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  INTRODUCTION




  This is a life of Ahmad ibn Hanbal, major advocate of Sunni theology, major collector and critic of hadith, and eponym of the Hanbali school of law. Sunni theology is still with

  us, Ahmad’s great hadith collection, the Musnad, is available in multiple e ditions, and the Hanbali school is practically established in Saudi Arabia. Because he was on the winning

  side, Ahmad’s life has unusual significance and can tell us more about Muslim values and experiences than that of almost any of his contemporaries. On the other hand, today’s Sunni

  theology and Hanbali law are inevitably twentieth- or twenty-first-century versions, while the Musnad is read in a widely different context from the one in which it was composed. It is

  therefore particularly interesting how far Ahmad was aware of how his favorite projects were getting away from him: how, in his lifetime, Sunni theology, the collection and criticism of hadith, and

  Islamic law were developing in uncomfortable new ways. In many ways, Ahmad was not in the vanguard of the new Sunni synthesis but was the last of the rearguard, holding on to the ways of pious

  Muslims in the early period against urgings in favor of new, more accommodating ways.




  One might well write a life of Ahmad by translating one of the medieval biographies. The first modern biography, published in 1897, was largely Walter Patton’s retelling of the biography

  written by one of Ahmad’s sons, Salih, which was known to Patton through the manuscript of a later compendium of biographies. It would be useful to students were such a translation available.

  My own knowledge of, for example, church history has depended heavily on translations from Greek and Latin. And I do not claim to know more than Ibn ‘Asakir, Ibn al-Jawzi and al-Dhahabi.




  The first disadvantage of translating a medieval biography is that it inevitably presents a medieval point of view. A full-time scholar has had the chance to develop a taste for such literature,

  but most readers would find it grotesque. For example, one chapter of Ibn al-Jawzi’s biography is simply a list of the more than four hundred persons from whom Ahmad collected hadith. A

  proper analysis would easily exceed the limits of a normal biography (a recent scholarly treatment of just the 292 shaykhs who appear in the Musnad stretches to 420 pages) and I doubt

  would interest any but specialists. It would also be too long. The books in this series are about 40,000 words, whereas a translation of Dhahabi’s would require a good 60,000 and Ibn

  al-Jawzi’s over 150,000. Hence I make bold to compose a new biography.




  A few words about usage. In modern Western scholarship, Ahmad is more often called Ibn Hanbal. He is sometimes called “Ibn Hanbal” in medieval Arabic sources, as well,

  though more usually, medieval sources refer to him as “Ahmad”, and that is the custom I shall follow. (“Abu ‘Abd Allah” is the standard designation in first-generation

  Hanbali works.) In this book, Sunni normally indicates what it did to Ahmad himself: the party that wanted Islamic law and theology to be based strictly on hadith as opposed to custom or

  rational speculation. It has a narrower range than that which it acquired in the century after Ahmad’s death. Renunciant is my normal translation of the Arabic zahid,

  meaning someone who renounces this world and its comforts in favor of orienting himself towards God and the after-life. Islamicists have more often used ascetic but that has the

  disadvantages of having a technical sense in the sociology of religion (mainly in contrast to mystic) and of being a precise translation of mujtahid (a much less commonly used

  word in this part of the Islamic tradition) rather than zahid. Transliteration of Arabic follows the Library of Congress standard with the important exception that dots under consonants

  and macrons over vowels appear only in the index.




  As a courtesy, I give years in split form: that is, the year of the Hijrah appears first, then the year of the Common Era; for example 241/855, the year of Ahmad’s death. Centuries I give

  only after the Common Era; hence, “the eighth century” refers to 701–800 CE, corresponding roughly to AH 82–185. Hijri years, the natural preference of Arabic sources,

  follow the moon and therefore do not line up evenly with solar years. However, a given Hijri year indicates no less precisely when something happened than does a given year of the Common Era;

  simply guessing in which Common Era year a given event took place is not respectable scholarship.




  References to the Prophet in Arabic sources are often followed by the words salla Allah ‘alayhi wa-sallam, for which writers in English sometimes use the phrase “peace be

  upon him.” I have omitted any such formula both out of courtesy to those Muslims who resent the expression when it is pronounced by non-Muslims and because “peace be upon him” is

  patently not a translation of the Arabic.
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  LIFE




  Ahmad’s ancestors were Arabs who participated in the Islamic conquests of the Sasanian Empire in the seventh and eighth centuries. Early biographies identify him as

  “Basran, Khurasani, Baghdadi.” Basra, a city in southern Iraq, is recently famous as under the control of the British Army. Ahmad was Basran because his ancestors had settled there in

  the seventh century, when the Arabs first conquered Iraq. Khurasan was a faraway district comprising parts of present-day north-eastern Iran, Afghanistan, and Uzbekistan, which was conquered by

  Arabs operating from Basra. His grandfather, Hanbal, was governor of the city of Sarakhs. He played an important role in the Shi‘i revolution of 132/749 that ushered in the ‘Abbasid

  dynasty of caliphs. Ahmad’s father, Muhammad, was born shortly after the revolution and became a soldier in the city of Marw, one of the four leading cities of Khurasan. His mother was

  Safiyah.




  Ahmad was of pure Arab lineage, although the sources disagree as to his exact line before about the twelfth generation back (Manaqib, bab 2). Ahmad was reticent about his

  genealogy. When an Abu al-Nu‘man said to him, “Abu ‘Abd Allah, I have heard that you are of Arab ancestry,” Ahmad replied, “Abu al-Nu‘man, we are poor

  people.” He continued to repel Abu al-Nu‘man’s inquiries and told him no more of his ancestry (TMD 5:258).




  In the first two centuries, Islam and Arabism were so tightly identified that conversion to Islam required the convert almost to be adopted by an Arab. Muslims with Arab

  ancestors (in the male line) took pride in their superiority to those Muslims who lacked them. Yahya ibn Ma‘in, whose ancestry was not Arab, remarked with relief that Ahmad never lorded his

  Arabness over others, nor even mentioned it (TMD 5:257–8). In classical Islamic law, pure Arabs had a few privileges over other Muslims, which Ahmad upheld. For example, a virgin

  daughter might normally be married to whomever her father chose; however, she had a veto if her proposed husband were of a demonstrably inferior social group, such as a non-Arab would be to an

  Arab. On the whole, though, Ahmad stood for ranking Muslims by their piety, not birth.




  Ahmad was born in 164/780–1 but different sons quote him as specifying different months, Rabi‘ I or II (4 November/3 December or 4 December/1 January). His mother is said to have

  moved to Baghdad while carrying him, although in another version he was born in Marw and brought to Baghdad as an infant (Manaqib, 14–15 12–15; Khalili, 187–8).

  By one report, his father went to take part in holy war (jihad), presumably against the Byzantines to the northwest. His father died at thirty, when Ahmad was about three, so he was

  brought up by his mother. Ahmad grew up speaking Persian at home; a grandson recalled how when a cousin from Khurasan visited his father, Ahmad sat down with them for a fine meal and asked in

  Persian about his relations (Manaqib, 216–17 296–7).




  Ahmad’s mother fastened a pearl to each ear when he was a baby. Later, he took them off and sold them for thirty dirhams, the cost of a Spartan pilgrimage to Mecca (Sirah, 30,

  33). There are several stories of conflicts with his mother over his determination to seek hadith (reports of what the Prophet and other early Muslims had said or done, thus showing the way to lead

  a God-pleasing life). She would withhold his clothes until the dawn call to prayer was heard, to prevent him leaving for the mosque any earlier. He also recollected sadly that he

  had not asked his mother’s permission to walk to Kufa to seek hadith (Sirah, 33). In Islamic law, parental permission is needed to embark on the holy war but not to travel in quest

  of hadith.




  Ahmad’s basic education in reading, writing and arithmetic took place at a local kuttab (elementary school). There are stories of how illiterate women would ask the schoolmaster

  to send Ahmad ibn Hanbal to them to write letters to their husbands, campaigning with the caliph against the Byzantines. He would take their dictation with downcast eyes, so as not to look at women

  who were not close relatives, and never wrote down anything improper (Manaqib, 20 22–3).




  He had an uncle in the caliphal bureaucracy, which is presumably one reason why, at fourteen, he moved from the kuttab to the diwan, an office of the government. Using family

  connections, he might have made his career as a scribe, but his piety got in the way. There are stories that his uncle asked him to convey reports on affairs at the capital that would eventually be

  passed to the caliph on the frontier, but Ahmad refused on seeing the caliph’s courier, or even pitching his reports into the river (Manaqib, bab 3). It was pious not to

  have anything to do with the government, which was notorious for collecting taxes and expropriating land it should have left alone.




  Ahmad also had (or developed) cultural objections to the scribal class. When someone wrote him to congratulate him on the birth of a child, he threw the letter down and said in disgust,

  “This is not a scholar’s letter, or a traditionist’s, but a scribe’s” (Manaqib, 303 409). The scribes cultivated a clever rhetorical style that set

  them apart from the common people but seemed frivolous to the serious-minded Ahmad. (However, Ahmad is said to have taken care to speak with all the correct case endings and to have beaten a

  daughter who did not [IAY, 1:7; Manaqib, 307 414].)




  RELIGIOUS KNOWLEDGE




  Ahmad began to seek hadith in 179/795–6, when he was fifteen years old (he is quoted as saying “when I was sixteen” but this presumably meant in his sixteenth

  year; Manaqib, bab 4). This was the start of his life’s work. His quest would, over the next twenty-five years, take him to Kufa, Wasit and Basra in Iraq, to Mecca and

  Yemen, to the Byzantine border at Tarsus and to Homs and Damascus in Syria. His travels will be covered further in Chapter 2, Hadith.




  When Ahmad was twenty-eight or thirty (that is, in 192/807–8 or 194/809–10), the famous jurisprudent al-Shafi‘i (died Old Cairo, 204/820) is said to have suggested to the

  caliph al-Amin that he be appointed qadi for Yemen, “since you like going to ‘Abd al-Razzaq and will judge justly.” However, Ahmad wanted nothing to do with the judgeship and told

  Shafi‘i he would never see him again if he said any more about it (TMD 5:273–4). He had two powerful objections to being a qadi. First, he would not wish to identify himself

  with the ruling power (in the early ninth century, qadis were thought to judge as deputies of the caliph himself). Second, he would not wish to renounce the prerogative of answering questions

  cautiously, to say “I don’t know” or “I hope there is no harm in it,” rather than having to make decisions with immediate and often irrevocable consequences.

  Unfortunately, the story is less likely to be an actual incident in Ahmad’s life than a later fiction to illustrate his piety and Shafi‘i’s respect for him.




  FAMILY MAN




  Ahmad did not marry or occupy himself with making money until he was past the age of forty and had got the knowledge he wanted. We are told that he was

  precisely forty at the time of his first marriage, which means he married in 204/819–20. His wife was an ‘Abbasah bint al-Fadl, of Arab lineage. She gave birth to a son, Salih, who grew

  up to be Ahmad’s biographer, a collector of his opinions, and a qadi. Then she died (IAY, 2:49; Manaqib, 298 402).




  Ahmad next married his paternal cousin, Rayhanah, who was one-eyed. She gave birth to a son, ‘Abd Allah, who grew up to be the main collector of Ahmad’s opinions and hadith (IAY,

  2:49; Manaqib, 299 403), before she in her turn died. Rayhanah may have been a concubine, whom Ahmad bought, with his wife’s permission, for the sake of offspring

  (Manaqib, 177 243). However, Ahmad is also reported to have told a disciple, ‘Salih’s mother lived with me for thirty years without our disagreeing over a single

  word” (Manaqib, 298–9 402–3). If she was with him for thirty years, she must have died about 234/848–9, whereas ‘Abd Allah is said to have been born

  in 213/828–9 (TB 9:376). Therefore, it seems likely that Ahmad’s household at some point included either two wives or a wife and a concubine.




  Then Ahmad bought Husn, who gave birth to several children: Umm ‘Ali Zaynab, a daughter (perhaps also called Fatimah – girls might bear two names), twins al-Hasan and al-Husayn, who

  died shortly after birth, al-Hasan and Muhammad, who lived to be around 40 years old, and finally Sa‘id, who grew up to become a deputy qadi in Kufa (IAY, 2:49; Manaqib, 307

  414).




  For years, I have collected references to the sources of income of Muslim men of religion. The one that comes up most often is trade; for example, Ahmad’s shaykh, Abu ‘Asim al-Nabil

  (died Basra, 212/828?), was a silk trader (TI 15:192). The second most common is income from rents. Ahmad’s principal source of income seems to have been renting out the property he

  inherited from his father: one shop brought in three dirhams a month (Hilyah 9:179). A collection of shops is said to have yielded seventeen dirhams a month in the

  220s/mid-830s–40s (Ibn Kathir, 10:337). He occasionally sold items made by his womenfolk, mainly spun yarn and woven cloth (Sirah, 42) and sometimes accepted a government stipend

  (‘ata’) as an Arab and a soldier’s son (Siyar 11:320). He also went out to glean (Siyar 11:320).




  Ahmad seems to have been continually short of cash. A bookseller relates getting four or five dirhams from a person who said it was half of everything he owned. The bookseller went on to Ahmad,

  who gave him four dirhams, with the comment that it was all he owned. There are several other stories in which he gives away all he owns, in the form of four or five dirhams

  (Manaqib, 240 324–5). He is reported to have been overjoyed when one of his tenants came to him with one and a half dirhams: “I supposed that he had assigned it to

  some pressing need” (Manaqib, 225 307).




  Ahmad’s house was probably divided into sections around a central courtyard. Ahmad’s sons lived there even after they married. It had a well, as is shown by the tale of Abu

  al-Fawaris, who rented a property from Ahmad. One day, Ahmad told him that the boy had thrown a set of shears down the well. (Parents know how these things happen.) Abu al-Fawaris went down to

  retrieve them, so Ahmad instructed his grocer to give him half a dirham. Ahmad had an account with this grocer and evidently used him as banker. Abu al-Fawaris refused to take half a dirham for so

  small a job, so Ahmad excused him of three months’ rent (Siyar 11:219).




  AHMAD’S CHARACTER




  Leading features of Ahmad’s piety were his unremitting seriousness and inattention to the world around him. One disciple recalled how Ahmad would sit

  in silence while those around him chatted about mundane subjects, becoming voluble only when “knowledge” (meaning hadith) came into the conversation (Hilyah 9:164). In another

  story, Ahmad was walking with his leading disciple Abu Bakr al-Marrudhi, leaning on his arm. They came across a woman carrying a sort of lute, which Marrudhi took from her, smashed, and trampled

  underfoot (music being thought to be a reprehensible distraction from the proper occupations of a Muslim), while Ahmad stood by, looking at the ground. Word of the incident spread and eventually

  came back to the house. Ahmad declared that only at that moment had he learnt what Marrudhi had done (Manaqib, 285 381).




  Ahmad wanted to spread the truth, but he had no ambitions for personal honor and fame. Although he sat in the mosque after the afternoon prayer, ready to offer judicial opinions

  (fatwas), he would not speak unless asked a question (Siyar 11:217). An uncle came to visit him and found him lying with his hand under his cheek. The uncle said, “Nephew,

  what is this gloom? What is this sadness?” Ahmad raised his head and said, “Uncle, blessed is he whose renown God has extinguished” (Jarh 1:306). After the abolition of

  the Inquisition (of which more below), he became the most famous man in Baghdad. “I want to die,” he told his son ‘Abd Allah:




  

    

      This matter is more severe than that. That was the trial of flogging and imprisonment, which I could bear. This is the trial of the world. (Siyar 11:215) …

      I wish I were in a gorge of Mecca and so unknown. I have been tried by fame. I wish for death morning and evening. (Siyar 11:216)


    


  




  There are some stories to relate of Ahmad’s generosity and kindness. The most touching picture is of him during a journey to meet the caliph in Samarra, where he dreaded

  to go. As he sat by the roadside to eat some bread a dog appeared, sat opposite Ahmad and wagged its tail. So Ahmad threw a morsel to the dog, ate one himself, then threw another

  to the dog. His disciple, Marrudhi, tried to chase the dog away but noticed that Ahmad was red with embarrassment. “Leave him alone,” he said, “for Ibn ‘Abbas said they were

  evil spirits,” meaning it might retaliate by the evil eye (Manaqib, 241–2 326). When his grandsons visited, on Fridays, it is reported that Ahmad asked his agent to

  give them two pieces of silver each (Siyar 11:217). His concubine was once overheard complaining that they were always straitened whereas they ate and did all sorts of things “over

  at Salih’s.” Ahmad simply said to her, “Say what is good” (or be quiet). Then he went out with a son, who began to cry. “What do you want?” Ahmad asked him.

  “Raisins,” he said. So Ahmad sent him to the grocer to buy some (Manaqib, 247 332–3).




  Regrettably, there are no stories of kindness to non-Sunni enemies or non-Muslims. “Whenever Ahmad saw a Christian, he closed his eyes. He was asked about that and said, ‘I cannot

  look at someone who has lied about God and lied to him” (IAY, 1:12). “He loved in God and hated in God,” recalled Marrudhi. “In matters of religion, his anger became

  intense. He put up with nuisances from the neighbours” (Siyar 11:221).




  THE INQUISITION




  The Inquisition, which established Ahmad’s fame, was about the demand for agreement with the doctrine that the Qur’an was created, not eternal. Caliph

  al-Ma’mun (reigned 198–218/813–33) proclaimed this doctrine in 212/827, at the same time as he announced that ‘Ali was the best of people after the Prophet, and hence better

  than the first three caliphs before him, Abu Bakr, ‘Umar, and ‘Uthman (Tabari, 3:1099). The connection between Qur’an and ‘Ali was presumably the emphasis on persons as the locus of authority – persons such as the caliph but not such as the amorphous body of self-proclaimed experts like Ahmad ibn Hanbal and his fellow hadith

  students.




  In modern scholarship, the idea that the Qur’an was created has continually been associated with the Mu‘tazilah. However, the person most often associated with the doctrine of the

  created Qur’an in our sources is Bishr al-Marisi (died 218/833–4?), who is known to have been a student of Hanafi law but not of Mu‘tazilism. He was arrested and, before a crowd,

  required to renounce this doctrine some time in 201–3/817–19, when Baghdad was briefly held by the anti-caliph, Ibrahim ibn al-Mahdi (died 224/839), but managed to escape through a side

  door (Waki‘, 3:270). The Mu‘tazilah agreed that God must have created the Qur’an, but it was not originally or mainly their doctrine that Ma’mun strove to establish. Ahmad

  used the term “Jahmi” not “Mu‘tazili” to refer to those who upheld the createdness of the Qur’an.




  Both sides engaged in vigorous back-projection of their positions. For example, Abu Hanifah’s grandson is said to have assured Ma’mun that he, his father, and his grandfather all

  believed the Qur’an was created (TB 6:245). On the other side, early Hanbali sources assert that Malik ibn Anas, the great Medinan jurisprudent (died 179/795), called for the

  flogging of anyone who said the Qur’an was created and then his imprisonment until he repented (Sirah, 67; Sunnah, 5 11). Another source relates that one of

  Ahmad’s most important disciples had someone ask Ibn Abi ‘Alqamah of Medina (died 253/867?) what the people of Medina said about the pronunciation of the Qur’an (some would-be

  Sunni theologians having allowed that one’s pronunciation of the Qur’an was created, even if the Qur’an itself was not). Ibn Abi ‘Alqamah answered that he had not heard any

  discussion of the Qur’an until 209/824–5, which casts doubt on Malik’s actually having expressed any opinion at all (TI 19:360–1).




  No practical consequences arose from the caliph’s endorsement of the doctrine that the Qur’an was created until 218/833, when he sent letters to the provinces

  instructing that the local men of religion be questioned to make sure they subscribed to this doctrine (Tabari, 3:1112–34). The letters to the Baghdad prefect of police are quoted in full by

  the historian al-Tabari and they make Ma’mun’s motives clear. First, Ma’mun asserts it is his duty as caliph to determine and uphold religious orthodoxy. Second, he asserts that

  the doctrine of the self-proclaimed Sunni party, which denied that the Qur’an was created and had appeared in time, was analogous to what the Nazarenes (Christians) said about Jesus the son

  of Mary. We should probably take him at his word. The modern proposal that he wanted the Qur’an to be created so he could more easily set aside the Qur’anic rules in favor of his own

  seems especially unlikely (Watt, 179). The caliph’s allies, the Mu‘tazilah, were (with the Khawarij) the leading advocates of a law based on the Qur’an, whereas it was

  Ma’mun’s Sunni opponents who continually set aside the apparent meaning of the Qur’an for something else (mainly hadith).




  If the created nature of the Qur’an was a doctrine without practical consequence, why did the Sunnis bother to oppose him? To some extent, they did fear that the caliph meant to set aside

  the Qur’an. One of Ahmad’s shaykhs, Hajjaj al-A‘war (died 206/821–2), was quoted as saying that what they meant by calling the Qur’an created was that it was nothing

  (Sunnah, 14 19–20). However, their main reason was probably the mirror image of the caliph’s; that is, to defend their authority to define orthodoxy. Naturally, they

  put it in less self-serving terms: they found no discussion of the created nature of the Qur’an in hadith, the body of evidence in which they were expert, and would not accord equal authority

  to subtle theological reasoning.




  First, a group of seven was singled out and made to testify publicly that the Qur’an was created. This group included Abu Khaythamah and Yahya ibn Ma‘in,

  companions with whom Ahmad had sought hadith. When all seven had testified, a larger group, which included Ahmad, was assembled and ordered to make the same declaration. The caliph declared that no

  one who refused to testify that the Qur’an was created was fit to be employed as a witness-notary in court, to give juridical opinions, or to relate hadith. Some testified immediately while

  some offered compromises (“We do whatever the caliph tells us to” or “The Qur’an is the speech of God, who is the creator”) but made full testaments after further

  threats. Only two, Ahmad ibn Hanbal and another traditionist, Muhammad ibn Nuh, held out. They were then sent, in chains, to the Byzantine border to be interrogated under the caliph’s

  personal supervision.




  However, the caliph died suddenly and so Ahmad and Muhammad were sent back to Baghdad. Muhammad ibn Nuh died on the way but Ahmad was imprisoned. About two years later, he was brought before the

  new caliph, al-Mu‘tasim (reigned 218–27/833–42), and bidden anew to testify that the Qur’an was created. There are various accounts of the ensuing debate between Ahmad and

  the caliph’s representatives, such as the vizier, Ibn Abi Duwad. The friendly Hanbali accounts naturally tend to be fuller but all of them point to Ahmad’s refusal to debate at the

  level of the caliph’s representatives. The fact of this refusal has different connotations in different accounts. The Mu‘tazili tradition stresses Ahmad’s admitted incompetence in

  kalam (dialectical theology; for example, Ibn al-Murtada, 125), whereas the Hanbali stresses the rationalists’ inability to come up with arguments from the Qur’an and hadith

  (for example, Hanbal, 43–61).




  After three days of futile debate, the exasperated caliph ordered that Ahmad be flogged until he testified. His outer clothing was removed, baring his back, and he was forced

  to stand up against a rack and grasp two projections. A hundred and fifty floggers were assembled, each of whom would run up, strike twice, then retreat, to be followed by another (Hanbal, 62;

  TMD 5:312–13). Thirty-odd lashes (accounts vary) produced a result.




  There are discrepancies between the friendly and hostile accounts. According to the latter,Ahmad ultimately confessed and was released (Hinds) whereas the Hanbali sources stress Ahmad’s

  loss of consciousness and the caliph’s fear of popular rioting should Ahmad die under the lash. Ahmad is quoted as saying:




  

    

      I lost consciousness and did not regain it until I was in a chamber, released from my bonds (Sirah, 63).




      I lost consciousness and relaxed. When I sensed that I was dying – as if I were afraid of that – at that point, he ordered me released. I was unconscious of that. I did not

      regain consciousness until I was in a chamber, released from my bonds. (Hanbal, 62–3)
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