important in Islamic lore.


One night, riding on al-Barāq, “an animal white and long, larger than a donkey but smaller than a mule,” Muhammad was taken to the Temple in Jerusalem and from there to the different regions, or “circles” (as Dante called them), of heaven, on the way meeting different apostles. Adam he met in the first heaven, Jesus in the second, Moses in the sixth, and Abraham in the seventh. Then he met Allah, who enjoined on the Muslims fifty prayers a day. But on the advice of Moses, Muhammad made a representation to Allah and the number was reduced to five. “Five and at the same time fifty”—one prayer will now count for ten—for “what has been said will not be changed” (313). So nothing was really lost in efficacy, and five will do the work of fifty.


The more mystic-minded explain this journey spiritually, but Muhammad’s Companions and later on most Muslim scholars believe that the journey or ascension (miʾrāj) was physical. Many in his day scoffed at Muhammad and called his journey a dream. But our translator argues that precisely because it was not believed, it was not a dream! For “had it been only a dream, there would have been no occasion for such a reaction about it. Visions like this can flit across the imagination of any man at any time” (note 325).


JESUS



Muhammad had a belief of a sort in Jesus. In fact, this belief, along with his belief in the apostleship of Moses and Abraham, is often cited as a proof of Muhammad’s liberal and catholic outlook. But if we look at the matter closely, we find it was more a motivated belief, meant partly to prove his own apostolic pedigree, and partly to win converts from among the Jews and the Christians. In any case, his opinion of Jesus does not amount to much. He turned Jesus into a mujāhid (crusader) of his entourage. When Jesus returns in the Second Coming, no more than a pale copy of Muhammad, he will be waging war against the Christians as well as others: “The son of Mary will soon descend among you as a just judge. He will break crosses, kill swine, and abolish Jizyā” Muhammad proclaims (287). How? The translator explains: “Cross is a symbol of Christianity. Jesus will break this symbol after the advent of Muhammad. Islam is the dīn (religion) of Allah and no other religion is acceptable to him. Similarly, the flesh of the swine is a favorite dish of the Christians. Jesus will sweep out of existence this dirty and loathsome animal. The whole of the human race would accept Islam and there would be no zimmīs left, and thus Jizyā would be automatically abolished” (notes 289–290). Jesus is regarded as a just Judge, but this only means that he will judge according to the sharīʾah of Muhammad. For, as the translator explains, “the Sharīʾah of all the earlier prophets stands abrogated with the advent of Muhammad’s Apostleship. Jesus will, therefore, judge according to the law of Islam” (note 288).





*All traditions in the Sahīh are serially numbered. So also are the notes and comments of the translator. In quoting them, we give their numbers in parentheses.


*A woman’s social and legal disabilities, and even her differential biological constitution and functions, are interpreted in terms of her moral inferiority for which Allah has rightly punished her. In his Counsel for Kings, Al-Ghazzālī (A.D. 1058–1111), a famous Arab divine of his time, says that “Allah, He be praised, punished women with eighteen things”: (1) menstruation; (2) childbirth; (3) separation from parents and marriage to a stranger; (4) pregnancy; (5) not having control over her own person; (6) a lesser share in inheritance; (7) her liability to be divorced and inability to divorce; (8) its being lawful for men to have four wives, but for a woman to have only one husband; (9) the fact that she must stay secluded in the house; (10) the fact that she must keep her head covered inside the house; (11) the fact that two women’s testimony has to be set against the testimony of one man; (12) the fact that she must not go out of the house unless accompanied by a near relative; (13) the fact that men take part in Friday and feast day prayers and funerals while women do not; (14) disqualification for rulership and judgship; (15) the fact that merit has one thousand components, only one of which is attributable to women, while nine hundred and ninety-nine are attributable to men; (16) the fact that if women are profligate they will be given only half as much torment as the rest of the community at the Resurrection Day; (17) the fact that if their husbands die they must observe a waiting period of four months and ten days before remarrying; (18) the fact that if their husbands divorce them they must observe a waiting period of three months or three menstrual periods before remarrying (Nasīhat Al-Mulūk, London: University of Durham Publications, 1971; pp. 164–65).


*All these synonyms are reproduced in Qurān Parichaya, a work in Hindi (author and publisher, Deva Prakash, Ratlam, India).
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