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Abstract

Remembering Community:

Historical Narrative in the Formation of Sunni Islam

By Abbas Barzegar

As a study in the formation of Islamic sectarianism, this project focuses on the
relationship between historical discourse and collective identity in the development of
Sunni Islam as an imagined community. By analyzing the construction of conventional
Sunni narratives surrounding the early history of the Muslim community, particularly its
discord in the first civil (656-661) war and its reconstitution under the Umayyad dynasty
(661-750), this project argues that these seemingly inconsequential narratives—often
taken as neutral versions of factual events from which other versions deviate—in fact
provide a considerable amount of ideological support to the construction and
maintenance of authority, authenticity, and orthodoxy in Sunni Islam. In order to make
this argument, this study approaches Islamic historical discourse whether represented in
the recorded sayings of Muhammad (hadith), historical chronicles (akhbar), or apologetic
literature, through narrative analysis. In doing so, the development of putative Sunni
historical categories such as the Community (al-Jama ‘@), the Prophet’s Companions (al-
Sahaba), and the Rightly Guided Caliphs (al-Khulafa™ al-Rashidin) is shown to have
taken place along the political backdrop of the early Abbasid Dynasty’s (750-945)
attempts to mitigate competing religious ideological forces in its realm, namely the
ongoing strife between Shiite and Umayyad parties. In this context, the political
implications embedded in the hagiographic representations of “‘Ali b. Aba Talib, Sunni
Islam’s fourth Caliph and Shiite Islam’s first Imam, and Mu‘awiya b. Aba Sufyan, the
founding father of the Umayyad Dynasty, are also revealed. In conclusion, this study
calls for a reexamination of the dynamics of authority in the study of Islam that
prioritizes the discourses of collective identity and historical memory over those of law
(shari ‘a) and theology (kalam).
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I ntroduction

On January 12" 2008 the Wall Sreet Journal featured a front-page article and
accompanying image of an open Qur’an entitled, “The Lost Archive: Missing for a half

century, a cache of photos spurs sensitive research on Islam’s holy text.”*

The story
chronicled the troubled fate of a lost and then found collection of photos of early Quiin

manuscripts compiled by the German scholars Gotthelf Bergstrasser (1886-1933) and
Otto Pretzl (1893-1941). The photos are believed to provide evidence documenting the
historical development of the Quranic text itself. Such research stems naturally from the
German tradition of Biblical Higher criticism which sought to find the textual prototypes
of the Hebrew Bible and New Testament. The Wall Street Journal’s story described the
sensitivity of the research agenda in the current political moment. It also marked one of

the few occasions when the intense, but often hidden debates, amongst Islamicists

regarding the origins of Islam was brought to public attention.

Those debates, which have captivated scholars and students for generations, have

constituted virtual fault lines in academic circles since the inception of historical studies

! Andre Higgins, “The Lost Archive,” The Wall Sreet Journal, Janurary 12, 2008.



on the Islamic tradition. This has been the case whether the topic of concern is the textual
origins of the Quran, the reliability of Muhammad’s words and deeds as recorded in the
hadith literature, or the development of Islamic doctrine, law, or sectarianism. The core
divide in the professional practice of Islamic studies is determined not by theological or
metaphysical concerns or even political correctness, though these may be peripherally
related to the conversation. Instead, the problem is one with which every historian must

tackle—the problem of sources.

How does one trust a source to tell a story about itself? Can an accurate historical
portrayal of the development of Islam be constructed if one only refers to the religious
tradition’s self-representation as recorded in literary materials? For those who answer in
the negative, alternative explanations have been sought by questioning the credibility of
literary sources altogether, relying exclusively upon documentary evidence or seeking
insight from contemporaneous literature outside of the tradition. This skeptical approach
is perhaps most exemplified in the infamous work Hagarism: the Making of the Islamic
World written by Patricia Crone and Michael Cook.? On the opposite side of the
spectrum, some scholars have rebuked the premise of the question altogether. They argue
that in the study of a religion, modern scholars should concern themselves not with what
actually happened in history but with what practitioners believed to have taken place.
Hence, for example, many of the writings of Montgomery Watt, especially those that

reconstruct the Prophet’s life, draw upon the same themes and ideas that one finds in the

2 patricia Crone and Michael Cook, Hagarism: The Making of the ISamic World (New York:
Cambridge University Press, 1977).



standard Islamic biographies of the Prophet’s life.® Between the two extremes, others
have affirmed the broad historical accuracy of the tradition’s self-portrayal, arguing that
there is no reason to view Islamic sources with a particularly high level of skepticism.
They advocate, nonetheless, maintaining a critical distance from the subject matter. The

lifelong work of Frederick Donner is perhaps the best example of this third approach.*

The question of representation, however, is not unique to Islam. In the field of
religious studies similar concerns have consumed scholars attempting to reconcile the
perennial insider/outsider question that haunts the discipline. Representing religious
traditions from a perspective at odds with accounts held sacred by practitioners has had
the potential of becoming a controversial, even hostile, affair in the development of field.
Consider the reactions to Sam Gill’s Mother Earth by both professionally trained
American Indian scholars of religion and American Indian activist intellectuals. The
former accused Gill of not having lived within American Indian communities long
enough to understand their traditions while the former accused Gill of participating in the
colonial discourse of undermining the integrity of American Indian spiritual traditions.
Whether criticism of Gill’s work was based upon methodological concerns or accusations
of imperial ideology, the resounding message from “insiders” was that one needed to use

emic sources and categories in order to properly conduct scholarship on American Indian

* Montgomery Watt, Muhammad at Mecca (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1953); idem, Muhammad at
Medina (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1953).

* Frederick M. Donner, The Early Islamic Conquests (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
1981); idem, Narratives of ISamic Origins. the beginnings of Ilamic historical writing (Princeton
University Press, 1998), and most recently idem, Muhammad and the Believers: at the Origins of Islam
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2010).



religious traditions.® Similar issues arose in reaction to Paul Courtright’s Ganesa: Lord of

Obstacles, Lord of Beginnings.®

Energizing the debate in recent years, Russel McCutcheon has argued that it may
not be in the best interest of a scholar of religion to uncritically incorporate the main
themes, structures, and conventions of a religious tradition when pursuing an academic
inquiry into that tradition.” His argument is one that advocates a redescription rather than
(re)presentation of religious practice and belief in the study of religious phenomena. The

ethical implications here are obvious.

The subject of this dissertation—the origins of the Sunni-Shiite conflict—is bound to
be embroiled in the methodological and ethical issues alluded to here if for no other
reason than that the entire conflict centers on a difference in historical interpretation. As I
assure my many students who ask—“Why does it still matter?”—the inquiry here is no
mere exercise in antiquarianism. For those familiar the broad contours of Muslim history,

the sheer perseverance and multiple manifestations of sectarian discord is one of its most

®> Sam Gill, Mother Earth: An American Story (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987). For
the reaction of a cultural and political activist infamous for his polemics see Ward Churchill, “Sam Gill's
Mother Earth: Colonialism, genocide, and the expropriation of Indigenous spiritual tradition in
contemporary academia” American Indian Culture and Research, vol. 12, no. 3, pp. 49-67. For an
“insider’s” critique from within the discipline of religious studies see Christopher Ronwaniénte Jocks,
“American Indian Religious Traditions and the Academic Study of Religion: A Response to Sam Gill,”
Journal of the American Academy of Religion, 65 (Spring 1997): pp. 169-76. For Sam Gill’s reactions to
the issue as well as his comments on the state of religious studies as it was in 1994, see Sam Gill, “The
Academic Study of Religion,” Journal of the American Academy of Religion, 62 (Winter 1994): pp. 965—
75.

® Ganesa: Lord of Obstacles, Lord of Beginnings (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1985). For a
review and update to the questions raised by Courtright’s encounter as they relate to the field as a whole see
the exchange between him and Russel McCutcheon in Journal of the American Academy of Religion, v. 74,
no. 3, pp. 720-756.

" See especially his “Redescribing ‘Religion’ as Social Formation: Toward a Social Theory of
Religion” in Critics not Caretakers (New York: State University of New York Press, 2001) pp. 21-39;
idem, Manufacturing Religion: The Discourse on Sui Generis Religion and the Politics of Nostalgia (New
York: Oxford University Press, 1997).



salient features. Regrettably, these fissures are at times exacerbated in the form of
systematic discrimination and collective violence. This is the case even as one concedes
that the various occasions of Sunni-Shiite hostility have historically taken radically
different forms, have been subject to overt political manipulation, and have been layered
in diverse communitarian sensibilities. This said, the question over the Sunni-Shiite
divide would mean nothing today if it were not the case that the rhetoric and discourse in
which it is grounded did not retain its immense viability throughout centuries of social

and political change.

Thus the subject of this study is much less about the historical developments that
allegedly caused the initial divisions in the early Muslim movement and much more
about the development of sectarian discourse, language, and rhetoric which together
execute the power of orthodoxy and hegemony. More precisely this study is concerned
with the emergence of Sunni Islam’s particular historical vision and the ways in which it

has managed to claim the loyalties of the majority of Muslims for nearly a millennium.

Indeed, recent outbursts of sectarian violence in the Middle East and South Asia have
made the division between Sunnis and Shiites a standard component in any political or
social analysis of the Muslim world. Arguably, this has been the case since the Iranian
Revolution of 1979, when the Ayatollah Khomeini’s Shiite theocratic ideology emerged
triumphant and further catalyzed the rise of religious politics in the region. Since then,

there has been a steady increase in the study of Shiite Islam, the historical formation of its



doctrines, internal developments and founding propositions.® Yet there has not been a
parallel research agenda exploring Sunni Islam as a particular sectarian formation in its
own right. This is so despite Sunni Islam’s millennium-long endurance as socio-political
force, in addition to the tremendous resurgence of distinctly Sunni tropes in modern

global politicized Islam.

The aim of this study, then, is to explore the question of Sunni collective identity as a
distinct sectarian formation. Unlike the many impressive studies that explore the roots
and developments of Sunni theology and jurisprudence, the present work simply explores
how Sunni Islam functions in terms of a community. It should be remembered that Sunni
Islam describes itself as a distinct group (e.g. ahl = people), and operates as an imagined
political community. It is therefore constituted, like all imagined communities, by a
mytho-historical narrative of itself and its adversaries. The formation of the various

dimensions of that grand narrative, or myth, is the immediate subject of this study.

In order to pursue such a question we explore conventional Sunni representations of
Islamic origins as they relate to the early religious and political conflict that fractured the
Muslim polity. We read these historical representations as a discourse in community
building and identity construction. Specifically for example, how does the notion of al-
jama ‘a (the Muslim community) remain viable through the formidable internecine

divisions in the emerging Muslim empire in Sunni rhetoric? How did Sunni exegetes

& Moojan Momen, An Introduction to Shi‘ite Isam: The History and Doctrines of Twelver Shi ism
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1985); Wilfred Madelung, The Succession to Muhammad: A Study of
the Early Caliphate (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1997); Maria M. Dakake, The Charasmatic
Community: Shi fte Identity in Early 1slam (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2007); Devin J.
Stewart, Islamic Legal Orthodoxy: Shi’ite Responses to the Sunni Legal System (Salt Lake City: University
of Utah Press, 1998).



explain the First Civil War (35-40/656-661) when, the Prophet Muhammad’s closest
companions and family led armies against one another? How can modern historians
approach common Sunni historical categories such as the Rightly-Guided Caliphs in
terms of myth and sacred history? How have the hagiographic profiles of early Muslim
leaders been shaped by sectarian tension? These and other questions will be explored in
this study in order to provide a better understanding of the relationship between historical

discourse and communal self-legitimation in Sunni Islam.

Geopolitical Background

Although the specific historic and geographic contexts of this study vary according to the
set of questions raised in each chapter, the broad scope concerns the ways in which
dominant Sunni historical narratives of Islam and of the Sunni community reflect the
intense competition, rivalry, and ultimate reconciliation between a number of religious
and political parties in the first three centuries of Abbasid rule (133-447/750-1055).
Consequently, the sectarian milieu of early Islam provides the foreground. In addition,
the study is concerned with the ways in which Sunni Islam as a socio-political force came
to occupy a place of hegemony in the late antique eastern Mediterranean and
Mesopotamian heartlands. While the expanse of such parameters might seem
unmanageable, they are precisely the space and time that any study of the formative
period of Islam need consider to ensure credibility. The following survey outlines
dimensions of the first centuries of Islamic history which are immediately relevant for the

present study.



The context most important for understanding the early years of Islamic social
and political formation is that of late antiquity.® Historian Garth Fowden argues in From
Empire to Commonwealth: Consequences of Monotheism in Late Antiquity that as a
monotheistic religious claim and temporal empire, Islam was the last element in a long
pattern of historical development that united classic and late antique political and
religious formations.'® Here Fowden argues that temporal power and the claim to
monotheism and/or universalism were inextricably linked in the ruling rhetoric and
ideology of successive regimes spanning from Alexander the Great to the first Umayyad
Caliph, Mu‘awiya b. Abi Sufyan (d. 41-61/661-680). According to Fowden, the claim to
a universal culture or creed (Hellenism, Christianity, Zoroastrianism, or Islam) buttressed
universal imperial ambitions for nearly two millennia. Therefore, domination over what

Marshal Hodgson has dubbed the Oikumene®*

° See G. W. Bowersock, Peter Robert Brown, and Oleg Grabar (eds.), Late Antiquity: A Guide to
the Post-Classical World (Cambridge MA: Belknap, 1999); Averil Cameron and Lawrence Conrad (eds.),
The Byzantine and Early Islamic Middle East: Problemsin the Literary Source Material (Princeton, N.J.:
Darwin Press, 1992); Averil Cameron (ed.), The Byzantine and Early IsSlamic Middle East: Sates,
Resources and Armies (Princeton, N.J.: Darwin Press, 1992).

19 Garth Fowden, Empire to Commonwealth: The Consequences of Monotheism in Late Antiquity
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1993).

1 Marshal Hodgson coined the term oikumene to refer to the Afro-Eurasian “stage on which was
played all civilized history, including that of Islamicate civilization, and this stage was set largely by the
contrasts and interrelations among the great regional cultural complexes” in Hodgson, The Venture of
Islam: Conscience and History in World Civilization: The Classical Age of Islam (Chicago, 1977), p. 114;
cited here from Robert M. Burns, Historiography: Critical Conceptsin Historical Studies (New York:
Routledge, 2006), p. 181 n. 69.



While Fowden’s sweeping conclusions warrant considerable revision, the basic
notion that there was mimetic process involved in the religious and political
developments of late antiquity has long been held and has been expanded upon by a
number of recent studies.'? Stressing the idea that militant piety was an expected feature

of early Islamic ethics and self understanding, Thomas Sizgorich holds that

the conquests or futih of the Persian Empire and the most important
regions of the eastern Roman Empire represented for early Muslim
intellectuals a grand drama in which the one God of Abraham had given
the long oppressed Muslim umma dominion over vast territories and
immeasurable wealth via a lightning campaign of military conquest

undertaken by bands of ascetic, pious warriors ‘on the path of God.”**

Following a similar line of inquiry, Andrew Marsham has recently explored the ways in

which the rhetoric of divinely sanctioned Ieade_rsﬁli]i% H"r{@%%kj i'g‘lé‘-?ﬂqﬂq&‘%ﬁbr‘&?é)ﬂh@ﬂﬁ
oS S M SR B Ao @B MIgiGaI Rijtuhe steppes of central Asia, in

effect the world—was the natural aspiration of early Muslim elites and the obvious

~ While the universal pretensions of Islam’s founding religious claims are too
military consequence of the marriage between monotheism and political power.

obvious to deserve mention, their less discussed temporal manifestations are also rather

obvious. Consider the architectural imperatives of the Umayyad Caliph‘Abd al -Malik (r.

12 Thomas Sizgorich, Vilolence and Belief in Late Antiquity: Militant Devotion in Christianity and
Islam (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2009; Andrew Marsham, Rituals of Islamic
Monarchy (Edinburgh: Endinburgh University Press, 2009); Nadia M. EI-Cheikh, Byzantium viewed by the
Arabs (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2004).

3 Thomas Sizgorich, Violence and Belief, p. 13.

¥ Andrew Marsham, Rituals of Islamic Monarchy (Edinburgh: Endinburgh University Press,
2009)
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66-86/685-705) in his construction of the Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem.'® By placing
the structure literally atop the Temple Mount and incorporating Byzantine aesthetic
motifs, the Dome of the Rock sent a powerful message of Islamic triumphalism to
Christians and Jews in the region. Other examples of Islam’s self-conception as the new
center of the world and pivot of history can be seen in the retention of Byzantine facades
of the Umayyad Mosque, the prominence of Damascus in early Islamic eschatological
narratives, the cosmic reflections of Baghdad’s urban layout or the appropriation of the
title Shahanshah (King of kings) by Buyid Amirs. Political and religious rhetoric in the
emergent Islamic empire was an outgrowth of trends in late antiquity and deeply
influenced the formation of orthodoxy/heresy in Islamic theological discourse. The
temporal manifestation of Islamic universalism is, then, a critical to understanding the
ways in which Sunni Islam identifies itself as the exclusive arbiter of Muhammad’s

mission.

Thus the inextricability of Islam’s political and religious claims must be
understood in the context of the Umayyad dynasty (41-133/661-750) precisely because it
is that ruling house which first defines the external boundaries of Islam’s identity as an
imperial force on the world stage of history. This is the case even as the Umayyad ruling
house faced a number of external challenges and internal fissures. The first and most
severe rupture occurred in 680 when ‘Abd Allah b. al -Zubayr refused to offer allegiance

to Yazid (r. 61-64/680-83) upon the death of his father Mwiya b. Abt Sufyan in

5 Amikam Elad, “Why Did ‘Abd al-Malik Build The Dome Of The Rock? A Re-Examination of
Muslim Sources,” in J. Raby & J. Johns (ed.), Bayt Al-Magdis: ‘4bd al-Malik's Jerusalem, 1992, Part 1,
Oxford University Press: Oxford (UK), pp. 33-58; Herbert Busse, “Omar’s Image as Conqueror of
Jerusalem,” JSAI 8 (1986), pp. 149-68; idem, “Monotheismus und islamische Christologie in der
Bauinschrift des Felsendoms in Jerusalem,” Theologische Quartalschrift 161 (1981), pp. 168-78.
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61/680, the founder of the Umayyad dynasty. lbn al-Zubayr then declared a counter
caliphate with the capital at Mecca when Yazid died in 64/683. These problems in
western Arabia were confounded by successive Shiite revolts like those of al-Husayn b.
‘Al1 at Karbala (61/680), the Tawwabiin or Penitents (65/684), and al-Mukhtar al-Thaqafi
(67-68/686-7), not to mention the Kharijite counter caliphates of the Azariqa in Iran and
the Najdiyya in eastern Arabia (65/684). Nonetheless, | will be arguing that as it came to
define itself against competing interpretations of Islam and alternative theocratic models,
be they Shiite or otherwise, Sunni Islam inherited the Umayyad legacy of an imperial
universalism nurtured in the sectarian milieu of late antiquity. This may be
counterintuitive considering the efforts of a range of Sunni ‘ulema’ to distance

themselves from the Umayyad and Abbasid dynasties.

However, because the Islamic expansions were organized under members of the
Umayyad house as early as during the reign of Abl Bakr, they included the Prophet's
immediate successors and companions. These military activities then continued through
their disciples and descendants for a number of generations under Umayyad military
patronage. As ‘Abd al -Malik reconsolidated the Umayyad dynasty with the help of his
governor al-Hajjaj b. Yusuf al-Thaqafi (d. 95/714), he employed the rhetoric of Islamic
unity (al-jama‘a) and emphasized that his rule was a direct extension of Muhammad’s
mission. Therefore, reverential narratives concerning the early community or pious
ancestors (al-Salaf al-Saliz) would necessarily overlap with the imperial history of
Islam’s early expansion in Sunni Heilsgeschichte, salvation history. One of the more
remarkable discursive accomplishments, then, of Sunni mytho-history is that the concept

of al-jama‘a (community of believers) was decoupled from the ruling dynasty, whether
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Umayyad or Abbasid (750-1258), but nonetheless remained as a discrete political

entity.

A telling indication of the inextricability of collective identity and religious
authority in early Islam is the fact that some of the earliest designations used to identify
heretical groups in Islam are appellations related to inclusion in a political community
and not terms strictly associated with theological ideas. That is, competing religious
groups were understood in terms of their political position vis-a-vis the first civil war that
ensued upon the revolt against the third CalipiUthman b. ‘Affan in 35/656. It was not
until much later that the theological implications of this conflict were discussed in
isolation. Thus a Shiite (partisan) was short for shi‘at ‘Ali, party ofAli. whereas
‘Uthmant was the appellation for those who sided with the third caliph. Kharijites, the
secessionists, were those who literally “went out” of the community, deserters. A rafidr,
was one who rejected (the community), a turncoat.” Even the murji’ites, those who set
aside (the question between faith and works), were named as such because they refused

to take sides in the mortal conflict.

The success of the Abbasid revolution in 133/750 further complicated the

religious and political landscape of early Muslim society.'® Basing their legitimacy on

18 This idea is explored in chapter three.

7 There are a number of different possibilities that can explain exactly what rafidis were rejecting,
for a review see Patricia Crone, God’s Rule: Government and Islam, Six Centuries of Medieval Islamic
Palitical Thought, pp. 73-5.

18 Crone, God's Rule, pp. 27-8.
19 Moshe Sharon, Black Banners from the East: The Establishment of the ‘ Abbasid Sate

(Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 1983); idem, Revolt: The Social and Military Aspects of the * Abbasid Revolution
(Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 1983); Hugh Kennedy, When Baghdad ruled the Muslim world: The Rise and
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tribal descent from Muhammad and thus deploying Shiite rhetoric, Abbasid commanders
did their utmost to see through the extermination of the Umayyad house in the first years
of their victory. Nonetheless, they would continue to fight loyalists in the Syrian
provinces until the late ninth century while pro-Umayyad sentiments persevered in
Baghdad for centuries to come.?’ The most difficult struggle for the Abbasids, however,
was not to win over disgruntled Umayyad sympathizers, but rather to consolidate their

own diffuse Shiite political base.

The clandestine revolutionary movement that led to the advent of the Abbasids
had begun in Khurasan with an ambiguous call to place “the accepted among the family
of the Messenger of God” (al-rida min al rasul Allah) at the head of the Muslim
community.? This general call for leadership to be held by a member of the Prophet’s
family (ahl al-bayt) galvanized Shiite support in the final years of the Umayyad dynasty
which was now facing another civil war over internal succession. However, the base that
made up the Abbasid movement immediately collapsed under its own rhetorical
ambiguity. When Ab al-"Abbas, al-Saffah (r. 133-137/750-4) was declared leader of the
new polity, he legitimated himself as a member of the Prophet’s family through his
descent from Muhammad’s paternal uncle, al-*Abbas, thus defining the ahl al-bayt as

members of the Prophet’s entire clan (Bant Hashim). This clearly was unacceptable to

Fall of ISam’s Greatest Dynasty (Cambridge, MA: De Capo Press, 2005); idem, The Early ‘ Abbasid
Caliphate: A Political History (London, U.K.: Croom Helm, 1981).

20 paul M. Cobb, White Banners: Contention in ‘ Abbasid Syria, 750-880 (New York: State
University of New York Press, 2001).

2! patricia Crone, “On the Meaning of the ‘Abbasid Call to al-Rida” in C.E. Bosworth et al (eds.)
The Islamic World from Classical to Modern Times. Essays in Honor of Bernard Lewis (Princeton, NJ: The
Darwin Press 1989), pp. 95-111.
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the long militarized Shiites (themselves fragmented) who recognized leadership to be the
exclusive right of the descendants of Ali and Fatima. This genealogical contention soon
erupted into open rebellion, most exemplified by the rise in 145/762 of the ‘Alid claimant
Muhammad b. ‘Abd Allah (al-Nafs al-Zakiyya).?* From then on the ideological division
over the definition of the ahl al-bayt as Muhammad’s clan as a whole or exclusively his

descendants set the tenor of much of the Abbasid dynasties internal political battles.?®

This incessant internecine political climate firmly positioned the Abbasid ruling
house between two radically opposite poles. On the one hand were Umayyad loyalists
and sympathizers who were involved in their continued, if intermittent, rebellion. On the
other hand were the competing groups of Shiite ‘Alids, themselves fragmented politically
and theologically, who nonetheless challenged the established order from within.
Meanwhile, rulers were expected to meet the mundane demands of empire: continuous
expansion and defense of its territory, the extraction of taxes, the support and

maintenance of necessary infrastructure, and the administration of justice.

It is within this context that the nascent Abbasid ruling house, in order to achieve
a semblance of balance, would chart a path of comprise between a range of pressures
threatening its existence. Muhammad Qasim Zaman and Jacob Lassner have pointed to
the ways in which this political climate led to the emergence of particular discourses
conducive to the Abbasid regime’s broader political needs. While Zaman highlights

Caliphal patronage of “proto-Sunni” trends, and Lassner considers the relationship

22 Crone, God's Rule, p. 89.

2 Wilfred F. Madelung, “The Hashimiyyat of al-Kumayt and Hashimi Shi‘ism,” Studia |slamica,
1989 (no. 70), pp. 5-26.
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between historical memory and state propaganda, it quickly becomes clear that it is
within the context of the socio-religious turbulence of the Abbasid period that Sunni
Islam emerges as a plausible venture. This is the case even as the Abbasid house itself
was consumed by political rivalry, succession disputes, and shifting political and

religious policies.?!

It is also during the Abbasid period that the age of the great Caliphal Empire with
centralized authority and religious loyalty gave way to a system of provincial suzerainty
and military autonomy. Although no longer united as an empire, regional provinces were
loosely affiliated as a type of commonwealth of Muslim controlled lands, that is, of
course, if the ruling elites shared socio-religious proclivities. When they did not, political
and military rivalry turned into sectarian warfare affecting, urban centers and broad

socio-political configurations alike.

Such was the case with the near implosion of Baghdad during the civil war (194-
198/809-813) between Hariin al-Rashid’s (r. 170-194/786-809) sons al-Amin (d.
198/813) and al-Ma’'mian (r. 198-218/813-833). On a broader imperial scale similar
theocratic divisions rocked the polity from North Africa to the Mesopotamian plateau and
the Persian Gulf. Such was the case when Shii‘te movements of a variety of stripes began
taking military and political control of the Muslim heartlands. Often referred to as the
“Shiite Century”, the tenth to eleventh centuries saw the establishment and expansion of

the Fatimid dynasty in North Africa (297-567/909-1171), the Hamdanid dynasty’s (344-

24 Qasim Zaman, Religion and politics under the early ‘Abbasids : the emergence of the proto-
Sunnf elite (Leiden: Brill, 1997); Jacob Lassner, Islamic revolution and historical memory : an inquiry into
the art of ‘Abbasid apologetics (New Haven: American Oriental Society, 1986).
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395/944-1004) turn to Shi ism in Syria, and the Buyid takeover of Iran (Shiraz, 311/923)

and the Abbasid capital, Baghdad (334-447/945-1055).%

However, the political fortunes of various Shiite regimes began to wane almost as
soon as they were established. With a dismembered empire and only a symbolic level of
power, the ‘Abbasid caliphs quickly began to use the intense rivalry between warlords
against one another in order to pursue their own religious and political agendas. One of
the most illustrative examples of this can be seen in the career of the Caliph al-Qadir
Bi’llah (r. 381-422/991-1031). Having been installed by the Buyid amir Baha al-Dawla
(r. 378-403/988-1012), al-Qadir originally endorsed the Buyids in power, but when the
opportunity arose to work in tandem with Mahmiid of Ghazna (r. 998-1030)—a staunch
anti-Shiite and anti-Mu‘tazilite warlord in Khurasan who recognized the Caliph’s Sunni
authority—he did not hesitate. Al-Qadir eventually used the power of his restored
religious office to proclaim official doctrine in line with Hanbali notions. The emerging
Sunni ideological nexus that united Caliph and warlord served as a model to the Turkish
Seljuks who inherited the religious and political prerogatives of Mahmud of Ghazna.
They eventually ousted the Buyids from Baghdad in 447/1055 after plundering their

holdings in Iran.?®

The Seljuks also suppressed other Shiite inspired political projects, such as

helping defeat what remained of the Qarmati state in Bahrayn in 1070.%’

% John J. Donohue, The Buwayhid Dynasty in Iraq (Leiden: Brill, 2003).
% patricia Crone, God's Rule: Government and Islam, six centuries of Islamic political thought
(New York: Columbia University Press, 2004), pp. 220-22; Sourdel, “al-Kadir Bi’llah,” EI2.

" Qarmati, EI2.
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siding with theAbbasid Caliphs in 440/1048 after the counter -caliphate of the
Umayyads in Spain (317-422/929-1031) had already disintegrated.?® As can be seen, the

overturning of Shiite fortunes was an empire-wide phenomenon.

Among their most enduring political projects of the Seljuks however was the
mobilization of volunteer forces aimed at recapturing Muslim lands lost to the Byzantines
during the Shiite century. The period that marks the Seljuk rise to power has been dubbed
the Sunni Revival, described by scholars as the socio-religious phenomenon concomitant
with the rise of Seljuk power, which allegedly restored Sunni Islam's place as the
dominant religion of the ruling dynasties and the rightful representative of the majority

position of the population.?

It is in this context that the protracted process of the development and
crystallization of Sunni Islam unfolds. Rather than attempting to provide the reader with a
narrative that can manage the many moving parts of this complex history, this study
explores central aspects of the problem, thinking through the various obstacles, and
attempting to provide a preliminary sketch of such a possible history. For example,
chapter two explores the ways in which myth, history, and community are interwoven in
Islamic historical materials and suggests that narrative literary analysis be used as a
method in the study of hadith and history to explore Sunni senses of collective identity.
Chapter three returns to the long debated subject of orthodoxy in IslamEitearguéketliat

ratesrithvamm expbdrivertithA figcab leie aoto ravthaonit i it cyglasjuriepkidenedtidhlealogyss o

8 Amin Tibi, “Zirids,” EI2

2 \We explore the notion of Sunni revival further in chapter three.
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doctrine more generally, scholars should critically examine the development of Sunni
discourses of community (al-jama ‘a) as sites to better understand the constitution of
orthodoxy and heresy in Islam. In chapter four the myth of lIbn Sapthe Yemeni Jew

credited with instigating the conflict between Muhammad’s companions and the creation
of Shiism, is analyzed in light of a recent discovery of the story’s original source.
Therein we explore the ways in which this myth has been central to Sunni Islam’s own
self-understanding in external relationship to Christianity and Judaism on the one hand
and its internal relationship to Shim on the other hand. Exploring the creation of

another internal boundary, chapter five analyzes the idea of the Rightly Guided Caliphs
as historical problem. In doing so it explores the natureliob. Aba Talib’s
hagiography in Sunni tradition. Another figure central to Islam’s early development,
Mu‘awiya b. Abtu Sufyan, is the subject of the final chapter of this study. Using a
previously unstudied treatise, The Fada il Mu‘awiya, we ask the question, “What
happened to the partisans of Mu‘awiya?” Together, these studies analyze Sunni narratives
of Islamic origins in order to identify the textual and rhetorical foundations that have
made the ahl al-Sunna wa al-Jamd‘a, in the mind of its adherents, synonymous with

Islam itself.
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History, Myth, and Community:

Approaching Islamic Historical Writing through Narrative

Since the publication of Benedict Anderson’s influential text Imagined Communities:
Reflections on the Origins and Spread of Nationalism in 1991, scholars across the
humanities and the social sciences have interrogated the putative claims of collective and
group identity as discursive constructions and social processes deeply imbued with
politics. Whether for an ethnic group, a nation, or pan-historical religious community,
claims of collective identity all function in similar social fashions in that they are
constituted through performed social discourse. It might be said that all notions of
collective identity are products of the discursive imaginary. As Gyan Pandey, a premier
historian of modern Indian nationalism, has argued, communities may only be “solidary

collectivities that come into being through the very narratives that invoke them.”*

! Gyanendra Pandey, Remembering Partition: Violence, Nationalism, and History in India (New
York: Cambridge University Press, 2001), p. 204.
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massive levels of material and emotional resources testifies to their material consequence

and temporal endurance.

Here, | plan to explore at a conceptual level the dynamics of what | term
communal or communitarian discourse in order to provide a conceptual model through
which to understand Islamic historical narrative in terms of community formation.
Communitarian discourse includes the range of discursive acts which express and make
claims towards the definition of a particular collective identity. It should be understood as
an order of ideological discourse inasmuch as it relates to power—every claim to
collective identity is an argument against an alternative one. The following discussion
reviews communal discourse in terms of narrative by reviewing recent discussions at the
intersection between narrative theory and the social sciences. The goal is to arrive at an
understanding of the intimate relationship between the social processes of collective

identification and the construction and maintenance of historical narratives.

Narrative analysis, in the world of literary theory has occasioned much discussion
in both structuralism and post-structuralism and given rise to an entire sub-field,
narratology.? These conversations have in turn influenced theoretical and methodological

approaches across various disciplines such as history, philosophy, and psychology.®

of

z Thgre isa §ubstanti§1| literature on the topip of narrative, some of the most important statements
B8PSR AR MSTRALRNRSY aFBeR R RIS K AALR BRAFIEE A% not meant to

% In history see the work of Hayden White, The Content of the Form: Narrative Discourse and
glisoon tsih Fidye beesignibh ¢BaREndRAERs Fegog aveoditirabss avankaxe, bbbty doDmeakikdze
(Baltimore: John’s Hopkins University Press, 1978); Frank Ankersmit, A Semantic Analysis of the
Historian's Language (Boston: Springer, 1983); idem, Historical Representation (Stanford: Stanford
University Press, 2002); in psychology see Jerome Bruner, “The Narrative Construction of Reality,” in
Critical Inquirty vol. 18, no. 1 (Autumn, 1991), pp. 1-21; in philosophy see David Carr, Time, Narrative,
and History (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1986); Paul Ricoeur, Time and Narrative, vols. 1-3
(Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1984-1988).
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While there is much to say about the development of these debates and their influence
over the last few decades, the most useful dimension of the narrative form for the
following discussion is the emphasis in narrative studies on order and plot in the
development of a story’s rhetorical power. Namely, the sequential unfolding of events in
a given narrative, what Hayden White calls emplotment is the most important and basic
element of story because it is the linguistic function that produces the effect of
chronology. Through the simple arrangement of sequence, random and otherwise
disparate elements are brought into relationship with one another. It is this relationship
between various events and elements of a story that ultimately constitutes narrative’s
representational function. Narratives give the illusion of representing reality and therein
lies their power as a discursive form; like all representational schemata, their viability
depends on their perceived plausibility, their life-likeness. Narratives then, function as

“regimes of verisimilitude.”*

In Time, History, and Narrative, philosopher David Carr provides a model
through which to understand the experience of collective subjectivity in terms of

narrative.®

* A good, brief, summary of the narrative form and its various aspects can be read in Paul Cobley,
Narrative, The New Critical Idiom (London: Routledge, 2001); for a more detailed review of the
development of specific debates in narratology see Ruth Ronen, “Paradigm Shift in Plot Models: An
Outline of the History of Narratology” in Poetics Today 11:4 (Winter, 1990), pp. 817-842; a useful
bibliography can be found in “In Search of Knowledge about Narrative: An Annotaded Bibliography” in
The English Journal 83:2 (Feb., 1994) pp. 62-64; the comments about verisimilitude come from Cobley,
Narrative, pp. 218-223.

® For a psychological approach to the concept of “narrative experience” see Jerome Bruner, “The
Narrative Construction of Reality” in Critical Inquiry 18:1, 1991, pp. 1-21; also Bruner's earlier texts,
Actual Minds, Possible Worlds and Acts of Meaning.
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"8 This narrative

which has continuous existence through its experiences and activities.
account is the larger frame in which the variety of communitarian discourses might
appear. Therefore, a nation, religious community, or even a family all are constituted by a
larger narrative which binds the individual fragments of communitarian discourse into a
plausible whole; this narrative exists prior to both the individual and collective subject

and is part of a constant dynamic of revision and change contingent upon shifting social

circumstances.

The extent to which the narrative frame dominates a community’s sense of
subjectivity cannot be overstated, given that it is the mechanism through which mundane
individual experiences are mediated and brought into a collective whole. Carr notes,
“Communal temporality is constituted by the collective narrative of particular events
which members subscribe to as part of their own constitution as we-subjects. This
temporality marks the points of significance in the story of the community of we-subjects
and also is the frame through which the continuous narrative experience takes place.”’
Therefore, a community is always aware of its origin, development, and the potential of

its own finikelenakéstussi ol inasritopriaetepbimgthate fa diatedt dye thielat qufagiz ¢hat

degeebed thmsgppoiitis. a community exists wherever a narrative account exists of a “we”

It is at this point of collective experience that historical consciousness becomes a

central factor in the constitution of collective subjectivity. Carr delineates this process:

® Carr, Time, Narrative and History, p. 163.
" Carr, Time, Narrative and History, p. 167.
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[A] community at any moment has a sense of its origins and the prospect of its
own death as it seeks to articulate its own internal coherence and integrity over
time. [This articulation may] take the form of a kind of negotiation among
participants or even between parties to different versions of the group's story.
Changing external circumstances or internal crises may be the occasion for a sort
of collective Besinnung in which participants are reminded of their past, formulate
or reformulate present problems and projects, and orient themselves toward the

future.®

Historian and anthropologist Michel Trouillot provides a pithy insight into this process:
“The collective subjects who supposedly remember did not exist as such at the time of
the events they claim to remember. Rather, their constitution as subjects goes hand in
hand with the continuous creation of the past...they do not succeed such a past: they are
its contemporaries.”® The creation of a shared collective past, again, is a process
fundamental to all social collectivities, regardless of size, that assign themselves a degree
of collective agency and subjectivity. Therefore, the emergence of a putatively held
historical narrative signifies the achievement of a degree of stability in a community's

sense of self.

Naturally, narrative theory has much to say about the representation of historical

events themselves. Hayden White is one of the most emblematic figures in this debate.

& Carr, Time, Narrative and History, 164-5

® Michel-Rolph Trouillot, Slencing the Past: Power and the Production of History (Boston: Beacon Press,
1997), 16.
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His first major statement on the topic, Metahistory,'® claimed that historical writing
largely conforms to the narrative form and follows its literary structures and procedures.
While this basic point had been made in various ways, for example by Arthur Danto
years earlier in Knowledge and Narration,** White's unique contribution was the claim
not only that narrative representations of historical events provide them with a conceptual
framework for comprehension, but also that the events themselves exist only inasmuch a

narrative scheme is imposed upon them.

Positivist historians, of course, continue to be averse to this conclusion in that it
allegedly blurs the line between fiction and fact by arguing that historical accounts are
mere constructions of particular historians’ imagination and as such often tell more about
the historian's ideological and discursive positionality than it does the events its purports
to recount. Conventional historians' anxiety aside, the anthropological utility of
understanding collective historical consciousness through an analysis of the structures of
historical narrative remains an indispensable tool in the historical anthropology of early

Islamic society.

Borrowing directly from developments in narrative theory, Hayden White focuses
his analysis on the emplotment schema of historical narratives in order to understand their
degree of import vis-a-vis the social world. He says, “By emplotment | mean simply the

encodation of the facts contained in the chronicle as components of specific kinds of plot

1% Hayden White has had a tremendous impact on the subject of narrative and history. For a review
of his impact in the field of history see Richard VVann “The Reception of Hayden White” in History and
Theory 37:2, pp. 143-61; also for a good interlocutor see Wulf Kansteiner “Hayden White's Critique of the
writing of history” in History and Theory 32:3 pp. 273-295.

1 For example see the review article by Geoffrey Roberts, “J. H. Hexter: Narrative History and
Common Sense” in The History and Narrative Reader (London: Routledge, 2001) pp. 134-139.
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structure.”*? Ultimately, the structure of emplotment, for White, is the mechanism
through which narrative displays its ideological—that is power—dynamics.™® He says
“narrative in general...has to do with the topic of law, legality, legitimacy or more
generally, authority.”'* Historical narration, that is, any speech act that lays claim
towards the recollection past events, contains a moralizing impulse and produces a
legitimating function, because it posits one interpretation over and against another. Even
in its singularity, a solitary historical account is always part of a debate. He argues, “In
order to qualify as historical, an event must be susceptible to at least two narrations of its
occurrence. Unless at least two versions of the same set of events can be imagined, there
is no reason for the historian to take upon himself the authority of giving the true account
of what really happened. The authority of the historical narrative is the authority of

reality itself...”* Here a historical text can be read as an argument between groups.

On the plurality of possible historical interpretations, Carr makes an insightful
observation, “at precisely the point where the need for collective Besinnung arises, rival
accounts often present themselves. Is it not the case that much communal activity at all
levels, from the smallest and most intimate to our huge modern nation-states, consists in

the clash of incompatible story-lines, a battle over which account of who we are and

12 Hayden White, “The Historical Text as Literary Artifact” in Geoffrey Roberts, ed., The History
and Narrative Reader (New York: Routledge, 2001), p. 223.

3 White, Hayden “Historical Emplotment and the Problem of Truth” in The History and Narrative
Reader.

 Hayden White, “The Value of Narrativity in the Representation of Reality” in The Content of
the Form, p. 6.

> White, “The Value of Narrativity,” p. 20.
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where we are going is to be accepted?”*® In this light, Carr and White seem to be in

complete agreement: a degree of agon inheres in all narrative accounts.

We now turn to the concept of myth (used synonymously here with meta-
narrative) as it relates to the constitution of community identity. While there is a
vociferous debate behind the category of myth and its utility in religious studies, suffice it
to say that the term is now used anthropologically to understand the social dynamics of
particular societies rather than to posit the putative nature of human existence. Thus,
“myth” is no longer understood in terms of the fantastic or false, but rather the pervasive,
the self-evident, social truths in a given society. Ultimately, myths and metanarratives
constitute the widest boundaries of communitarian discourse and thus remain

indispensable for the study of history and society.

Given that the very definition of the word myth has been the site of much contest,
it might seem presumptive to offer another one here; however, a vague delimiting of
terminology is unavoidable. Bruce Lincoln states that “myth is ideology in narrative
form.”*" It is the mundane, common-sensical, quality of myth that warrants its continued
utility as an analytic category. Myth or metanarrative should be understood as that type of
discourse in any given society that presents itself as beyond the pale of plausible
contestation. As Bruce Lincoln points out, in society “myth is often treated as an

anonymous and collective product, in which questions of authorship are irrelevant.”®

16 Carr, Time, Narrative and History, p. 156

7 Bruce Lincoln, Theorizing Myth: Narrative, |deology, and Scholarship (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 2007), 147.
'8 Lincoln, Theorizing Myth, p. 149.
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Outside of the realm of religion, Roland Barthes considered mythical those forms of
discourse which presented themselves as the “only possible way of thinking: ‘what goes
without saying’... myth is depoliticized speech which represses the contingent,
historical...”*® Myth is the category of broad-narrative through which, as Carr might

argue, the singular and collective subject constitute their realities.

To understand the function of myth in society, an anthropological mode of
analysis must be developed that intertwines myth’s narrative and social dimensions.
Russel McCutcheon argues for an approach to myth in the context of social formation,
encouraging a reading of myth in terms of process rather than static text: myth in terms of
myth-making; story-telling rather than story.? Laurie Patton, a critic of McCutcheon,
does not disagree on this point. For example, Patton’s treatment of the subject posits that
myth can be understood as “the process by which a cultural form can be argued as

transcendental, thus guiding and regularizing human behavior.”*

19 Laurence Coupe, Myth, 2nd ed. (New York: Routledge, 2009), p. 148.

% One can see a fundamental difference between this approach and that of Wendy Doniger’s:
myth is “a story that is sacred to and shared by a group of people who find their most important meanings
in it.” in Other Peoples Myths: The Cave of Echoes (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1995), p. 27.

2! Laurie Patton, Myth as Argument: The Brhaddevata as Canonical Commentary (New York:
Walter de Gruyter, 1996), p. 40.
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McCutcheon argues for an understanding of mythmaking as “a species of
ideology production, of ideal-making, where ‘ideal’ is conceived not as an abstract and
absolute value but as a contingent, localized construct that comes to represent and
simultaneously reproduce certain specific social values as if they were inevitable and

universal.”??

While McCutcheon’s insistence rests on interrogating the concepts of the
transcendent and the sacred, his position does not fundamentally differ from Patton's
which seeks an understanding of myth as a claim to transcendental authority. Both

answer the question of power and the production of meaning in society as mediated

through myth.

Patton encourages a reading of myth drawn from the work of Walter Benjamin.
She says, “For Benjamin, the mythic process must be read in the texts of the storytellers,
the street names of Europe, the names of corporations, on the exhibit halls of the
expositions, and in the architecture of the arcades.””® The readifigandc¢hdentahdeme
chardoterunflecstidoch| nioimdanady referdéatmngo of leogiectimythalbpical/iprocEssmimuenitsrihe
diassicede vespasialigliog tbé ongeh ofwmationdatitrébgimdecstandusdisidl coedizgitre agnse
thaireswiors ofcmbéransceryienpléhadnd tiovetslyett anstendaribes miytidual Hofiverhysodatly
amgtheprpdredéy. society. Now, the more commonly accepted approach understands myth
as a function of social production. This production is accessible only through an analysis

of what Patton calls the “mythological fragment.” An analysis of the even the most major

22 Russell McCutcheon, “Myth” in Guide to the Study of Religion, ed. Willi Braun and Russell
McCutcheon, pp. 204-207 (New York: Continuum, 2009).

% Laurie Patton, “Dis-Solving a Debate” in Frank E. Reynolds and David Tracy, ed., Religion and
Practical Reason (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1994), p. 231.
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systems of cultural meaning production must be reduced to smaller discursive units that

can be investigated as sites of ideology/mythical production.

The analytic challenge of this approach to reading myth and history is to negotiate
between simply highlighting their narrated, thus constructed forms and demarcating the
process through which the myth achieved its ascendance. Michel Trouillot speaks to this
problem. Referring to this approach as constructivist, he says, its “dilemma is that while
it can point to hundreds of stories that illustrate its general claim that narratives are
produced, it cannot give a full account of the production of any single narrative.”** He
holds that “a theory of the historical narrative must acknowledge both the distinction and
the overlap between process and narrative.”” To write a history of meta-narrative
formation requires an analysis of changes in discourse over time juxtaposed with an
account of the transpired events which correspond to those fluctuations. Of course, a two-
tiered project of deconstructing a dominant historical narrative and writing the history of
formation at the same time runs the risk of assumingly producing another historical

narrative imbued with its own moralizing agenda.

The seeming tension in writing a historical explanation for the way in which a
historical narrative forms may be tempered through recent discussions about tradition as
an analytic for social change. Where the genealogical method can point to breaks and
subversions in seeming historical continuities, as a deconstructive project it fails to
account for actual continuities in social history. Tradition opts to account for genealogy’s

failings. Alasdair Maclntyre argues that virtually every speech-act has to be understood

% Trouillot, Silencing the Past, p. 13.

% Trouillot, Slencing the Past, p. 23-4.
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in its context as the work of someone who has made him or herself accountable by his or
her utterance in some community, whose history has produced a highly determined

shared set of capacities for understanding, evaluating, and responding to that utterance.?®

Thus, a central goal of this study is to understand historical reporting as a
discursive tradition. Combining all of the elements reviewed in the preceding discussion,
I advance here Talal Asad’s conceptual framework as presented in “The Idea of an
Anthropology of Islam.” He encourages scholars to understand the ways in which the
“Islamic” is constituted in lived embodied practices, recognizing the pedagogical
dimension involved, whether in a formal or informal social context. Understanding
Islamic historical reporting, be it in the form of hadith transmission or the compilation of
historical chronicles, as a process of social development, will allow us to gain insight into
the earliest stages in Islamic sectarian formation. We turn now to a review of the major

elements of the Islamic historical tradition that bear upon this project.

Islamic Historical Discourse

In the development of the Islamic sciences that took place between the seventh and tenth
centuries, history (¢arikh) was not considered a discrete discipline of learning. That is, it
did not invited patronage, tutelage, and institutionalization the way that other sciences of

religion such as law, hadith, or Qur’anic exegesis did. Chase Robinson explains,

% David Scott, “The Tragic Sensibility of Talal Asad” in David Scott and Charles Hirschkind, eds,
Powers of the Secular Modern: Talal Asad and His Interlocutors (Stanford: Stanford University Press,
2006), p. 144; for Asad’s responses to the question of “Tradition” see pp. 137-48 in the same volume.



31

But most learned Muslims of that period accorded the historian far less authority
than we do, and envisioned his activity not so much as a discipline independent
from other disciplines, but as a kind of narrative practice. Medieval Muslim

historians, unlike modern western ones, only rarely insisted that they were doing

something special.”’

This is ironic, considering that other Islamic sciences ultimately depended on historical
information for their own legitimacy. As Franz Rosenthal states, “Muslim historiography
has at all times been united by the closest ties with the general development of
scholarship in Islam.”?® Indeed, the entire range of law (figh) would be impossible
without regular recourse to hadith and akhbar which function as a textual repository for
the Prophetic Sunna; nor could one imagine Qur’anic exegesis (zafsir) without the
“occasions of divine revelation” (asbab al-nuziil) which historicize the piecemeal
moments of revelation as they related to Muhammad’s life. Nonetheless, the first treatise
that addresses history writing as a discrete science‘( ilm) does not appear in the Muslim

world until 867/1463.%°

The study of Islamic history writing is further complicated when one attempts to

define the genre and its curators. The Muslim historian par excellence, Ibn Jarir al-Tabar1

%" Chase Robinson, Islamic Historiography (Oxford: Cambridge University Press, 2003), p. 6:
“But most learned Muslims of that period accorded the historian far less authority than we do, and
envisioned his activity not so much as a discipline independent from other disciplines, but as a kind of
narrative practice. Medieval Muslim historians, unlike modern western ones, only rarely insisted that they
were doing something special.”

% Franz Rosenthal, A History of Muslim Historiography (Leiden, Netherlands: Brill, 1968), p. 30.

% Rosenthal, The History, p. 245. This is the work of MuhyT al-Din Muhammad b. Sulayman al-
Kafiyaji entitled al-Mukhtasar fi ilm al-tarikh.
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(d. 311/923), was perhaps more famous in his day as a jurist and exegete than a historian.
Further, the tremendous history that he produced corresponds, in basic form, to the genre
of hadith literature—that is the matn-isnad structure, yet he was considered persona non
grata to the hadith experts of his day.* There is a visible paradox in the fact that in the
early generations there was little to no distinction between hadith scholars and historians
as far as scholarly method and form was concerned. Scholarly divisions, nonetheless,
eventually became based on increased specialization in isnad criticism or thematic focus.
While these may appear as inconsequential instances of academic competition and
jockeying, they in fact translated into a great degree of rivalry, even, enmity between
scholars of hadith and those of history. As we will see throughout this study, many of
these differences were embedded in the polemics of emerging sectarian groups and not
confined to scholarly issue of method or technique. With these complications in mind,

how then is the student of early Muslim expected to approach her source materials?

There have been a number of impressive studies which survey the development of
Islamic historical writing along with its basic contents and features. The contributions of
Franz Rosenthal, Frederick Donner, and Chase Robinson are among the more enduring.**
These scholars have sought to identify the origins of the genre, its relationship to pre-

Islamic practices of historical writing, and the literary structures that define its form.

% Christopher Melcher, The Formation of the Sunni Schools of Law, 9"-10" Centuries C.E.
(Leiden: Brill, 1997), p. 152,

%! Franz Rosenthal, A history of Muslim historiography (Leiden: Brill, 1968); Frederick Donner,
Narratives of Iamic Origins (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1998); Chase Robinson, Islamic
Historiography (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004).
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However, a parallel genre of literature—#hadith and its sciences—has been the subject of
another sub-discipline that concerns historical thought. Since the pioneering work of
Ignaz Goldziher, this literature has almost exclusively been concerned with whether or
not hadith transmissions can be used as historically reliable sources. For example, Joseph
Schacht in his influential The Origins of Muhammadan Jurisprudence and G.H.A.
Juynboll who expanded his methods sought to explain the conditions which led to a
proliferation (read forgery) of hadith materials in the eighth and ninth centuries.
Schacht’s insights were countered by Nabia Abbot and M.A. Azimi in their respective
studies, who advocated a more conservative approach to the materials. This authenticity
debate dominated much of the scholarly output on the subject of hadith in the middle and

late twentieth century and has left a legacy of impasse that still consumes scholars today.

Here, 1 do not intend to review the findings of scholars working in Islamic
historiography or outline the debates concerning the historical reliability of hadith
materials. Rather, because this study is concerned with the way in which certain
narratives of Islamic history are deeply ingrained in sectarian rhetoric and discourse, |
would like to focus on the features of Islamic historical writing—whether in the form of
hadith or akhbar—that played a role in the articulation of Sunni and Shiite historical
claims. Here | draw special attention to the way in which Islamic history writing is

related to community self-legitimation.
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Prominent Structures and Themes in Islamic Historical Materials

One of the most important features of both history writing and the more formalized
practice of hadith transmission is the isnad-matn structure. The isnad, or literally support,
is best thought of as an ancient footnote or citation practice that provided historical
“documentation” for the matn, or content report. The isnad takes the form of a simple list
of names that begins with the most recent transmitter and continues until the narrator of
the report itself often a companion or family member of the Prophet Muhammad.
Together, the isnad-matn combination came to constitute the basic unit of all historical
reference. It is the free standing nature of the historical unit that allowed for a variety of

genres to make use of Islamic historical materials and adapt them to their specific needs.

The fluidity and pervasiveness of historical materials throughout Islamic
discourses raise an important methodological concern for the contemporary historian and
student concerned with the relationship between historical narrative and community
identity. How is one to interpret phenomenon as opaque as “historical consciousness” in
light of the many genres that historical writing and referencing took place? What would a
scholar use as a representative textual site for the project? Is such a project even possible?
Given the ubiquity of the isna@d-matn structure it would be limiting to restrict the study of
history writing to a specific genre of literature, if not shortsighted. Rather the
phenomenon of historical consciousness or discourses of memory should be approached
in a broad intertextual sense, mindful of the ways in which various genres of Islamic
literature make use of historical reporting in their own configurations of authority and

authenticity. This broad approach, however, is only made possible only through analysis
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of, and attention to, the isnad-matn structure of historical reporting and more specifically

its variable placement in Muslim literary tradition.

One must also keep in mind the ways in which the hadith and akhbar have been
subject to modification and manipulation within the Islamic tradition itself. Not unlike
the basic historiographical problems faced by any researcher, early Muslim scholars
undertook the challenge of sifting through a bulk of materials in order to distinguish
historical fact from fiction. The way in which Muslim critics, especially in the third
Islamic century (ninth-century C.E.), approached the problem was to initiate a rigorous
campaign of authentication based upon scrutinizing the individuals involved in the
transmission of akhbar and hadith. This practice would later crystallize into the formal
sub-specialty of hadith science known as knowledge of men ( ilm al-rijal) or impugning
and affirm (al-jarkz wa al-ta'dil), through which scholars would attain certainty that their

vision of an Islamic past was indeed the correct, unadulterated one.

A parallel development of “correcting the record” took place in the compilation of
historical chronicles. During the eighth and ninth centuries many historical compilations
revolved around specific events, themes, or individuals. Take for example Kitab al-Ridda
wa al-Futuh written by Sayf b.‘Umar al -Tamimi, a Kufan historian. This text is
historical compilation dealing with the Wars of Apostasy and the Islamic Conquests and
was used as a primary source of information for al-Tabari’s reconstruction of early
Islamic history. Al-TabarT did, however, suppress a number of elements in Sayf’s text,

thus fragmenting it in order to fit his overall narrative scheme.
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This taxonomy of hadith and akhbar into the true and false along with the
fragmentation of earlier thematic compilations had many implications for the
development of Muslim society in the ninth; two dimensions deserve explicit comment.
The first and most important for our purposes is the simultaneous process of
differentiation of the historical record and the crystallization of sectarian identities. In
fact, the two developments should be understood as a single phenomenon as they were
understood by Muslim scholars themselves. For example, Ibn Sirin repordetly said that

the scholars

...were not in the habit of asking about the isnad but when the civil war broke out
they said ‘Mention to us your transmitters.” The people of the community (ahl al-
sunna) were investigated and their hadith was accepted while the heretics (ahl al-

bida‘) were investigated and their hadith was rejected.*

Even if Ibn Sirin’s comments are not historically accurate with regard to the chronology
of introduction of the isnad, it is still revealing of the ways in which scholars understood
that their historical work was directly related to the formation of in and out group

distinctions.

Thus, for example, as Shiite political movements came to emphasize an elevated
position for ‘Ali b. Abti Talib in the course of the divine revelation, it would be natural
that a historical tradition would develop to substantiate such a position. Ibn Abi Hadid

comments that indeed it was the Shiite movements in their veneration of Al that led to

% Tarif Khalidi, Arabic Historical Thought in the Classical Period (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1994), p. 21.
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the mass proliferation of fada’il (meritorious characteristics and distinctions) materials.*
It would be mistaken, however, to consider this development in an isolated ideological
sense. Rather, it is more important to recognize the effect such developments had on the
larger corpus of historical writings on a particular subject given that competing groups
would necessarily need to respond to such challenges with their own vision of historical
events. As we will see in chapter five, in the case ofAli b. Aba  Talib in the Sunni
memory, a hardening of historical narrative concerning his place in early Muslim society

accompanied the consolidation of sectarian boundaries.

Another important consequence of the rise of isnad criticism is the suppression of
historical materials carried by non-hadith specialists. The traditional historians who did
not always scrutinize their chains of transmission, and the story tellers who often served
as intermediaries between the scholarly and public classes would soon be considered
insignificant, even a burden, in the eyes of their more discriminating Zadith critics. This
jockeying for historical authority led to the rise of a scholarly vanguard imbued with a
distinct sense of religious authority. As Tarif Khalidi points out, “the form that Hadith
took was bound up with the development of the isnad and with the emerging class of

scholars who sought to regulate the production of religious scholarship.”3*

Thus, Sufyan
al-Thawrt is reported to have snapped at the Caliph al-Mahdi (r.158-168/775-785) for

insisting that he relate stories and tales to him: “l am not a qassl”35

% G. H. A. Juynboll, Muslim Tradition: Sudiesin Chronology, Provenance and Author ship of
Early Hadith (Cambridge, 1983), p. 12-13.
% Tarif Khalidi, Arabic Historical Thought, p. 23.

* Tarif Khalidi, Arabic Historical Thought, p. 23.
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For these reasons an increased level of suspicion has been cast by western trained
scholars of Islamic history on the reliability of historical literary materials. This basic
problem has produced heated debate and competing schools of thought in various
disciplines that continue until the present. As Herbert Berg notes, “At the crux of the
debate is the value scholars assign to the chain of transmitters (the isnad), which is
intended to demonstrate the authenticity and indicate the provenance of the tradition
(hadrth) [or khabar] or book of which it is a part.”*® On one side of the spectrum lies the
descriptive, if credulous, approach of simply assuming the reliability of Islamic
materials.3” On the other side is the “skeptical school” which assumes that no amount of
recoverable material is available in the extant Islamic sources because they are so far
removed from the events they describe and as such must be understood as later
interpolations, fabrications, and embellishments.® While there is little indication that the
debate concerning the authenticity of early Islamic materials will subside or be resolved,
a variety of methods and approaches use isnads and their attendant reports for things

other than a positivist reconstruction of history.

% Herbert Berg, The Development of Exegesis in Early Isam: The Authenticity of Muslim
Literature from the Formative Period (Richmond, Surrey: Curzon Press, 2000), p. 1.

%" Donner, Narratives, p. 6-9. Another important feature of this approach which is not entirely
irrelevant to the present concern is the consideration of the Quran as a source of "documentary" evidence of
Muhammad's life. Donner includes in this approach the earlier work of Edward Gibbon, William Muir,
Philip K. Hitti as well as more recent authors such as Marshall Hodgson, Hugh Kennedy, Ira Lapidus, and
Albert Hourani.

% Donner, Narratives, p. 19. An early example of this approach can be seen in the figure of Henri
Lammens followed by more recent examples such as John Wansborough, Patricia Crone, Michael Cook
and their students. Donner’s outline of the methodological developments in the study of early Islamic
history/historical accounts serves the larger aims of his project which are to decisively refute the
“skeptical” school’s theoretical and historical framework and in turn advance an understanding of early
Islamic historical materials in terms of competing community claims to legitimacy.
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One of the most useful methods has been to engage the polemical nature of
Islamic historical materials as a method in historical anthropology. Tarif Khalidi argued
that the obsession with a positivist reconstruction of past events distracts us from many
other possibilities of inquiry. He says, “When one learns to recognize the mythopoeic
activity of third-century scholars and to understand that much of this material is meant to
edify or to propagate a sectarian viewpoint rather than to inform, one might begin to see
the material in a new light.”*® Khalidi’s recommendations however were anticipated long
before by Albrecht Noth, whose Quellenkritische Sudien zu Themen, Formen, und
Tendenzen frihislamischer Geschichtsiiberlieferung in 1973 marked a turning point in

Islamic historiography.*°

% Khalidi, Arabic Historical Thought, p. 26.

0 Noth’s text is available in English: Albrecht Noth, trans. Lawrence Conrad, The Early Arabic
Historical Tradition: A Source Critical Study (Princeton: Darwin Press, 1994). References to Noth’s work
are drawn from the English edition. Noth, The Early Arabic, pp. 3-17. Noth’s primary and lasting
contribution was his decided refutation of a commonly accepted analytic model that posited the existence
of historiographic schools akin to the schools of theology and law in classical Islam. Noth argued that de
Goeje, Wellhausen, Mednikov, and Caetani distinguished the historical compilations of the eighth and
ninth centuries and their authors as belonging to either the Hijazi (e.g. Medinan) or Iragi schools of history.
It was assumed that these authors would report histories from their regional perspectives only. Noth points
to the fact however that many compilations from within the supposed same “schools” report traditions that
vary greatly in terms of content and origin. Also, compilations across the regional distinctions can be
shown to report similar materials.
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“rubrics under which the transmitters considered their own past.”*" These themes then,

constitute the core materials around which later narratives would congeal.

Noth states from the outset of his project that his “study will avoid any connection
between source criticism and the presentation of actual history.”** In this sense he might
be considered part of the ‘skeptical school’. However, Noth reminds his readers that
“when an account is for various reasons found to misrepresent or color what it claims to
report, this is in itself a contribution to historical knowledge.”* That is to say, the
construction of a particular historical narrative can say a tremendous amount about
Muslim communities in the early period and the competing socio-political forces in

) ) Noth argued for an approach to the entire corpus of history
which their development was grounded. In this way, Noth might be considered an

writing that focused analytic attention on the atomistic report—the isnad-khabar unit—
unassuming harbinger of the now popular literary methods and approaches used by

and the content of its narration. By comparing and contrasting the bulk of these reports as
contemporary scholars in Islamic studies.

loose and fragmented materials, Noth identified major themes which he describes as

Building upon Noth’s conclusions, Fred Donner offers a distinct approach that
might serve as a basic framework for understanding historical narrative as a function of

Sunni self-imaging.**

*! Noth, The Early Arabic, p. 27.
“2 Noth, The Early Arabic, p. 18.
** Noth, The Early Arabic, p. 24.

“ Fred Donner, Narratives of Islamic Origins: The Beginnings of Islamic Historical Writing
(Princeton, NJ: The Darwin Press, 1998).
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historical reporting that can illuminate the ways in which various groups situated
themselves in terms of their assumed collective pasts.*® As a refutation of the “skeptics”,
Donner argues that the intense rivalry and fractiousness of the early community was such
that it guards against wholesale fabrication of historical fact. That is, while the details of
many events in early Islamic history are surely embellished or elided by the proclivities
of later generations, the basic contours of the Islamic narrative must be considered to
represent actual history. He argues, then, for an understanding of Islamic historical
writing in terms of community identity, an approach, he argues, that allows for a
conceptualization of a system of competing orthodoxies in the early, formative period of

Islam.*®

Like Noth's approach to the material, Donner pays careful attention to both the
content and form of the narrated traditions. For Donner’s thesis, this structure of Islamic
historical reporting is indispensable because it is the unit through which chronologies are
arranged: the “free standing textual unit” (e.g. isnad-khabar) allowed for a range of

possible manipulations, interpolations, and reconfigurations to occur_in various stages
Donners thesis revolves around the notion that historical reporting,

or more precisely, the reporting of particular historical narratives, is a function of the

legitimation of particular collectivities and their concerns at given period of time.

.2 Do rati 45 His the - 1).Prophecy, whick include efj
igtats Ve A e IR R R, S T s
anbiya’); 2) Community, which includes the Muslim community (umma), cult/administration, taxation, e.g.
battle commander/participation lists, administrative records of governors and urban organization; 3)
Hegemony, which includes conquests (fuzizi) and Caliphal lists (khilafa), 4) Leadership, which includes
fitna, sirat al-khulafa’, ridda, pre-1slamic Arabia and pre-Islamic Iran. Donner argues that these themes are
crystallized in the mid-second century.

“® Donner’s primary charge against the skeptical school is that early Muslim divisions, what he
calls multiple orthodoxies, serves as a guard against any thorough dogmatic purge of early material, a
charge he corroborates with the stark diversity of extant material which nonetheless concur on specific
events. For the skeptical school and criticisms see Donner, Narratives, pp. 20-31 and pp. 285-90.
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throughout the construction of historical narratives.*’ The atomistic feature of the isnad-
khabar unit is central to the presentation, reconstruction and analysis of dominant

narratives because of their propensity to manipulation.*®

Donner's final contribution to Noth's taxonomy of the historiographic tradition is
to posit that the particular themes described above can be traced to particular localities in
the early Muslim community.*® For example, because Kufa was a flashpoint in the
dispute over of the “Uthman’s murder, it is expected that fitna narratives would appear in
that city. Likewise, Syria because it was home to the Umayyads, might be particularly
rich in themes related to conquest, administration, and Caliphal authority. However, this
proposition—Ilinking historiographic themes to particular locales—should be nuanced by
prioritizing group affiliation over geographic context. That is, it might be more
appropriate to attach particular themes to particular groups, be they theological, political,
ethnic, or class-based, given that ruling elites patronized scholars in various regions and
that those scholars also cultivated relationships across geographical boundaries.* In fact,
political patronage and group affiliation might be the very nexuses through which

narrative configuration and evolution can be discerned.

The analysis of dominant narratives in this project proceeds by identifying

historical narratives and other discursive sites that are prominent in the polemics and

" Donner, Narratives, p. 262. Like Noth, Donner pays attention to a range of topoi and
mechanisms of schematization that largely structure the content of historical narratives.
“8 As will be further described in the following section, this textual unit corresponds, at a narrative level, to
what Hayden White describes as emplotment points in narrative configuration.

* Donner, Narratives, p. 214-29.

*® Donner, Narratives, p. 227.
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rhetorical differences between competing social and political groups in the Islamic
formative period. The various constructions of these narratives are outlined and charted
in representative texts alongside a description of the socio-political dimensions of the
various groups and individuals involved in the transmission of the narratives themselves.
While this procedure is fairly straightforward for texts after the ninth century, for reasons
described above it becomes speculative for traditions before that period. However, the
general approach of G.H.A. Juynboll which further develops Schacht’s “common-link”
theory is used here, within certain limitations, in order to trace the social milieu of

particular narratives and their transmitters in the first two centuries of Islamic history.*

The literary nuances in the changes and shifts of these narratives will be outlined
to show the ways in which narrative transformation corresponds to social change. A
survey of the means by which the narratives achieve a measure of stability and
reproduction supplements this analysis. Against the backdrop of broad political
developments, this textual/social juxtaposition provides the performative context of the
discursive practice of historical narration, which is the act through which narrative

authority is achieved and Sunni orthodoxy becomes a possibility.

%! The classic demonstration of Juynboll’s method can be seen in his “Some Isnad-Analytical
Methods Illustrated on the Basis of Several Woman-Demeaning Sayings from Hadith Literature,” in al-
Qantara, X (1989), 343-84. For recent, critical, review of Juynboll’s approach see Jonathon C. A. Brown,
“Encyclopedia of Canonical Hadith By G. H. A. Juynboll (Leiden, 2007)”, in Journal of Islamic Studies
2008 19(3): pp. 391-397; also Sulaiman Muhammad Al-Jarallah, “The origins of Hadith : a critical
appraisal of a Western approach to the subject” (Glasgow: University of Glasgow, 1991) Ph.D. Thesis.
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Rethinking I lamic Orthodoxy through the Jama ‘a

Since the inception of western studies of Islam, the question of orthodoxy and heresy has been, to
say the least, an elusive problem. Literally straight opinion, orthodoxy, in Christianity and
Judaism is typically understood as being defined by ecclesiastic institutions whose explicit
function in society is to define and maintain the boundaries of proper religious interpretation and
practice. Muslim societies, void of similar structures, were said early on not to possess the quality
of orthodoxy as did other traditions. Of course, the mere absence of synods and councils was not
understood as evidence of the lack of religious authority in the tradition. Rather, it became clear
that the need to demarcate the dynamics and loci of religious authority in Islam would need to

take into account the tradition’s own distinct features.

In an attempt to dismiss the question altogether, many have claimed that Islam is best
understood as a religion of orthopraxy—a tradition concerned with proper practice rather than
proper belief (orthodoxy). Indeed, advocates of this perspective point to the flurry of intellectual
activity in the Islamic tradition concerned with the formulation of proper interpretations and
applications of Islamic law, shari ‘a. As such, this stream of scholarship has focused on the
development of Islamic jurisprudence as a site to investigate Islamic religious authority.

Observers of the first centuries of Islam, however, have pointed out that the triumph of shari‘a
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regimentation in Muslim societies followed, or at least was accompanied by, a period of intense
theological debate. This line of research has focused on the theological and philosophical disputes
of early Islam and their eventual resolution as the location through which to understand
authoritative religious discourse in Islam. In the end, however, these two approaches—the legal
and the theological—to the study of authoritative discourse in Islam have been largely unable to
capture the meaning of “orthodoxy” in Islam, which is ultimately a question about power, society,

and the politics of knowledge.

Alongside the ebb and flow of these debates, the tendency for many specialists and non-
specialists alike, has been to simply conflate the terms “orthodox” and “Sunni.” Sunni Islam has
come to be seen as an original (i.e. orthodox) phenomenon from which other Islamic sects have
deviated. From this perspective—Sunnism as orthodoxy—the question of religious authority fully
enters the realm of imperial politics as opposed to remaining in the more insular, but not
apolitical, arena of clerical discourse (theology and jurisprudence). While all historians of Islam
can attest to the fact that a distinctly Sunni set of legal and theological practices and identities did
not come into existence until a much later period than that claimed by the tradition, few can

describe the way in which this process occurred.

All this is to say that the question of orthodoxy in the study of Islam has produced an
array of results and perspectives which have not always been congruous with one another. Here |
engage various approaches to the problem of orthodoxy in Islamic studies. | begin by
deconstructing the dichotomous “orthopraxy vs. orthodoxy debate” which has sought to locate
authoritative discourse in Islam in either jurisprudence or theology. | do so in order to
demonstrate the way that both discourses rely upon recourse to hadith for ultimate self-
legitimation. | then suggest that historical imagination as represented in hadith and other

historical literatures is a critical site through which to understand the dynamics of power in
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Islamic tradition. To do this | engage literature on power and orthodoxy both in and outside of

Islamic studies. Finally, | argue that the notion of al-Jama ‘a (Community) as a foundational myth

in Sunni Islam during offers a fresh perspective on the concept of orthodoxy and power in Islam.

Orthopraxy and Orthodoxy in Islam

Ignaz Goldziher seems to have been the first to make the comment that the notion of orthodoxy is
out of place in the case of the Islamic tradition because of the lack of synods and councils which
were discretely invested with the authority to decide on what constituted proper faith and

practice. He describes,

There is no parallel between dogma in Islam and dogma in the religious system of any
Christian church. In Islam there are no councils and synods that, after vigorous debate,
fix the formulas that henceforth must be regarded as sound belief. There is no
ecclesiastic office that provides a standard of orthodoxy. There is no exclusively
authorized exegesis of the sacred texts, upon which the doctrines of a church, and the
manner of their inculcation, might be based. The consensus is the highest authority in all
guestions of religious theory and practice, but it is a vague authority, and its judgment

can scarcely be precisely determined.’

Given his prominence in the tradition of western scholarship on Islam, many scholars have

simply followed Goldziher’s description that the concept is inapplicable in the Islamic case.’

! Ignaz Goldziher, Introduction to Islamic Theology and Law, trans. Andras and Ruth Hamori
(New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1981).

2 Montgomery Watt for example in Islamic Philosophy and Theology (Edinburgh: Edinburgh
University Press, 1985), p. 19: “It is best in Islamic studies to avoid the term ‘orthodox’ and ask instead
whether there was a central body of moderate opinion”; also see him in The Formative Period of Islamic
Thought (Oxford: One-world, Oxford University Press, 1998), pp. 5-6.



47

Thus the quest for understanding the nature of religious authority in Islam has become an object

of intense albeit diffuse academic inquiry.

The imposition of the category of orthodoxy on Islamic materials in the first place
however, has been called, by some, a problem of contemporary imperial designs. Most forcefully

John Henderson says:

[T]ying basic cultural (and cross-cultural) concepts such as orthodoxy and heresy too
closely to the circumstances of their manifestations in any one culture makes doing
comparative intellectual history very difficult, if not impossible. At its worst this
procedure is a variation of the old cultural imperialist ploy, which first asserts that

traditional non-Western cultures lack science, or philosophy, or reason...?

The inability for western scholars to conceive of an Islamic model of religious authority, Devin

Stewart argues “stem[s] from, in part, a conviction of the fundamental otherness of Islam.”*

For Sherman Jackson, the negation of the question of orthodoxy in Islam elides the ever
present phenomenon of communal authority. Responding to Montgomery Watt, who also

describes Islam as being devoid of the notion of orthodoxy, he says,

Professor Watt overlooks what every member of a religious community knows by
experience: the threat of stigma, malicious gossip, ostracism, or verbal attack by

respected members in the community is far more imminent, far more effective, and far

#John Henderson, The Construction of Orthodoxy and Heresy: Neo-Confucian, Islamic, Jewish,
and Early Chrigtian Patterns (New York: State University of New York Press, 1998), p. 20.

* Devin Stewart, “Religious Authority and Orthodoxy in Islam” unpublished paper.
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more determinative of religious belief and behavior than is the threat of formal

excommunication.®

Jackson overlooks, however, that Goldziher himself and Watt after him never made the claim that
Islam lacked structures or systems of authority, but rather they argued precisely that religious
authority in Islam need be understood in terms of community claims to legitimacy and consensus.
But which community does one look to in the formative period of Islam when the fractiousness of

Muslim society is perhaps its most prominent feature?

Herein lays the source of conceptual confusion when discussing orthodoxy and heresy in
Islam. That is, is the task to locate a structure akin to a hegemonic church authority, a type of
polity capable of enforcing religious regulations upon will? Or is the task to find an exegetical
practice that authorizes and constitutes religious legitimacy? If the former question, then one is
ultimately asking about the construction of “Sunni” Islam and its various components. If the
latter, then one is asking about the methods of a range of religious doctors including dialectical
theologians, jurists, mystics, caliphs and so forth. It could be argued that ambiguity surrounding
the question of orthodoxy in Islam stems from a lack of distinction, in the analysis, between 1)
authority structure and 2) exegetical practice and their various relationships to the constitution of

legitimate religious authority in Muslim societies.

At the conceptual level, the lack of “orthodoxy” in Islam has caused scholars to focus
upon debates regarding proper practice rather than proper belief, urging some to argue that Islam
is actually best understood as a religion of orthopraxy, one concerned with the regulation of
religious ritual practice. This approach has been so pervasive that even Joseph Van Ess, one of

the most prominent scholars of early Islamic dialectical theology can still say, “For Islam,

> Sherman Jackson, On the Boundaries of Theological Tolerancein Islam (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2002), p. 30.
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orthopraxy is more important than orthodoxy.”®

But it may be the case, as Devin Stewart has
argued, that even the notion of orthopraxy is not entirely devoid of aspects of belief;” hence, he

develops the notion of Islamic legal orthodoxy.

Nonetheless, the strength of the orthopraxy thesis has led to a number of investigations
that have sought to understand the development and formation of structures of the Islamic judicial
system, such as the court systems and legal schools (madhhabs) as well as the development of the

principle sources of Islamic jurisprudence.

Any basic textbook on the Islamic tradition will attest to the canonicity of the four sources of
Sunni jurisprudence: 1) Qur’an, 2) Sunna, 3) Consensus, 4) Qiyas (analogy). While their status as
principle sources has gone on uncontested for about the last thousand years, the process of their
historical recognition as such is only vaguely understood. Christopher Melchert and Wael
Hallag's important studies,® however, agree that the principle aspect in this process was the
eventual reconciliation between the two major blocs of jurisprudents: the rationalists (askab al-

ray) and the traditionalists (askab al-hadith).’

® Joseph Van Ess, The Flowering of Muslim Theology (Cambridge: Harvard University Press,
2006), pp. 16, 38.

" Devin Stewart, Isamic Legal Orthodoxy: Twelver Shi'ite Responses to the Sunni Legal System
(Salt Lake City: The University of Utah Press, 1998), pp. 45-48. For example, the normative Islamic
position across sects, save the Kharijites, is that to commit a sin does not make you an unbeliever, but
holding to the opinion that it is permissible to partake in a particular sin, does.

& Christopher Melchert, The Formation of the Sunni Schools of Law, 9"-10" Centuries C.E.
(Leiden: Brill, 1997); Wael Hallag, The Origins and Evolution of IsSlamic Law (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2005).

® Melchert describes the basic outline of his argument: “I develop on the one hand traditionalist
objections to rationalistic jurisprudence, important because the adherents of ra’y would largely modify their
practice to meet them on the other hand, the impracticalities of the traditionalists' program, which put a
term to pure traditionalism and called forth the efforts of traditionalists such as al-Bukhari and Muslim,
jurisprudents such as Ibn Surayj and al-Khallal, to devise a more manageable system of jurisprudence
based on hadith.” Formation, p. xxvi.
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rationalist sympathetic Caliph, al-Ma’miin (r. 198-218/813-833)."° This alleged reconciliation,
argues Hallag, “was the mid-point between the two movements that constituted the normative
position of the majority; and it was from this position that Sunnism, the religious and legal
ideology of the majority of Muslims, was to emerge.”*" In this description one can see the
conflation of the adjectives normative/majority/Sunni, which signals, again, the lack of clarity in
the definition and use of “orthodoxy” as an analytic category or at best relies upon a circular

logic.

Hallaqg’s description of the emergence of legal theory (usi/ al-figh) as being concomitant
with the rise of Sunni Islam should not be taken to signal the end of hostilities between various
legal and theological parties that all laid claim to the truth of the Sunna of the Prophet. Rather, the
consolidation of the hierarchy of sources in Sunni legal theory signals but one boundary of a
perceived community; and like all communities, the Sunni one too was constructed primarily in
the realm of the imaginary. One of the constitutive elements of this imagined community was the
emphasis on Prophetic tradition (hadith) as a discrete, accessible, historical model to which

Hallag places this “reconciliation” to have

community members could refer in order to solve a range of mundane and transcendental
culminated in the mid-ninth century as part of a larger set of social, political, and religious

gg%?:f}c%S'exemplified by the notorious inquisition, mizna (218/833-234/848) instituted by the

As scholars of early Islamic law describe, the role of hadith writing had a lasting effect
on the debate between the advocates of ra’y (juristic opinion) and the proponents of Prophetic
tradition (hadith). In the first two centuries of Islam, most judges and jurists followed local

precedent and executed reasoned, discretionary opinion to arrive at legal conclusions. Much of

this precedent was believed to have based on the practice of the Companions of the Prophet (what

% Hallag, The Origins, pp. 124-5.

! Hallag, The Origins, p. 125.
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Hallaq calls sunnaic practice)'?, many of whom took part in the establishment of the various
garrison towns, which would eventually become the major urban/intellectual centers of the

Muslim polity where the major debates over religious authority would transpire.

The rise of the formal practice of hadith writing and transmission, which may have begun
as early as the late first century of Islam,*® provided a significant challenge to local practices and

forced a number of restructurings in the constitution of religious authority. As Hallag describes,

The projection of the Companions' model back onto the Prophet was accomplished by a
long and complex process of creating the narrative of the hadith. Part of this narrative
consisted in the Companions' recollection of what the Prophet had said or done, but
another part of it involved extending the chain of authority back to the Prophet when it in

fact had previously ended with the Companion.**

Thus, the rise of textual sadith and the science of hadith transmission must be understood in the
context of a process whereby a community of religious authorities (jurists/jurisprudents) began to

create a past through which they constituted a new sense of the religiously authoritative.

12 Hallag, The Origins, p. 102.

13 See generally the various work of G. H. A. Junboll, but most especially his Muslim Tradition
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983). Melchert uses him to qualify this chronology, Formation
p. 3. One of the most important figures in the development of the writing of sadith is al-Zuhri. For more
on him and the controversy over the early writing of hadith see Michael Cook's article/study “The
Opponents of the Writing of Tradition in Early Islam” in Studiesin the Origins of Early ISlamic Culture
and Tradition, which also includes a number of useful articles. Also see Gregor Schoeler’s The Oral and
the Written in Early Islam (London: Routledge, 2006).

¥ Hallag, 102-3.
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Ultimately, it is in the creation of a shared past culminating in the construction of a putatively

held Prophetic Sunna, that the element of orthodoxy resides.*

The story of how the traditionalists (ahl al-hadith) eventually defeated the rationalists
(ahl-ra’y) has been the subject of a host of arguments, but al-Shafi‘i’s insistence that the sunna
can only be known through hadith seems to be a watershed in the development and eventual
consolidation of the Sunni principles of usii/ al-figh (Islamic jurisprudence).”® His position
seemed to provide, according to Melchert, a semi-rationalist position upon which later Sunni

jurisprudential technicians could agree, even if it did take some time.*’

While Hallaq argues against attributing the explicit articulation of the four principles of
usul al-figh to al-Shafi ‘1, the general consensus amongst scholars, devoid of Shafi‘1’s role, is that
the hadith as putatively held source of religious authority allowed for further consolidations
amongst competing groups of jurists and jurisprudents.”® This point of consensus would
inaugurate the proliferation of hadith-figh manuals organized for judges under subject headings
(rather than according to the ahl-kadith taxonomy which organized them according to transmitter
in works that were termed musnads)—a genre under which the six canonical books of hadith,
would appear. These six books constitute the authoritative hadith books for all four Sunni schools

of law (madhhabs).

> For a brief overview of the ways in which local regions, e.g. Hijaz, Syria, Iraq,
adapted/conformed/contested their local practices with/to the “ Sunna” as represented through hadith see
Hallaq, Origins, pp. 103-9.

'® Hallag, Origins, p. 109.

" Melchert, Formation, p. 70. Also important for this topic are (according to Melcher): Hallag,
“Was al-Shafi'l the Master Architect of Islamic Jurisprudence?” in IIMES 25 (1993); Calder, Sudiesin
Early Muslim Jurisprudence (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993), chapter. 9.

'8 Hallag, Origins, pp. 117. Hallaq is countering Schacht and Coulson who he feels overstate the
role of al-Shafi‘T in the development of the Sunni jurisprudence.
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The four Sunni schools of law, or madhhabs, are often described in textbooks as having
been founded by their eponyms. Thus, Abi Hanifa was said to have laid out the principles of the
Hanafi School of jurisprudence; Ahmad Ibn Hanbal, the Hanbali School, and so forth. In light of
Melchert’s invaluable study, however, this assumption is no longer tenable. It is more correct to
understand their consolidation and formation in light of the scholarly activity of their disciples
who advanced the original insights of their teachers. It was the growing popularity and
institutionalization of this activity that eventually led to the formation of the madhhab as a formal
institution. While Melchert and Hallaq may disagree on the definition of madhhab,™ both agree
that by the tenth century, discrete entities by that name consolidated in such a way as to have
members of the juristic community identify themselves and others according to one of the four
schools and that the significance of this development is paramount for an understanding of Sunni

Islam in particular and Islamic history in general.?

Hallaq cites four factors as the causes of the particular failure or success of particular
schools of law: 1) political affiliation/patronage from ruling elites, 2) adherence to the rationalist-
traditionalist “reconciliation” of jurisprudence, 3) affiliation with successful/non-successful

theological movements, 4) qualitative jurisprudential distinction.?

9 Hallag, Origins, p. 164. Hallaq argues that a School is the body of collected doctrinal points,
whereas, Melchert argues for an understanding of a school as a body of scholars whose jurisprudential
activities claimed to have upheld the founder's positions. The two aspects may not be as mutually
exclusive as the debate implies.

% Melchert, Formation, p. 199. Hallag, Origins, p. 169

! Hallag, Origins, p. 169-72.
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and development of Islamic law is irrelevant or unnecessary. Rather, it is to say that the
authoritativeness of law as a discourse in Islam ultimately rests upon something beyond itself,
rendering the analytic logics, structural formations, and jurisprudential debates secondary,

derivative discourses.

At the end of his study, Melchert reflects on the broader social and political environment
of the period, considering why law and legal schools were of such intense debate in the first place
and what forced the shifts in each of the constituent movements. On the question of political

patronage he says,

Behind vizerial aid to what would be the successful party was probably some calculation
that a jurisprudence such as theirs would keep the peace. The successful jurisprudence
had to have something in it for both the rationalists and the traditionalists, for both the

sophisticates around the court and the earnest but less refined common people.?

Thus, the question of political and social struggle as a defining contextual feature of the formation

of Sunni law must be given central attention in any investigation oﬁ_%tﬂgé)rsit ane u%%hnosd%yﬂi]ré
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I mi-rationalists.”? . . . o .
the légr ﬁfvarlgéé)te% R}isusllm community. This is not to say that the investigation of the origins

22 Melchert, Formation, p. 201.

2 Melchert, Formation, p. 201.
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The place of theology in the spectrum of religious authority in Islam is, like
jurisprudence, both central yet not definitive. Furthermore, for roughly the last one thousand
years, theological discourse has not been the most prominent feature of Muslim intellectual
activity—"orthopraxy” advocates cannot be challenged very effectively here. However, in the
earliest periods of Islamic history, theological disputation went hand in hand with political
contest, making it a central component in the definition of Islam in the formative period. Indeed,
any inquiry into the development of Islamic theology must be accompanied by a thorough review
of the socio-political vicissitudes of early Muslim polities and their fledgling enterprises.
Unfortunately, in the consideration of time and space, the following discussion cannot provide
such a comprehensive framework. Instead, it reviews the parameters of major theological debates
in Islam and places their development in a socio-historical context in order to demonstrate the
way in which theological discourse, like legal discourse, is intrinsically connected to the
dynamics of community formation and historical imagination. Theology, like jurisprudence, must

be considered a secondary order of authoritative discourse in Islam.

One of the first and most lasting questions in Islamic theology relates to the gravity of sin
in the definition of Muslim identity. How does the commitment of unlawful acts affect one's
status in the “community of believers?” How should Muslims relate to those who persist in sin?
How, in fact, does one begin to define sin? While these questions remained central to Islamic
intellectual history for centuries, their immediate historical context can be traced to the first
internecine conflict in Islamic history in which the third Caliph, Uthman, was murdered. ‘Ali b.
Aba Talib, his disputed sugcheessdcg?,c %%?é%‘prt%%‘rﬁat“’ufﬂi%a g?}?tiﬁqlé%te{d bc“&nfs?ﬂfé’gté"{}?ebﬁio']ﬂﬁ

eems prudent to explore-the other authoritative Islamic _discourse that seems to bear so heavil
feadln members o)t(%eeProphe S ear}y enf%)urage i‘iougchfI one anotﬁwer, ending in ﬁ1e arbitratio

B R A R AR e A€ e Oy ik M E s was assassinated.
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Montgomery Watt therefore begins his narrative The Formative Period of Islamic
Thought with a discussion of the murder of ‘Uthman and the Kharijite political/theological
party.** Kharijites took responsibility for the assassination of AIL. His death, they claimed, was
justified by his recourse to arbitration in his dispute with M@wiya; the more correct approach
would have been to implement God’s judgment.®® This error, claimed the Kharijites, meant that
‘All was no longer a Muslim and that his blood was licit. The origin of the question of sin in

Islam then, coincides with the emergence of the Kharijites as a political force.

It is important to note, however, that the appellation, Kharijite, is not a self-imposed one,
but rather a term of opprobrium, literally translating as “those who go away” (from the
community). Thus the negative dialectics of identity formation can be seen in the delegation of
this “group” and its theological position as “outside” of the community and as such, the

immediate inextricability of theology and community formation.

There were of course those groups that did not considerAli to have been wrong at all.
These were the early amorphous Shiite. Likewise, one the other side of the spectrum, were the
‘Uthmanids and the Umayyads. The former were loyal and sympathetic to the plight of the third
Caliph, and maintained that the insurrection against him was unjustified. The latter espoused that
not only had ‘Uthman been wrongfully murdered, but that ‘Ali had not adequately dealt with his
assailants and therefore was ineligible for the duties of leadership. Thus, the question of
legitimate authority in the early period was inextricably bound up in the politicization of

historical interpretation.

In the course of the development of Islamic theology, the question of sin would largely be

answered by solution of postponement, or irja’. The origins of the position may be traced back to

* Montgomery Watt, The Formative Period of Islamic Thought (Oxford: Oneworld, Oxford
University Press, 1998), p. 10-38.

% Thus they are known by the infamous words "la hukmilla li-llah"—No judgement but God’s.
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the figure of al-Hasan b. Muhammad, the son of a Shiite leader, who sought reconciliation with
the Umayyads—but given the opacity of the period, authorship remains questionable.?®
Regardless of origins and authorship, the position of irja’ advocated an understanding, as Van Ess
describes it, “that it was no longer possible to impute sin to a single guilty part or to a single
group...,” this position “was a call for political moderation.”?” Needless to say, various Shiite
groups would not subscribe to such a position, nor, of course, would the staunchUthmanids or

Umayyads, who equally saw their position as the correct one. Nonetheless, the quietist impulse of
irja’ would eventually become a fallback position upon which the pertinent historical and
political concerns of various groups could be postponed and effectively accommodated. These

quietist impulses eventually found their way into Sunni and Shiite theology much later.

Another important theological question with which Islamic tradition has wrestled is the
ancient and more pervasive debate concerning human free-will and pre-destination. While this
guestion has taken shape in various forms in various religious and philosophical traditions, it is
important to note that in the early Islamic context, this question was entirely connected to
historical and political concerns. One of the first times this question arose in Muslim history
surrounded the anxieties of the Umayyad Caliph, ‘Abd al-Malik who asked al-Hasan al-Basri (d.
728), a central figure in early Islamic intellectual history, about the controversial idea that human
beings might possess some degree of power/agency (gadar) over the course of human events in

general and over their fate in the hereafter.?®

% Tjlman Nagel, trans. Thomas Thorton, The History of Islamic Theology: From Muhammad to
the Present (Princeton: Markus Wiener Publishers, 2000), p. 59. Watt holds that the western understanding
of this position has been skewed from reliance on Ash'ari sources; Formative, pp. 119-20. Michael Cook
argues against the ascription of the Kitab al-Irja’ to Hasan b. Muhammad, he argues against VVan Ess’s
claim to the texts authenticity in Early Muslim Dogma: A Source-Critical Sudy (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1981), pp. 68-88.

%" \/an Ess, The Flowering, p. 122.
% The question of free will and pre-destination in the context of Umayyad leadership can be
reviewed in Nagel, History of, pp. 35-41; also see Watt, Formative, pp. 82-118.
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For Umayyad ruling elites, this logic meant that their claim to be deputies of God could
be undermined: e.g. they were not in the position of leadership because God willed it so, but
rather because of some mundane unfolding of human affairs.”® Those who advocated human
agency were called gadarites and were largely disparaged by ruling elites in the Umayyad period.
One of the first, and most influential adherents of the Qadarite position was Ghaylan al-Dimashq,
an Umayyad secretary, who was later executed for his espousal of the gadarite position.* The
predestinarians would hold that the actual sequence of human events is, given God’s

omnipotence, the intended one.

Of course this question, ultimately one about evil, extended beyond the Umayyad dynasty
and held serious implications throughout the course of Islamic history. For example, the question
of human agency was intricately tied to the question of sin, reviewed above. A Caliph, like a
prophet, would need to be held accountable to God. Otherwise, tyranny would go unpunished and
evil would be caused by God.* It is not hard to imagine the historical implications this debate
held for the memory of the early community of Muslims, especially given, the tumultuous

political history of nascent Islam. Nagel sums up the import of this dimension well,

We are already getting a glimpse of yet another characteristic of Islamic thinking: any
interpretation of current events has to refer to the period of the original community;...all
dogmatic or religio-political movements developed their own interpretations of earliest

Islamic history' this analytic construct allowed them to discover, in a circular conclusion,

# For an understanding of Umayyad self-representations see Patricia Crone and Martin Hinds,
God's Caliph: Religious Authority in the First Centuries of Islam (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1986).

%0 Watt, The Formative Period, pp. 85-6.

%! Nagel, History, p. 38.
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their predecessors in the original community, whose true heirs they felt they were and

whose work they were continuing.*

Here also, the relationship between faith and sin, and the role of human agency vs. divine will in
many ways are reducible to a question of historical interpretation and political history. More
precisely, the way in which the political developments of early Islamic history are understood by
Muslim practitioners will in many ways determine their respective positions on questions of

theology.

While the theological and political questions thus far raised can be attributed to the
Umayyad period, speculative theology (ilm al-kalam) as a discrete Islamic science and
intellectual practice began to mature into a more systematic form in the late eight and early ninth
centuries under the patronage of the Abbasid Caliphs. Montgomery Watt places the rise of kalam
in the context of inter-religious polemics between an emerging Muslim empire that encountered
the late antique world of Hellenism, Sasanian Persia, and various Christianities throughout
Mesopotamia, arguing that these encounters provided a “stimulus to rationalist thinking in

Islamic theology.”®

%2 Nagel, History, p. 41.
% \Watt, Formative, p. 184.
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The emblematic party of kalam, the Mu'tazilites, known to themselves as the People of
Justice and Divine Unity (ahl al-‘adl wa al-tawhid), refined the host of theological questions into
a coherent enough program to constitute a school much in the same way and around the same
time that the legal guilds began to consolidate.** The Mu'tazilites were constituted, albeit some
nuances, by adherence to five principles (al-usi/ al-khamsa): 1) divine unity, 2) divine justice, 3)
the promise and the threat, 4) the intermediate position, 5) commanding the right and forbidding
the evil.** While Mu'tazilites held a large degree of favor in the courts of the early Abbasid
Caliphs, and most especially during the reign of al-Ma mun, their fall from power coincided with
the failure of his inquisition (mizna) whereby he sought to impose Mu'tazalite theological

principles on the state judges.®

The fall of the MUtazilite school also corresponds to the triumph of the ahl al-hadith,
then represented by the staunch Ahmad b. Hanbal. As Richard Martin notes, “Ahmad b. Hanbal

and the traditionalist People of Hadith seem in historical hindsight to have been more

representative of the religious views of Islamic society as whole...than were the mutakallimun.”*’

Indeed, in the courts of the Caliphs and the salons of viziers, debates were
held in front of elite audiences—making a claim to truth would require much more than recourse
to revelation. Greek philosophy steadily streamed into kalam discourse with the ongoing

transtation-ef-the-texts-efelassie thinkers. In such an environment, more abstract questions about
* There is some discussion, as in the case of the legal schools, as to when and how one can

tARNHAYURe BresshgeoBRiINgNRRY diEsidedtba WrclmerehteanisavRSeI NS s IBUGHIP8s HerentePfained.

contrasting views on the origins of the Mu'tazilite school compare Richard Martin, Defenders of Reason in

IRam (i AMRKhdae T PRstory W0aValk SRRl G AR AP Hidfitics and perhaps, for lack of a

% For an explanation of the five usii/ see: Martin, Defenders, pp. 59-89.
better word, cosmaopolitanism.

* There is good deal of literature available on al-Ma’miin and the mizna. For a recent treatment
that summarizes previous research and adds new insight into the Caliph's life within the theological and
political context of his time see Michael Cooperson, Classical Arabic Biography: The Heirs of the
Prophets in the Age of al-Ma'mun (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000).

¥ Martin, Defenders, p. 29.
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The more firmly the conviction was established that what Muhammad did and said, and
that the divine guidance as it was so strongly felt in the original community became
palpable in the hadith, the more the hadith's content was apt to reveal its practical

usefulness for providing binding rules for everyday life.*

Speculative theology would be trumped by textual fidelity as represented in the hadith.

This development should not be taken, however, to mean that textual fidelity was
synonymous with irrationality. It is more correct to understand that the ahl al-hadith simply
deemed rationalist speculation unreliable, unstable, and ultimately a foreign addition to
Muhammad’s message. They argued that the early generations sought answers to their problems
through recourse to the sunna of the Prophet and, therefore such, the place of reason in the
deciphment of religious problems would need to be relegated to a second order.* That “reason”
and “traditionalism” were not entirely mutually exclusive might be seen in the eventual rise of the
Ash‘arite theological school. Abt al-Hasan al-Ash‘ari (d. 323/935) was one of the most

The ahl al-hadith movement, in fact, up to this period did not favor even participating in kalam
promising Students of Abw@All al -Jubba‘t (d. 303/915), one of the “two masters” of the

much less entertaining the implications of some of the topics in qfuestion. The refusal to enga([qe in
Mu tazilite school in"Basra. His fame lies in his “conversion” from Mu‘tazilism to Hanbafism,

kalam was simultaneousI%/ an act of resistance and affirmatjon; as Nage} explains,
r

wherein he championed traditionalism through the methods of kalam.

% Nagel, History, pp. 80-1.

% A brief but helpful discussion of traditionalist understanding of reason can be in Binyamin
Abrahamov, Islamic Theology: Traditionalism and Rationalism (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press,
1998), pp. 12-31.

“ For more on al-Ash‘ari see Watt, Formative Period, pp. 303-312 and George Makdisi’s classic
article “Ash‘ari and the Ash‘arites in Islamic religious history,” originally published in two parts in Sudia
Islamica XVII, 1962, pp. 37-80; and XVIII, 1963, pp. 19-39; now available in Religion, Law and Learning
in Classical Iam (Great Britain: Variorum, 1991).
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The Treatment of Orthodoxy in the Study of Islam

The preceding discussion has demonstrated that neither legal nor theological discourse in Islam
can be taken as the source of authority in Muslim society. Both of these systems rely upon a
common set of assumptions regarding the history of the Muslim community and its founding
figure(s) as represented in the phenomenon of hadith and historical discourse more generally.
Also, the developmental unfolding of each of the discourses coincides with the emergence of a
discrete entity commonly known as Sunni Islam which when tied to various political
arrangements seems to possess the qualities that most have in mind when thinking of religious
orthodoxy. However, describing orthodoxy in terms of the Sunni community can be circular. The
logic is as follows: the Sunni community is orthodox because the Sunnis deem such through a
consensus (ijma’) of scholars they recognize as legitimate. There is little more here than an
endorsement of Sunni doctrine. Post-tenth century discussions of orthodoxy and heresy in Islam
largely fall into this trap** and many studies of the formative period project this tension/slippage
anachronistically onto the data. A few scholars, however, problematize the formation of
community identity in the formative period alongside developments in theological, legal, and
political authority. The most helpful of these studies focus on the d@stich, dfeelegyiasbar
pabVeRnETE aackief loly patheToredediconBkanrReawse: tarde authority of hadith in order to have

any viability.
Aziz al-Azmeh offers a conceptual frame with which to gauge the influence of the

Hanbali movement in Islamic history. He argues that given the multiplicity of religious behavior
and forms in all religions, including Islam, the unifying characteristic of a given tradition is what

he calls the “unity of genealogy.” He explains that, “Like all genealogies, this one is constructed

! An important exception to this trend is the recent work by Omid Safi, The Politics of Knowledge
in Pre-Modern Islam: : Negotiating Ideology and Religious Inquiry (Chapel Hill: University of North
Carolina Press, 2006).
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by a spurious history which has the task of eliminating unevenness in the genealogical
tradition...such a task is undertaken by interpretation whose task it is to establish the concordance
of the present...with the original event, invariably in the form of showing the present as an
ineluctable result of this absolute rectitude which is the past in question.”* This is the conceptual
frame within which we can understand the proliferation of the hadith writing/transmission
emerged as force that provided a mechanism through which disparate communities could come to

imagine themselves as one.

The unit of genealogy in the Islamic case is what al-Azmeh describes as textual
fideism—a profound adherence to the scripture of revealed texts that argued for a minimalist
interpretative position. Hanbalis described themselves as the ahl-hadith or ashab al-hadith and
saw themselves as the guardians of the religion which was represented in the sacred texts
themselves.*® Hanbalis then naturally saw themselves, and would eventually be able to convince
others, that as textual authorities they represented a pristine transmission of sacred authority and
thereby most loyally embodied the Prophetic practice (sunna). The rhetorical effect of this claim
cannot be overstated in terms of influence on the larger tradition. Al-Azmeh says, “the sacred
unalterable sui generis utterance which is the profession of orthodoxy, of Sunnism, is inseparable

from the authority which polices its integrity.”**

Many have argued, however, that as a school/movement, the Hanbalis and the ahl-hadith were
not recognized as authoritative and were often disparaged by Muslim elites. In fact, the bulk of

courtly privilege and patronage showered upon religious doctors throughout Islamic lands fell

“2" Aziz al-Azmeh “Orthodoxy and Hanbalite Fideism,” in Arabica 1988, 253-266.

3 Al-Azmeh, “Orthodoxy,” p. 258; al-Azmeh points to the statement attributed to Ahmed b.
Hanbal that “religion as such is the Book of God and veracious narratives about the Prophet and his
associates, that religion is imitation, and that the substance of scriptural statements is textually
incontrovertible while being intellectual ineffable.” p. 256.

“ Al-Azmeh, “Orthodoxy,” p. 259.
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into non-Hanbali hands. If Hanbalis were on the margins of emerging Sunni power, how can we
accept, then, the counterintuitive claim that they in fact constituted a key element in the Sunni
enterprise? George Makdisi managed this problem in his article “Hanbalite Islam.”* He
demonstrates the many relationships the Hanbali movement had with centers of learning
(madrasas) and even with Sufi brotherhoods.” He reviews, much in the manner of this
discussion, the deficiency of the concept in the study of Islam, but draws upon Ibn Taymiya (d.

728/1328) for insight into orthodoxy from a Hanbali perspective.

According to Ibn Taymiya the range of divisions with the Sunni world would find a
common denominator in the belief in the legitimacy, priority, and authority of the generation of
the pious ancestors (salaf) as represented in the scriptural tradition of hadith.*’ Ibn Taymiya’s
typology even includes Mtazilites, whom he commends for refuting the  Shiites and the
Kharijites. His treatment of divisions in Islam provides insight into the self-conception of the
Sunni community as being constituted by belief in a historical narrative. Thus, Makdisi argues
that “the Hanbalite movement stood at the center of the Muslim community. From its beginning,
this movement saw itself as the protector of the heritage of the Prophet....The Hanbalite school
found itself in the vanguard of the traditionalist movement.”*® By positioning itself as the
authority over the narrative of the Prophet’s life, the traditionists and the Hanbalis were able to

secure a monopoly over the interpretation of sacred history.

With al-Azmeh’s conceptual contribution and Makdisi’s historical outline, the study of

Islamic orthodoxy—whether that is understood in terms of the emergence of Sunnism or in terms

*> George Makdisi, "Hanbalite Islam" in Sudies on Islam (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1981).

%6 Makdisi, "Hanbalite Islam," pp. 228-251.
" Makdisi, "Hanbalite Islam," pp. 259.

*® Makdisi, "Hanbalite Islam," pp. 262-3.



65

of development of textual fideism—cannot ignore the role of hadith literature in the construction
of what is putatively held as authoritative in Islam. More importantly, it is necessary to keep in
mind the anthropological implications of the hadith and the activities of its doctors, namely, the
construction of a shared past that simultaneously serves as a discourse of community identity and
sacred authority, both of which are constituted by a notion of sacred history. Thus, the study of
Islamic orthodoxy must ultimately be a study concerned with the dynamics and processes

involved in the construction of a common historical narrative.

The Study of “Orthodoxy” in related literatures

The ambiguous results of the various treatments of orthodoxy in Islamic studies may be attributed
to the opaque nature of the question being asked. Namely, what is intended by the use of the word
orthodoxy in any investigation of religious authority? According to its etymological definition, it
means straight (ortho) opinion (doxa), but unlike theological doctors who might be investigating
the possibility of such a phenomenon, the scholar of religion seeks to understand what constitutes
“straight opinion” in a religious society. Even more, as an inquiry into the dynamics of religious
authority in the time and space of a given society, the question of orthodoxy for the historian of
religion is much more about the claim to orthodoxy, the way in which that claim is made viable,
and the consequences this claim has in the execution of concrete religious practices. Thus, the
study of orthodoxy and heresy is a socio-historical inquiry into the power dynamics associated

with claims to and dissent from religious authority.

As a socio-historical question, then, the phenomenon of “orthodoxy and heresy” must be
studied from a sociologically informed theoretical position. Jacques Berlinerblau’s brief

theoretical statement on the issue, “Toward a Sociology of Heresy, Orthodoxy, and Doxa,” has
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become invaluable to such an endeavor.”® To be sure, from a sociological approach orthodoxy
and heresy can only be understood from a dialectical or relational perspective. Berlinerblau
centers the tautological statement that a heresy can only be labeled as such by an orthodoxy in
order to remind readers that what is being discussed is a set of competing truth claims by
particular claimants of authority at particular times in particular societies.® Indeed some argue
that there is nothing intrinsically religious about orthodoxy and heresy,* but that what is being
discussed is a dominant versus subordinate phenomenon of power relations. As Berlinerblau
states, what is interesting about this perspective “is that it sees the relation of heresy and
orthodoxy as not restricted to religion but germane to manifold departments of human
interaction.”® This conceptualization of orthodoxy and heresy, then, allows for the appropriation
of theoretical models and frameworks from outside of the discipline of religion; and it is in this

vein that Berlinerblau proceeds discussing the issue.

Berlinerblau posits orthodoxy as an irreducibly political construct. Citing a range of
theorists but relying mainly upon Max Weber and Antonio Gramsci, he defines religious
orthodoxy in terms of hegemonic apparatus. This he calls "hard orthodoxy" which he

provisionally defines as

a superordinate compulsory organization composed of a leading class in cahoots with
other classes and social groups that 1) controls the means of material, intellectual, and

symbolic production; 2) articulates “correct” forms of belief and praxis through the work

% Jacques Berlinerblau, “Toward a Sociology of Orthodoxy, Heresy, and Doxa” in History of
Religions Vol. 40, No. 4 (May 2001), pp. 327-351.

%0 Berlinerblau, “Toward a Sociology,”pp. 330-32.

%! Berlinerblau, “Toward a Sociology,”p. 334. He is citing George Zito "Toward a Sociology of
Heresy" Sociological Analysis 44 p. 126.

*2 Berlinerblau, “Toward a Sociology,”p. 334.
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of rationalizing and consent-generating intellectuals (and/or priests); 3) identifies
"incorrect” forms of belief and praxis through these same intellectuals; 4) institutionally
manages deviant individuals and groups through coercive mechanisms (e.g. physical and
symbolic violence, excessive taxation, ostracism, etc.) or through “re-education,”

compromise, accommodation and so on.*®

The overtly materialist and Marxists residues in this definition aside, Berlinerblau brings to light
the aspect of the phenomenon scholars of orthodoxy seem to be chasing—namely, pervasive
authority. As he says it is not just that orthodoxy and heresy are simply relative and fluid, for
“only one group (or coalition of groups) within a social body can behave like an orthodoxy in
word and deed.”> For our purposes, Sunni Islam is the only group of Muslims that can function
as if other interpretations and traditions simply never existed. Knowing that dominant groups
arrive at positions of hegemony through a series of protracted and dialectical encounters with
other groups, the challenge then is to uncover the residues of this process in orthodox self-

representations.

In an effort to “think outside of the box” about orthodoxy and heresy, Berlinerblau draws
on the concept of the criminal and deviant as treated by Durkheim and® Simmel’s treatment of

the heretic.

%3 Berlinerblau, “Toward a Sociology,”p. 340.
% Berlinerblau, “Toward a Sociology,”p. 336.
% Berlinerblau, “Toward a Sociology,” pp. 341-3.

% Berlinerblau, “Toward a Sociology,” pp. 343-5.
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confrontation with the alleged heterodox claim, the social formation of orthodoxy and heresy

undergoes similar processes.

Berlinerblau closes out his theoretical statement with recourse to the notion of doxa as
advanced by Pierre Bourdieu.> For Bourdieu, the discourse of orthodoxy and heresy presumes a
discourse of unspoken commonality (doxa) that the subjects take for granted in their debates.
Thus, in Christianity it is the Christ event that allows for the realm of Christiological debates to
transpire. In Islam, it is the prophetic mission of Muhammad. “Doxic” truths might be understood
as the ultimate realm of orthodoxy and heresy as they constitute the most obvious, natural set of
beliefs of a given society in a state of competition over the definition of “straight opinion.” But
here too we do not have to rely upon Berlinerblau’s theoretical preferences.®® Berlinerblau
advocates an understanding of orthodoxy and heresy which takes into account the discursive
“nexuses” of relations of subordination and domination which fluctuate throughout time and

space but constitute the boundaries (or rather claims to) correct and incorrect belief.>

As alluded to earlier, if the study of orthodoxy and heresy can be reduced to the study of
community formation, then there is a host of conceptual and theoretical materials from which one
can draw to buttress their study. Burton Mack, in his study of Christian origins Who Wrote the
New Testament T8 MhRA G Bt Rl R ey L R e SR BBl AL e AISS
(rﬁlytr?gw gk‘i‘ﬁat_agyst for social unity.” That is in the dynamics of community formation the labeling
of an outsider clarifies the boundaries of and gives definition to the insider. Thus, just as a textual

orthodoXyssuicRrigt.a “aT6RMAM StieIBRIY), Tepcts4stagponds to, and is ultimately shaped by the

*® The idea of a realm of discourse that assumes a "natural, obvious" form might be discussed in
terms of Barthes notion of myth/ideology.

% Berlinerblau, “Toward a Sociology,”pp. 350.

% Burton Mack, Who Wrote the New Testament: The Making of the Christian Myth (New York:
Harper Collins, 1995) 11-14. For more on these two concepts see the articles "Social Formation" and
"Myth" in Guide to the Study of Religion, (eds.) Willi Braun and Russell T. McCutcheon, (London: Cassell,
2000).
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particular society, and more importantly, its fractious and interrelated nature during instances of
transformation and emergence. Though Mack does not explicitly employ the language of
orthodoxy and heresy, his study of the Christian myth can be readily understood in terms of

Bourdieu's doxa.

Daniel Boyarin in Borderlines: The Partition of Judaeo-Christianity argues for an understanding
of the discourse of orthodoxy and heresy which can serve as a site to understand the historic
partition between Judaism and Christianity.®* Drawing upon Michel Foucault’s understanding of
language and power in order conduct a genealogy of Christian identity, Boyarin argues for a shift
away from an understanding of orthodoxy and heresy that assumes the existence of dominant and
subordinate discourses. Rather, according to Boyarin, a proper investigation of the problem will
focus attention on the discourse of heresiology as a site through which to understand the
construction and maintenance of the identity boundaries that lay claim to or reject particular

notions of religious authority.®

One recent attempt at a comparative study of orthodoxy and heresy is John Henderson’s

The Construction of Orthodoxy and Heresy.®

These two concepts allow us to understand the rise of a dominant discourse in a

% Daniel Boyarin, Borderlines: The Partition of Judaeo-Christianity (Philadelphia: University of
Pennsylvania Press, 2004).

62 Boyarin, Borderlines, pp. 3-5. Here he follows Alain Le Boulluec's La notion d'heresie dans la
literature grecque I 1-111 siecles (Paris: Etudes Agustiniennes, 1985). This book advances earlier insights of
Walter Bauer whose work Orthodoxy and Heresy in Early Christianity seems to be one of the first critical
explorations into the question vis-a-vis claims to Christian origins.

8 John Henderson, The Construction of Orthodoxy and Heresy: Neo-Confucian, Islamic, Jewish,
and Early Christian Patterns (New York: State University of New York Press, 1998).
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of legitimacy: 1) primacy (originality), 2) true transmission, 3) unity, 4) catholicity, and 5) a
conception of orthodoxy as a middle way between heretical extremes.® Seen from the perspective
of community identity, it might be the case that these categories can be extended to collective

entities like ethnic groups, nations, or even political parties.

In light of the forgoing discussion, it does not seem unwarranted to propose that the most
effective approach to understanding orthodoxy and heresy would necessarily have to dissolve the
categories and sites of investigation of any essential or fixed investiture. Indeed, this may be the
most positive outcome of studies concerning religious authority and the power it wields in
society. In other words attempting to understand the way in which an orthodox system of beliefs
is achieved might reveal certain processes that reflect shifting subjectivities and notions of
authority in societies during moments of transition. Unsettling the dominant narratives, stripping
them of their “natural” mystique and highlighting the socio-historic processes involved in their
construction then seems like a worthy endeavor in the study of Sunni origins. It with this in mind
that we turn now to the notion of al-Jama‘a in Sunni Islam as a foundational myth through which
one can investigate both the formation and continued maintenance of Sunni sectarian boundaries

Although Henderson does not make use of the
and identities.
range of theoretical and conceptual tools available to study domination and subordination and its
relationship to authority and discourse, his work is a redeeming meditation on the various
formations of claims to orthodox power and the ascription of heresy to particular groups.

Luzim al-Jama ‘a: (Re)membering Muhammad’s community
Henderson lists five attributes of orthodoxy that claimants maintain about their right to and degree

I now turn to the notion of al-Jama'a or “The Community” as a discursive site to witness the
development of a collective Sunni identity. | first would like to review the way in which the
concept of al-Jama“a has been used by contemporary scholars of Islamic history to describe the

formation of sectarianism in Islam, specifically the rise of Sunni orthodoxy. | then end by

% Henderson, The Construction, p. 85.
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reviewing the discourse of lazimat al-jama‘a as it appears in early Sunni hadith collections and

polemical works.

Jonathan Berkey's recent The Formation of Islam reviews the complex social, political,
and sectarian dynamics of the pre-modern Islamic world. Of particular interest for the purposes of
our study is his treatment of the putative “Sunni revival’—a common theme in various
contemporary narratives of Islamic history. The conventional account records that “militantly
Sunni regimes such as that of the Seljuks responded to the challenge of the ‘Shiite century’,...by
vigorously re-asserting—reving—Sunni identity and claims to dominance.”®® Adding nuance to
this picture, Berkey demonstrates that the changes which took place within the Sunni community
during the tenth and eleventh centuries such as the concomitant rise of Seljuk and Ayyubid
patronage of religious institutions, the consolidation of an elite Turkish military system, and the
crystallization of the four legal guilds did not in fact reflect earlier relationships of religious and
political power. Instead, radically new patterns and relationships were established, which were
adopted and perpetuated by successive regimes in the Muslim heartlands of the eastern
Mediterranean and the Mesopotamian plateau, and which extended into the modern period.®
Such patterns set the stage for the increased homogenization and institutionalization of religious

practices subsumed under the identity of ahl al-Sunna wa al-Jama“a.

In an attempt to avoid anachronism, Berkey prefers Richard Bulliet’s notion of the “re-

centering” of Sunni Islam over the idea of a putative revival.®’

% Jonathan Berkey, The Formation of Islam (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2003),
p. 189.
% Berkey, The Formation, p. 196.

¢7 Bulliet describes the Sunni Revival as “the first stage in the dissemination of religious
institutions and standardization of Sunni religious norms that becomes the hallmark of later Islamic
history.” View from the Edge, p. 127; for the concept of recentering see pp. 169-182 in passim.
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symbolic power, yet a commonwealth of Sunni lands flourished under a fairly homogenous
system of education and legal administration, exemplified by the institution of the Sunni
madrasa. Yet it is the very notion of the continuity of a community that remains problematic in

both Bulliet and Berkey’s conception of Sunni Islam prior to and after the “Shiite century.”

Given Berkey’s insistence on historiographic precision, it is interesting that he argues that
“the history of Sunni Islam in the Middle Period is not so much one of the new developments as it
is one which brought a sharper resolution to identities and principles which crystallized earlier
[emphasis mine].”®® Such a position assumes the presence of a “type of Sunnism prior to its
consolidation in terms of religious and political institutions; Qasim Zaman refers to this as the
phenomenon of proto-Sunnism the emergence of which he makes the subject of an impressive
monograph. According to modern scholars, then, in order to understand the phenomenon of Sunni
Islam we must identify an element of Sunni Islam that must have existed prior to the political and
educational institutions which are the hall marks of Sunni Islam came into being. Before this,
however, we are also to assume that the major doctrinal points and competing historical
perspectives that distinguish Sunnis and Shiites from one another have some kind of “proto-"
status before the Shiite century. Recognizing the differences between the putative Sunni revival
that took place during the late tenth to twelfth centuries and Muslim society during the late
Umayyad and early Abbasid periods (eighth to early tenth century), Berkey searches for a term
that can capture the element of continuity which allows scholars to conceive of a linear trajector

Like Bulliet, he is concerned wit

between the proto-Sunni and the Sunni revival. For Berkey this element of continuity is captured
the drastic changes that occur within the “Sunni community” between the periods of the tenth and

under the notion of “Sunni traditionalism.”* _ . _ N
twelfth centuries when the political authority of the caliphate disintegrated into a position of

% Berkey, The Formation, p. 201.

% Berkey, p. 142. It is important to note that Berkey's overlapping periodization in the description
of the formation of Sunni traditionalism and the re-centering of Sunni Islam reflects his conception of the
continuity of a Sunni community before and after the "Shi'ite century." This overlapping periodization is
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The distinct feature of Sunni traditionalism Berkey argues is the “emphasis on the
community, the Jama'a, as the locus of religious authority, the will of which is expressed”
through its consensus, ijma’...”, as articulated by the Sunni‘ulema’. " However, the question of
who exactly constituted or subscribed to “Sunni Traditionalism” is not so clear. For most of the
twentieth century, scholars have had a difficult time delineating who precisely represented Sunni
traditionalism and more, importantly, how as contemporary historians of the Muslim world we

are to narrate their activities if we can hardly delineate their identities.

For Berkey much of what constituted this “identity” was, “in a way, simply non-Shi‘i
Islam.”"? It is worth quoting here Marshal Hodgson’s observations long ago on the problems

involved in identifying the “group” that adhered to, what is so often called, Sunni Traditionalism,

We do need a term for those who rejected the Shiite (and Khariji) positions in favour of
the continuing jamaah; but for this, the term Sunni is inappropriate. At best, the term
unni is confusing, for it has been used, from the beginning, in special ways by those
who wanted to use it exclusively for their own brand of orthodoxy. Some used it for those
devoted purely the use of hadith reports (sunnah), without speculative discussion
(kalam)...A far more accurate term would have been Jama'z, for the point at issue was
acceptance the historical jama‘ah unity, whereas all parties accepted the sunnah practice
in relatively similar forms...l shall use by preference (though rather unhappily) the

hyphenated phrase Jama ‘i —Sunnt..”

indicative of a the governing historiographic narrative in both conventional Sunni accounts and western
scholarship on the history of Sunni Islam.

"0 Expressed=Represented
™ Berkey, p. 143. Note here Berkey’s recourse to ijma‘ as a doctrinal notion
"2 Berkey, p.141.

" Hodgson, Venture, vol. I, p. 278.
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Accepting this general framework, Patricia Crone uses the term Jama ‘T Muslims as a short for
Hodgson’s Jama'i-Sunni, defining them as “all those who refused to form separatist communities
under present or future imams of their own even though they might regard the ruling dynasty as
sinful—in effect all those who were not Shiites or Kharijites...In the early centuries they were
divided into hostile groups that had little in common apart from their high appreciation of
communal togetherness.”” However Crone complicates her own taxonomy by saying, “They did
form a single party for some fifty years, from the first civil war to ¢. 700, and in that period one
can call them “Uthmanis.” Adding further complexity she says, “Jama ‘T Muslims in this book are
much the same people as the Mliks of the Shiites and the Kharijites, but they include
Mu‘tazilite adherents of the four-caliphs thesis, and from the eleventh century onwards | shall

replace the expression with ‘Sunnis’.”"

I draw upon the comments of these exemplary scholars in order to identify provisionally
what | consider to be a set of historiographic and conceptual problems associated with the
interrelated ideas of Sunni traditionalism, proto-Sunnism, and al-Jama“a. In an effort to map the
evolution of religious and political thought in early Muslim society, most scholars have tried to
identify religious groups and classes whose basic ideas and premises would manifest in later more
crystallized sectarian formations. My sense is that this impulse is derived from the basic early
twentieth-century emphasis on the history of ideas or an earlier fixation with positivist intellectual
history more generally. Here, a particular concept such as sunna or al-jama‘a is traced in the
literary sources in order to recount its development and evolution. Such concepts function as a

synecdoche, a stand in, for social formations more generally.

™ patricia Crone, God's Rule, 28.

' patricia Crone, God's Rule, 29.
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This reliance on intellectual history as a stand in for social history is precisely why
contemporary scholars have had a difficult time distinguishing proto-Sunnis from the many other
socio-religious designations that were in use in the first three centuries of Islam. Thus, if Crone
argues that “Jama1 Muslims” were ‘Uthmanis for a period, (but also Shiite and Kharijite) then
Sunni later, what, if anything, does the designation tell us? By creating categories to identify
elements of latter phenomenon in early more opaque periods, scholars necessarily become liable
to the critique of anachronism. In conventional representations of the development of early
Muslim society this could not be more the case. Equally consequential, however, for the accurate
portrayal of this period is that the application of invented categories such as “Jama‘T Muslim” or
“proto-x” impose an artificial teleology on the data which immediately and necessarily attaches it
to the conditions and characteristics of the presumed conclusion. Thus, when one identifies a
proto-Sunni individual or idean centuries before anyone in Islamic society ever used the term

Sunni as an indicator of group identity, one should exercise scholarly caution.

Such problems of anachronism can be avoided by a simple shift in focus away from an
attempt to chart a linear development between social and political groups in the seventh and
twelfth centuries towards moments of transition and rupture which account for the changes in
meaning of major concepts, ideas, and uses of language. Investigation should perhaps then more
directly address the location of particular ethical and religious discourses as they existed and
evolved in practice. Doing so would allow the scholar of early Islamic studies to highlight
moments of transition and transformation as indicators of historical development rather than

identifying presumed tracks of continuity where there may be only linguistic coincidence.

As a beginning then, let us consider what is meant by al-Jama'a in terms of religious
authority in first two to three centuries of Islamic history. According to Berkey, the authority of

the community or al-jama‘a was grounded on the opaque notion that it “as a whole had got things
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right.””® Crone likens the idea of the community to a caravan: “The early Muslims saw life as a
journey through a perilous desert...one needed to band together under the leadership of a
guide...who knew the right paths...””” Thus, the notion of a community and a rightly guided
leader were inextricable: “Nobody could achieve salvation without an imam (or at least that there
ought to be one), for there was no community without such a leader, or in other words there was
no vehicle of salvation.””® The historical memory of competing groups that challenged this basic
notion would then constitute an incompatible point of distinction between religious parties and

their affiliates.

Thus Shiites and Kharijites who challenged the established political rule (by which I
mean nothing more than the group that exercised military hegemony) were considered outside of
the Jama“a. However, what we are discussing here is a difference in degree, not type, of religious
authority—earthly and divine salvation is attached to inclusion in a community that is led by an
“Imam of guidance.” It is for this reason that Crone draws a parallel between the notion of
Jama‘a in Sunni discourse and that of Imam in Shiite thought, arguing that over time they
became mutually exclusive precisely because each concept held the same set of implications and
consequences.” Treasured hadith in Sunni tradition remind believers for example that the

Prophet said:

(1) “My community shall never agree on an error”; (2) “The hand of God is with the
community”; (3) “A section of my community will continue to follow the truth”; (4)

“Whoever separates himself from the Muslim community even a span, throws away the

"6 Berky, Formation, p. 142.
" Crone, God'sRule, p. 21.
"8 Crone, God's Rule, p. 22.

" Crone, God’s Rule, p. 53.
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tie of Islam from his neck”; (5) Hudhayfa is reported to have asked the Prophet: “What

can save me from it [schism]?” whereupon he replied: “The community of Muslims and

their leader.”®

With this type of discourse articulating Sunni ideas about communal fidelity, earthly, and
heavenly success, Crone’s juxtaposition of the concepts of imam and al-jama ‘a becomes a useful

one for analytic purposes.

Shiite conceptions of authenticity and continuity are made possible by the existence of
the continuous Imamate. In Sunni Islam, the Jama‘a is a conduit that functions in a similar
though not identical fashion. That is, the use of the terms ahl and the Jama‘a in The People of
Prophetic Custom and the Community should be understood as powerful communitarian claims,
imbued with dynamic sets of political inheritances and historical developments, which present
themselves as site through which temporal and heavenly salvation is enabled. A central piece,
then, of understanding “Sunnism” or “Sunni Traditionalism” is the rhetoric of al-Jama‘a and its
evolution in early Muslim society. Such an approach challenges the tenuous notion (ultimately a
point of theological self-affirmation) that a community persisted intact throughout this turbulent
early period and opens the way to understand the discourse of al-Jama‘a in terms of a socio-

religious myth central to the process of community formation.

At this point, one could begin an investigation of the origins of the Jama‘a as it is
described in religious literatures such as the kadith or apologetic treatises. Doing so, one is likely
to encounter many early traditions, similar to those above, which articulate the notion of
community in the Quranic and Prophetic discourse. Scholars can then take them as a point of

intellectual, even doctrinal, origins of the concept. This is the approach adopted by Wael Hallag,

8 \Wael Hallag, “On the Authoritativeness of the Sunni Consensus” in International Journal of
Middle Eastern Sudies, vol. 18, no. 4, 1986, ps. 427-454, n. 38.
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who investigates the development of ijma‘ as a jurisprudential category in Sunni Islam. This
method of analysis—recourse to figh as a site of authority—is subject to the same set of critiques
laid out earlier in this chapter regarding the presumptions of law and theology as primary

authoritative discourses in early Muslim society.

The most consequential oversight, however, lies in the reification of the Sunni concept of
al-Jamda'a as a heuristic in our own analytic framework of sectarian formation. What one misses
by only looking at al-Jamda'a in the religious texts where it is cast in the voice of the Prophet
Muhammad or his Companions as a timeless ethic is the immediate social and political context in
which the concept was deployed. While one can make the positivist argument by using the
Qur’an and fhadith as documentary sources of evidence that the concept did in fact exist during
Muhammad’s life, the concept of al-Jama‘a for the purposes here is only relevant in so much as it
relates to the political fractiousness of the early Muslim polity which gave rise to the first stages
of Islamic sectarian formation. Thus, the most important historical context to conduct a genealogy

on the term al-Jama‘a is the Umayyad state.

Patricia Crone explains the overlap between the concept of al-Jama‘a and Umayyad
policies:

The Umayyads constantly stressed the importance of sticking to the jama‘a, the

collective body or compact majority. ‘Satan is with the individual,” as al-Walid |

reputedly said...one stuck to the jamda‘a, and thus stuck to the safe path, by obeying the

Umayyad imams of guidance, who were way-marks and lodestars to their followers and

who never tire of enjoining obedience (¢a‘a) in their official letters.

If the jama'a and loyalty to the Umayyad state were inextricable in the first Islamic century then
how are we to understand the preservation of the jama‘a as a foundational concept in Sunni Islam

centuries later? Put another way, why didn’t the Abbasid caliphate simply become a Hashimi
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Shiite Imamate? Moreover, how did the discourse of the jama“a become decoupled from imperial
politics, what Crone calls the “de-politicization of the community of believers?”® These and
other questions have rarely been investigated directly by modern scholars although these general

historiographic problems have long been known.

Drawing upon the insights of a recent study by Andrew Marsham on the early Islamic
ceremonial,®® | provisionally outline here the ways in which the notion of the jama‘a was
deployed by the Umayyad state to sanction the notion that loyalty to the polity it administered
was considered both religious duty and the exclusive path to temporal and heavenly salvation. |
then point to the way which similar discourses appear in some pre-canonical hadith collections in
order to question the degree to which Umayyad state rhetoric and the emerging Islamic ethic of

communal solidarity were actually distinct.

What may be deduced from the literary materials available, it is fairly clear that both the
religious texts (Quran and hadith) and political discourse across Muslim society during the late
seventh and early eighth centuries indicated that an oath (bay‘a) of allegiance was understood as
both a commitment to martial service and political loyalty as well as a declaration of faith and
guarantee of salvation. Thus, for early Muslims the most pressing question was “who constituted

the community and whom they should follow into war.”®

That the Umayyads considered their own rule in such terms was made clear Patricia
Crone and Martin Hinds in their influential work, God's Caliph first published in 1986. Andrew

Marsham further points out the inextricable relationship between salvation and political loyalty.

8 Crone, God's Rule, p. 30.

8 Andrew Marsham, Rituals of Isamic Monarchy: Accession and Succession in the First Muslim
Empire (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2009).
8 Marsham, Rituals, p. 102.
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To illustrate, he draws upon a tradition that describesAbd Allah b. “‘Umar’s reaction when the

people of Medina refused to continue their allegiance to Yazid in 680:

When the people threw off allegiance (khala'a) to Yazid b. Mawiya, Ibn ‘Umar

gathered his sons and his family. Then he said the shahada. Then he said, ‘To begin: we
have already pledged allegiance to this man according to the pact of God and His
Messenger (fa-inna gad baya'na hadha al-rajul “ala bay*, Allah wa-rasilihi), and | heard
the Prophet say: “Truly a flag is raised for the traitor (al-ghadir) on the Day of
Resurrection, (on which) is stated of what his betrayal consists, and that there is no
greater treachery, besides idolatry, than to pledge allegiance to a man according to the
pact of God and His Messenger and then to undo (nakatha) his bay‘a.” So let none of you
throw off allegiance to Yazid nor any one of you take a prominent position in this matter
(vushrifanna fi hadha al-amr), for there will be a cutting-off between me and him (fa-

yakiina saylam baynt wa-baynahu).”®

Ibn “‘Umar’s comments represent a pervasive understanding during the Umayyad period. In the
well know panegyric made to the Caliph ‘Abd al-Malik by the celebrated poet al-Akhtal for

example, the notions political allegiance and “kufr” are made absolute inverses of one another.®®

‘Abd al-Malik’s reign between is a critical moment to witness the rise of al-Jama ‘a as
distinct communitarian claim. Among his most important achievements was restoring political
and administrative order to a fractious polity rocked by Ibn al-Zubayr’s counter-caliphate and the
various Shiite uprising in lIraq such as those carried out by al-Husayn and al-Mukhtar, not to
mention the menacing raids of the Kharijites. The ethic of broad communal solidarity was among

the main avenues through whichAbd al -Malik was able to solidify his political project. As

8 Marsham, Rituals, p. 99.

8 Marsham, Rituals, p. 102-5.
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Marshal Hodgson noted long ago, “In his relations with the Arabs,"Abd al -Malik stood for the
principle of the jama‘a, the moral and political unity of all Arabs under the aegis of Islam; a unity
which was to be enforced, if necessary, by military power.”® It is of course under the direction of
‘Abd al-Malik that the Dome of the Rock is constructed with motifs made to challenge Christian

Byzantine hegemony and place Islam in a primary position in the holy city of Jerusalem.

Andrew Marsham describes the language used byAbd al -Malik’s governor in Kufa, Khalid b.
‘Abd Allah b. Khalid b. Usayd to demand loyalty as further indicative of the relationship between

political loyalty and religious confession:

God has imposed the duty of jihad on His servants, and required obedience to those who
govern them (wulat al-amr) . . . He who defies ( asa) the governors and rightful
authorities brings down God’s wrath on himself, merits corporal punishment (al- ‘ugiitba
fi basharihi), and makes himself liable to confiscation of his property as public spoils
(istifa’ a malihi), cancellation of his stipend (ilga’ ‘ata’ihi), and exile to the furthest part
of the earth and the evil places (al-tasyir ila ab ‘ad al-ard wa-shirr al-buldan) . . . | swear
by God (ugsimu bi’llah) that 1 will not overcome someone in defiance of authority
(‘asiyan) after this letter of mine, but that I will Kill him (gataltuhu), God willing. Peace
be with you, and the mercy of God.*

Among the more striking elements of this communiqué is the threat of punishment. Marsham
explains that in “the early Islamic ideological context, the penalties also reflect the ‘outsider’
status accorded to those in rebellion against God’s covenant: the confiscation of property as
‘booty’ or as ‘public revenue’ (fay’), and the negation of rights to women and, potentially, to life,

were the key features of the Muslims’ treatment of unbelievers who had been defeated in war and

8 Hodgson, Venture, vol. 1, p. 246.

8 Marsham, Rituals, p. 106.
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were outside treaty-obligations...”® That enemies of the Umayyad state were considered heretics
outside the pale of the Muslim community and deserved of the worst forms of punishment is a
point that cannot be overstated when attempting to understand the formation of Islamic

sectarianism.

Here the themes of obedience (al-za‘a) and defiance (al-ma‘siya) are important topoi that
recur in later Marwanid documents regarding Caliphal succession in the form of state letters or
Caliphal decrees.®® All of the concepts that tie together themes of Prophetic history, obedience to
God, obedience to the Caliph, the duty of jikad, and membership in the community of salvation
can be understood in what Michael Cook has called a “mission topos.” This is a central feature in
the articulation of Islamic salvation history which unites the contemporary Islamic political ethic

with a transcendental aura or religious legitimacy.

Particia Crone and Martin Hinds made use of a succession letter attributed to the
Umayyad Caliph al-Walid 1I (r. 125-126/743-744) which displays all of these literary features in
order to demonstrate the overwhelming religious authority with which the Umayyads ruled.
Central to the aims of this study is the way in which an Umayyad “mission topos” includes the

notion of al-jama‘a:

So the caliphs of God followed one another, in charge of that which (amr) God had
caused them to inherit (awrathahum) from His prophets and over which He had deputed
them. Nobody can dispute their right without God casting him down, and nobody can
separate from their polity (jama‘a) without God destroying him (ahlakahum)...This is

how God has acted towards anyone who has departed from the obedience (faraqa al-

8 Marsham, Rituals, p. 108.

8 Marsham, Rituals, p. 153-154.
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ta‘a) to which He has ordered (people) to cling, adhere and devote themselves, and

through which it is that the heaven and earth are supported (gamat biha al-samawat wa’l-

ard)...%

The manifold Qur’anic allusions in this text are obvious. One of the most important being that the
polity, al-jama‘a, fulfills God’s primordial covenant which is understood as that made between
God and Adam prior to the creation of the rest of humanity.®* Thus, membership in, and loyalty
to, the jama ‘a became inextricably bound up with the discourse of political obedience and thus

becomes a central feature of early Muslim religious sensibilities.

The degree to which the Umayyad state actually enjoyed the genuine religious loyalty of
its subjects is an impossible question to speculate much less answer. Some have argued that the
religious overtones of Umayyad self-representations were merely rhetorical and have been
misunderstood by modern scholars. Likewise, the argument can also be made that Umayyad
courtiers were drawing upon pre-existing concepts and ideas in order to draw support from the
independent religious classes. Such critiques have been advanced largely in order to promote the

notion that Islamic religious ethics developed independently from direct Umayyad influence.

Patricia Crone, following Marshall Hodgson, has made the argument that the idea of th
jama ‘a as a locus of religious authority was likely already developing in the late Umayyad and
early ‘Abbasid periods. Indeed, the rhetoric of al-jamd‘a as retained in the hadith collections
indicates an early and fairly widespread ethic of “clinging to the jama‘a.” Variably expressed as
luziim al- jama‘a or lazimat al- jamad'a, the notion of “clinging to the jama'a” was prevalent

enough to warrant early eighth century hadith collectors to consciously organize material related

% Marsham, Rituals, p. 174.

%! Marsham, Rituals, p. 175.
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to the injunction under its own section. Thus\bd al -Razzaq al-San‘ani (d. 211/826) records
utterances from the Prophet and his companions attesting to the religious compulsion of staying

attached to the community. He also records other reports mandating listening and obedience.

A prominent report that recurs in many hadith collections is related on the authority of
the Companion al-Harith al-Ash‘ari.” The report appears in different versions with early
renditions visible in the Musannaf of ‘Abd al-Razzaq, the Musnad of al-Tayalist and the Musnad

of Ahmad b. Hanbal. The segment important for this subject has Muhammad say,

I command you in five [duties] that Allah has commanded me in: al- jama“a, listening
(sam’), obeying (¢ta‘a), emigration (kijra) and holy war (jihdad) in the cause of Allah.
Thus, whoever departs from the community (al-jama‘a) so much as a hand’s width,

verily he has thrown off the tie (ribga) of Islam from his neck, except he who returns.*®

This report and its variants are but one example of a plethora of available materials that articulate
a similar ethic. Outside of hadith compilations it is telling that Abta Bakr al-Khallal (d. 311/923),
whose collected responsa from Ahmad b. Hanbal likely mark the beginning of the formation of

the Hanbali school of jurisprudence begins his text with a similar hadith.*

One may choose to recognize in this report a continuous ethical tradition faithfully
transmitted from a Companion of Muhammad in the seventh century to the wulema’ (religious

scholars) of the ninth and tenth centuries in Baghdad and elsewhere. One may also assume no

% His name is al-Harith b. al-Harith al-Ash‘arf, but the hadith is sometimes quoted as being
reported by Abti Malik al-Ash‘ari, which is one of al-Harith’s known kunyas. He is not to be confused
however with another companion with the same kunya. For a discussion on how early hadith transmitters
were prone to this mistake see, Ibn Hajar al-‘Asqalani, Tahdhib al-Tahdhib, vol. 1, p. 426, vol. 6, p. 481.

% Al-Tayalasi, Musnad, vol. 2, p. 14 # 1163; ‘Abd al-Razzaq al-Sana ni, al-Mugsannaf, v. 11, p.
339, #21771. Also see Ahmad b. Hanbal, Musnad, v. 5, p. 114 # 16842; v. 5, 228 # 17467; v. 6 pg. 471 #
22530.

% Melchert, The Formation, pp. 137-155; Al-Khallal, al-Sunna, p. 49.
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direct relationship between Umayyad state policies and this tradition. Doing so however would
overlook the political and religious context of the report’s transmission in Muslim society
regardless of debates surrounding the authenticity of the isnad. On the lower, that is later, end of
the report’s chain of transmission are the elites of the ahl al-kadith who recorded the material. It
may be more interesting to look at the report’s upper (e.g. earlier) attestations of documentation

in order to better understand the early political context of this report.”

To begin at the Companion level, the report is transmitted by al-Harith b. al-Harith al-
Ash‘ari, a companion of Syrian origin whose sole transmission from Muhammad is this report
and its variants. Nothing further is known about him. The individual responsible for transmitting
it from him is Mamtar Abd Salam al-A‘raj al-Aswad al-Habashi. He is described as having a
Yemenite origin though he had been a slave of an inhabitant of the people of Syria. The
biographers point out that the nisba al-Habashi stems from either a tribe or a quarter in Himyar
and should not be confused with an Ethiopian origin. He is said to have been called by the Caliph
‘Umar b. ‘Abd al -*Aziz to relate to him a report from the Prophet describing the heavenly pool
(al-Hawd). When he was called by the Caliph, the biographers record that he was transporting the
mail, which indicates that he was operating in an elite or at least sub-elite, socio-political milieu.
He is said to have reported from Kéb al -Ahbar among a number of other prominent figures.®® It

is not known when he died.

The next figure in the isnad is Mamtir’s grandson Zayd b. Salam for whom the

biographers say next to nothing other than confirming his reliability, noting his relationship to his

% Muhammad —Mamtiir — Zayd b. Salam — Yahya b. Abi Kathir: In the various renditions of
this hadith the names of informants is consistent until Yahya b. Abi Kathir after which the chains spread
out. He may thus be considered the “common link” in the report.

% |bn “Asakir, Tarkih Madinat Dimasha, vol. 63, pg. 190. That he was a mail carrier is also
confirmed by Ibn Sa‘d who mentions this in passing when discussing the scholars of al-Yamama, Ibn Sa‘d,
al-Tabagat al-Kubra, v. 6, p. 78.
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grandfather, his colleagues and pupils.”” After Zayd b. Salam, the figure in the isnad can be
considered the “common link” given that all of the variants of the hadith cross at his name. He is
Abtu Nasr Yahya b. Abi Kathir al-Yamam1 (d. 129). He was among the clients of the Bana al-
Tayy from Basra and was held by later hadith critics in high esteem, counting the prolific jurist
‘Abd al-Rahman b. ‘Amr al -Awza'T as one of his students. Shu‘ba is said to have preferred his
transmissions to those al-Zuhri, and, according to Ayytb al-Sakhtiyani, no one had preserved

more knowledge from Medina than he.

While little detail can be discerned about his social and political status, two pieces of
information taken together at least give some insight into the political location he most likely
occupied in early Muslim society. The first concerns his nisba, al-Yamami. Al-Yamama,*
located in the middle-eastern Arabian peninsula, was the site where the famous “imposter
prophet,” Musaylima the Liar, refused to submit to Muhammad’s command at Medina but was
later vanquished. The Banti Hanifah, the main tribal group in the region, were again enemies of
the emerging Muslim state during the Wars of Apostasy. Much later the Banti Hanifah and the al-
Yamama region rose in rebellion against the Islamic state. This time the effort led to the
establishment of an autonomous Kharijite state between 61/680 and 73/692 under the direction of
the Najda b. ‘Amir who was in alliance with Naft* b. al-Azrag. It was not until the reconsolidation
of the Umayyad state under the Caliphal direction of ‘Abd al -Malik b. Marwan and the military
command of al-Hajjaj b. Yusuf that al-Yamama was brought to some semblance of order. During
al-Hajjaj’s political reign, al-Yamama was conjoined with al-Basra as a political unit. All of this
occured during the lifetime of Yahya b. Abi Kathir, who is said to have been originally from

Basra but moved to al-Yamama.

%" \bn Hajar, Tahdhib al-Tahdhib, v. 2, p. 303.

% Information provided here on al-Yamama is summarized from ‘Abd Allah al-Askar, Al-Yamama
in the Early Ilamic Era (Ithaca: Ithaca Press, 2002) pp. 32-42, 106-140.
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There is sufficient reason to conclude that his move there was part of an Umayyad effort
at stabilization. To confirm this, the tribal group to whom he was attached as a client—the Bana
Tayy—was not a group native to the region of eastern Arabia or Iraq for that matter. Rather the
Bant Tayy, were originally from Northern Arabia and made up one of the primary tribal groups
of the early Muslim conquest armies, having participated in campaigns as early as during the
reign of Abii Bakr. To add evidence to the notion that Yahya operated within a state sanctioned
religious milieu, it is worthwhile to note that one of his students was a judge in al-Yamama—
‘Ikrima b. ‘Ammar (d. 159) —who was noted for is reliable transmission of Yahya’s reports.”

‘Ikrima was also originally from Basra and likewise relocated to al-Yamama.

Returning to the question of the extent of Umayyad influence in shaping the religious
discourse of al- jama‘a, this prosoprographical analysis has shown that at the very least such
communal sensibilities were operative in official or semi-official state capacities. That is, even
conceding the point that Umayyad political rhetoric was drawing upon an independent or pre-
existing religious ethic, it is still illuminating that the first texts which articulate such an ethic—
al- jama‘a as salvation—nonetheless point to a social and political milieu that conflates loyalty to

the Umayyad state with religious devotion.

Of course, we have reviewed here just one tradition. To argue that the concept of al-
jama‘aoriginates in an official Umayyad capacity, much more work is surely needed. However, a
preliminary review of some other prominent hadith that carry the theme of al-jama“a also indicate
intimate connections with Umayyad patronage networks. For example, Muslim b. al-Hajjaj (d.
261/875) under the section “The obligation to stick to the community of Muslims when civil
discord appears” enlists a tradition in which Muhammad foretells a group of companions of days

of trial and tribulation ahead. When asked how to endure such days he responds, “follow the

% |bn Hajar, Tahdhib al-Tahdhib, v. 4, p. 228.
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Jjamd‘a of the Muslims and their imam.”*® If we begin with the transmitter that appears after the
Companion level we encounter a certain Aba IdrTs al-Khawalani, a Damascene judge described as
one of the giants of the al-Tabi‘In (Followers).'®" Further down the chain of transmission well
into the Abbasid period, we find al-Walid b. Muslim al-Dimashqi (d. 175/791), a client of Bani
Umayya, student of al-Awza 1, and regarded by Ahmad b. Hanbal as among the most intelligent

men he ever encountered from Syria.*%?

Conclusion

This chapter has sought to demonstrate that the notion of orthodoxy in Islam, though radically
different than that conceived in other religious traditions, should not be abandoned as an analytic
project altogether. Rather, understanding orthodoxy as a function of power and discourse, as
discussed in chapter 1, it may be possible to trace the formation of the rhetoric of hegemony
through which Sunni Islam both became established and persevered through history. | have
attempted a preliminary exploration into that possibility by first deconstructing the concept of al-
jama‘a as it has been approached by modern historians and then analyzing the discourse of al-

jama‘ain the socio-political context of the first two centuries of Islamic history.

190 Muslim, Sahih, v. 12, p. 186, # 4740. Isnad: Muhammad « Hudayfa b. al-Yaman « Aba Idris
al-Khawalani «— ‘Ubayd Allah al-Hadrami « ‘Abd al-Rahman b. Yazid b. Jabir « al-Walid b. Muslim «
Muhammad b. al-Muthana.

1%L 1bn “Abd al-Barr, al-1sti ‘@b, v. 4, p. 156; al-Dhahabi, Syar, v. 5, p. 253-255.

192 AI-Mizzi, Tahdhib al-Kamal, v. 19, p. 455.
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Y

The Persistence of Heresy:

Paul of Tarsus, Ibn Saba’, and the problem of Shiism

There are many textual sites where Sunni sectarian identity is performed in historical narrative. In
this essay | discuss the parallel representations in various exegetical works of Paul of Tarsus and
the infamous ‘Abd Allah b. Saba’. The former is said to have led Jesus’s original community of
believers into dissension and disarray while the latter is said to have done the same to the early
Muslim community by inciting the rebellion against Islam’s third Caliph,Uthman b. ‘Affan (r.

23-35/644-656). | focus on the early and most coherent form of these narratives as they appear in
the recently discovered fragments of Sayf b. ‘Umar’s (d. ca. 180/796)" Kitib al-Ridda wa-|-Futiih
[The Book of the Wars of Apostasy and Conquests] and Kitab al-Jamal wa-Masir ‘A’ ishd wa-* Al

[The Book of the Battle of the Camel and the Journey of ‘A’isha wa ‘Ali].?

Sayf b. ‘Umar’s work, on account of its early composition and the fact that it served as
one of the primary sources for al-TabarT’s (d. 310/923) reconstruction of the murder of ‘Uthman,

the wars of apostasy, and the conquest of Syria have been a recurring subject of Orientalist

! Donner, “Sayf b. ‘Umar,” EI2.

2 Sayf b. ‘Umar al-Tamimi; al-Samarra’1 (ed,), Kitab al-Ridda wa’ |-futith and Kitab al-Jamal wa
masir A’isha wa- ‘Al (Leiden: Smitzkamp Oriental Antiquarium, 1995).
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scholarship and debate since the days of M.J. De Goeje and Theodore Noldeke.® Moreover, the
figure of lbn Saba continues to incite considerable controversy in modern Muslim sectarian
discourse. | revisit this arena of scholarship, however, not to pass judgment on the integrity of
Sayf as a historian or to speculate over the historicity ‘afbd Allah b. Saba’, but instead to

demonstrate that the narrative structure of the Paul of Tarsus and Ibn Saba’ myths have powerful
discursive links to larger and much more persistent themes in Sunni Islam. These discursive
themes | maintain should be explored, in and of themselves, as sites through which to understand
the notion of Sunni identity. In order to do so, | engage the theoretical work on lists and canon
formation advanced by Jonathan Z. Smith. Before doing so a review of the figure of Sayf b.
‘Umar and the recovery of his recently recovered text is necessary. As an appendix to this
chapter, a translation of the portions of Sayf’s compilation which were suppressed by al-TabarT is

provided.

Sayf Ibn ‘Umar and the Kitab al-Ridda wa-1-Futih

Sayf b. “‘Umar al-Tamimi (d.197), a second century Kufan, has been the subject of wide debate in
both western and traditional studies of Islam. While discussions concerning his reliability as a
transmitter surfaced with the very inception of western scholarship on Islam and have continued
until the present, substantial advances concerning his work are now possible in light of the recent
discovery and publication of the Kitab al-Ridda wa-1-Futih. In modern scholarship, Sayf’s
reputation as untrustworthy began with Wellhausen’s wholesale condemnation of him, based
upon the idea that he was the head of the “lraqi school of historiography”, which Wellhausen

considered unreliable. His position was adopted by a host of Orientalist scholars and historians of

¥ Qasim al-Samarra’1, “A Reappraisal of Sayf as a Historian in Light of the Discovery of the
discovery of his work Kitab al-Ridda wa-I-Futuh” in Essays in Honor of Salah al-Din al-Munnajid
(London: Al-Furgan Islamic Heritage Foundation, 2002) p. 545; Ella Landau-Tasseron, “Sayf Ibn ‘Umar in
Medieval and Modern Scholarship™ in Der 1slam, vol. 67, 1990, 1-27.
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early Islam, including Caetani, Petersen, Goitein, Gibb, Rosenthal, Schacht, Brockelmann and
Shoufani.* The trend may have even begun earlier, with M.J. de Goeje, who was also suspicious

about his reliability as we can tell from a letter he wrote to Noldeke. ®

The main concerns for these critics lie in the fact that Sayf's rendition of accounts did not
match those recorded by other historians and that the names of most of Sayf’s transmitters cannot
be found in the biographical dictionaries. Furthermore, Sayf mentions a number of locations
which simply are unknown in other sources and for which we have no other information. These
anomalies earned Sayf the reputation of a fabricator, liar, and untrustworthy transmitter not only
with modern readers but also in the eyes of Muslim critics, who in the medieval period
considered him unreliable as a kadith transmitter. These criticisms came mostly from the circles
of the scholars of hadith and were levied in accordance with the strict requirements of their
discipline of tradition criticism. Thus, Wellhausen submitted what would become the standard
guestion regarding Sayf's role in medieval Muslim scholarship: “Why would al-Tabari, a
respected historian and jurist, use Sayf so freely when he must have been well aware of his

shortcomings?”

Considering the fact that most source critics deemed hadith literature unfit for the
extraction of historical data, it is ironic that Wellhausen relied upon the opinions of mukaddithiin
to assess the credibility of Sayf, who himself was not a muzaddith, but an akhbari. The difference
between the two genres and their two distinct sets of curators in early Islamic history is the basis

of Ella Landau-Tasseron’s review and update of the Sayf debate.

* Ella Landau-Tasseron, “Sayf lbn ‘Umar,” p. 3, nn. 9-15.

® Qasim al-Sammarai, “A reappraisal of Sayf ibn ‘Umar as a historian in the light of the discovery
of his work ‘Kitab al-Futah wa Ridda’” in Magalat wa dirasat muhdahila’ al-Duktur Salah al-Din al-
Munajjid, 2002, p. 553.
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That early Muslim hadith transmitters did not trust Sayf has less to do with Sayf himself than
with the group to which he belonged—the akhbariyyiin—who constituted a threat to the authority
of the mukaddithin and as such were routinely criticized by them. Landau-Tasseron points out
that other historians such as al-Waqidi and Ibn Ishaq, considered by Wellhausen as trustworthy,
are subject to similar criticism to those voiced against Sayf.® Ultimately, she suggests that “the
question why al-TabarT relied on him is not a real question, but one which springs from the

prejudice against him introduced into the field by Wellhausen.”’

That Sayf was a much less
controversial figure than Wellhausen and early Orientalist literature make him out to be is further
attested by the fact that seminal medieval Muslim scholars such as Ibn Khaldan (d. 808/1406) and
Shams al-Din al-Sakhawi (d. 902/1497) found no fault with him.® Furthermore, there was a
movement detectable as early as the fourth/tenth century that sought to rehabilitate a number of
akhbariyyin on account of the fact that they alone had built the foundations of much of the early

sira.® Whether or not these efforts included Sayf is still unclear, but this trend signals an

important shift in an old rivalry.

On the more substantive criticisms of Sayf—his inconsistent dating, anomalous
geographical citation, and tendency towards embellishment—to which Wellhausen as a source
critic was probably most drawn, scholars such as Hinds, Blankinship and Landau-Tasseron have
also added insight. Hinds, following the earlier work of Myednikov (1897) and Sezgin (1957),

demonstrated that Sayf relied upon written and not only oral materials.*

® Landau-Tasseron, “Sayf Ibn ‘Umar,” p. 6.

" Landau-Tasseron, “Sayf Ibn ‘Umar,” p. 6.

® Landua-Tasseron, “Sayf Ibn ‘Umar,” p. 10.

° Landau-Tasseron, “Sayf Ibn ‘Umar,” p. 7-9.

19 Martin Hinds, “Sayf ibn ‘Umar’s Sources on Arabia in Studies” in Early Islamic History, eds.

Bacharach, Conrad, Crone (Princeton: The Darwin Press, Inc. 1996), pp. 143-159; Landau-Tasseron, “Sayf
Ibn ‘Umar,” p. 5.
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transmissions therefore attest more to his fidelity than to his dishonesty as a transmitter and place
him firmly alongside other transmitters who collected disparate pieces of information despite
their incompatibility.”* On the charges of invented locations, persons, and fabricated accounts,
Landau-Tasseron reviews the work of Wellhausen, Caetani and others and shows that such
skepticism and dismissal of Sayf as a reliable historian is at best exaggerated and at worst
mistaken, and she ultimately calls for a wholesale reassessment of Sayf’s renditions on an
account by account basis.*? Blankenship, in a separate study, does not provide nearly as much
textual evidence as that submitted by Landau-Tasseron or Hinds, but arrives at a similar
conclusion regarding the exaggerated distrust of Sayf in the field, arguing that his material could
not have been fabricated outright, since the events it recounted would have been all too well-
known to his immediate audience.'® Blankinship also provides examples of similar accounts to

Sayf’s in other material which may corroborate his claim.**

The most useful insights of Blankinship, however, lie in his presentation of Sayf and his
material in the social context of Kufan political infighting, and the transition between the
Umayyad and the Abbasid empires. Although Patricia Crone seems to have been surprised by the
fact that Sayf was an ‘Uthmanid, Blankinship’s understanding of the various tribal affiliations in
Kufa anticipated this. He states that Sayf represented an anti-Shiite undercurrent of Kufa that
likely dissented from the various Shiite uprisings initiated from the city.*

Inconsistencies in his

1 Martin Hinds, “Sayf,” p. 159.
12| andau-Tasseron, “Sayf Ibn “‘Umar,” pp. 12-23.

13 Ibn Jarir al-Tabari, The Challenge to the Empires edited by Khalid Yahya Blankinship (Albany:
State University of New York Press, 1993), p. xvii.

4 Al-Tabari, The Challenge, p. xviii.
15 Al-Tabari, The Challenge, p. xix.
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‘Umar is propelled mainly by the “opposition to the extreme claims of the “Alids and justification

of all the Companions of the Prophet.”*°

Although Blankinship tempers anti-Sayf skepticism by placing him within his socio-
political context, he nonetheless maintains that he fabricated and embellished his reports, saying
that Sayf's stories “belong more to the realm of historical romance than to that of history.”*’
Seemingly unaware of the later scholars who found no fault with Sayf, Blankinship makes the
mistake of saying that “medieval Sunni Muslims...unanimously rejected Sayf's authority in the
most absolute way possible.”*® Any contention that medieval Muslim scholars considered Sayf’s
work unreliable must be discarded not only because of the quality of the manuscript itself, which
serves as documentary evidence in its own right, but also by the fact that historians throughout
the centuries and throughout Muslim lands relied upon his work for their historical renditions.
The list of scholars includes those as early as al-Mingari (d. 212/827) and Khalifa ibn Khayyat al-
‘Usfari (d. 240/854) and those as prominent as al-Dhahabi, al-Subki, and Ibn Hajar al-Asqalani.”

More important than who did and did not consider Sayf reliable is the fact that his narratives

concerning the fitha become standard in the Sunni historical imagination.

Outside of western studies, the work of Sayf has been subject to wide criticism in

Muslim, particularly Shiite, circles. Writing in the middle of the twentieth century, Murtada al-

He also notes that Sayf
‘Askart has set the tone for much of this debate with the publication of his work on Sayf and

belonged to the Umayyad loyal Usayydi tribe. Ultimately, he claims that the work of Sayf b.
‘Abd Allah lbn Saba. 2

16 Al-Tabari, The Challenge, p. xix.
" Al-Tabari, The Challenge, p. xxvii.
18 Al-Tabari, The Challenge, p. xxvii.

9 For a useful list: Al-Samarrai, A Reappraisal, pp 534-5.
% Murtada al-‘ Askari, Abdallah b. Saba’ (Cairo: Matba at al-Najah, 1961).
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transmissions of Sayf, in various traditional Muslim accounts of the fitha and most prominently in
that of al-Tabari. He is said to be the son of a black woman and a Jewish convert whose sole
purpose of existence was to lead the Muslims astray in religious affairs and spark and perpetuate
communal strife. Al-‘Askari, following the methods resembling those of Wellhausen and indeed
relying upon many of his conclusions, considers Sayf to be of purely malicious intent, citing
familiar anomalies as evidence against his reliability. Apart from Sayf’s contemporary critics, al-
‘AskarT attaches ideological motivation to him, some of which is admittedly at least tacitly
possible, considering Sayf’s political location in Kufa. In conclusion, al-‘AskarT charges Sayf

with outright fabrication.

Al-‘AskarT and contemporary Sayf skeptics all have one common methodological error
that can be summed up in the adage, “The absence of evidence is not evidence of absence.”
Namely, the fact that we are unable to locate Sayf’s names and places in our sources is not an
indication that they do not exist, but rather that our extant source materials simply may not
provide an comprehensive and exhaustive representation of the period. Again, that most Sayf
critics rely upon mukaddithin tabagat for a better understanding of Sayf, the akhbari, is a
curiosity seemly lost upon all of them, an anomaly that leads Landau-Tasseron to state that “the

lack of tabagat works for historians should not force us to adopt hadith sabacat as a surrogate.”*

The recovery of fragments of Sayf’s text occurred in 1991 when Qasim al-Samarrai
discovered, along with a incbAd lah dth&abzamisoripisvtheataigso aghtAdfteAidxh, KitdkSalvRidda
figltButohwhoMawie Hiinwehoftlyhds Bnwapdorypedlifigirdasdmeappéats; hibinty dfindieghmine
Muhammad ibn Sdad Islamic University in Riyadh in what he describes as a suitcase of “rat-

eaten manuscripts.”?

2! |_andau-Tasseron, “Sayf Ibn ‘Umar,”

22 Al-Samarrai, A Reappraisal, p. 531.
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whose clarity demonstrates the value of the text to whatever audience it may have served,
indicates a Syrian or Egyptian provenance. Notes on the first folio bear testimony to its journey,
the earliest pointing to affiliation with the rulers of Yanbiin the later 8 /14" century, and the
latest, Najd in the 13"/19™ century.? Its value is further attested by corrections and marginalia in

the manuscript itself.*

Al-Samarrai identifies the earliest copyist of this work as Abli Bakr b. Sayf al-Tujib1 al-
MistT (d. 307/980), who he takes to be a contemporary of al-Tabari. Thanks to the erudite work of
Marianne Engle Cameron, his identification of this scholar has been proven incorrect. The Abt
Bakr b. Sayf in the text is actually Ahmad b. ‘Abd Allah b. Sa‘id b. Sayf who was a well known
Shafi‘T mukaddith (d. 393/1003).% Al-Samarrai demonstrates through a few brief examples al-
Tabari's methods of transmission and lists a number of important changes between the source he
used and the excerpts that made their way into his larger corpus.”® Here he assumes that the texts
that al-TabarT was working with were virtually the same as the one he has discovered. > Michael
Lecker has also reviewed the work and found substantial suppressions made by al-Tabar in his

transmission and “fragmentation” of the text.?

In light of al-TabarT’s “editing” of Sayf’s text, his historiographic methods must be given

yet another look. It was long held that he was simply a hardworking copyist, doing little more

8 Al-Samarrai, A Reappraisal, p. 532.
# Al-Samarrai, A Reappraisal, p. 533.

% Marianne Engle Cameron, “Sayf at first: The Transmission of Sayf ibn ‘Umar in al -TabarT and
Ibn ‘Asakir” in James E. Lindsay (ed.), Ibn ‘Asakir and Early Islamic History (Princeton: The Darwin

Press, 2001), pp. 62-77. o thon th . .
2 al-Samarrai, A Redppraisaripsiself dates from the 97/13™ century, and its Mamluk script,

?7 Early on Martin Hinds notes that al-Tabari must have been working with two versions of Sayf's
text.

% Michael Lecker, “Review: Kitab al-Ridda...”, in Journal of the American Oriental Society, Vol.
119, No. 3, p. 533.
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than simply recording and arranging reports.” Recently, Boaz Shoshan has sought to illuminate
al-TabarT’s worldview and ideological leanings by demonstrating the structural arrangement of
his narratives and the considerations it forces the reader to reflect on. If al-Tabari, the virtual
eponym of Muslim historiography, actually meddled with reports by paraphrasing, combining,
and repressing them, then it may the case that we need seriously to reconsider the craft of early
Islamic historiography. Instead of imagining it as an exercise in mere transmission, it should be

understood as discourse, just as are other literary materials.

Narrative and Plot: Ibn Saba’ and Paul as Jewish Perpetrators

For nearly four decades, narrative analysis has introduced a dynamic set of methods of reading
“texts” which have been applied across the humanities and social sciences. The acclaimed
historian Hayden White long headed the movement to apply post-structuralist methods of
narrative analysis to the discipline of history. Although his anti-positivist approaches have been
criticized for blurring the lines between fiction and reality, in combination with concomitant
intellectual trends, they have enabled historiographical approaches that uncover the ways a

putative historical narrative reveals the socio-political bias of any text.*

Recalling the discussion in chapter two which highlighted the relationship between
historical discourse and communal identity, it is important to recognize the central place the
sensitive issue of the murder of the third CalipfUthman and the ensuing civil discord ( fitna)

holds in Islamic sacred histories. Here, Hayden White’s notion of emplotment patterns plays an

 The few analyses conducted thus far on the Sayf fragments have shown that al-Tabari was
probably working with more than one version of Sayf’s text and with only minor adjustments copied Sayf’s
transmissions dutifully (Lecker 1999; al-Samarrai 2002; Cameron 2001). For our purposes it is important to
note that al-TabarT transmitted virtually all of Sayf’s narratives about Ibn Saba’ and with few exceptions
placed them within their corresponding sequence in his own narrative structure (Samarrai 2000, 55).

% Richard Vann “The Reception of Hayden White” in History and Theory 37:2, pp. 143-61.
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especially significant role. It is through this historical episode that most Muslim sectarian
identities are remembered and reproduced. When reviewing the murder of Uthman, the eminent
historian, jurist, and exegete Muhammad b. Jarir al-TabarT transmitted the notorious story of Ibn
Saba’, also known as ‘Abd Allah b. al-Sawda’ (son of the black woman), the nefarious Jewish
convert to Islam whose pernicious machinations, along with those of other adherents to his
movement, the Saba'iyya, led to revolt against ‘Uthman, his murder, Shiite heresy, the Battle of
the Camel, and ultimately to the dissolution of the unity of the early Muslim community. Al-

Tabari’s primary sources for this set of historical reports were the works of Sayf b. ‘Umar.

In a review of the Sayf fragments Patricia Crone, argues that given the way that his
narrative exonerates ‘Uthman and the Prophet’s Companions of any involvement in the Caliph’s
assassination and the ensuing civil war, it is clear that Sayf was an Uthmani.*® Indeed, when
reading the events of the fitna through the frame of Ibn Sabane realizes that he and his
Saba’iyya—the fictitious Shiite movement said to have been started by Ibn Saba —constitute a

critical toposin early Sunni self-imagining.

The first time Ibn Saba appears in Sayf’s text is in a short entry briefly describing his origins

from Yemen and having been born to a black mother. Hence, he is referred to regularly as Ibn al-
Sawda’, son of the black woman. He is said here to have converted to Islam during the sixth year
of ‘Uthman’s reign. ¥ The timing is significant because it was in the sixth year of the caliph
‘Uthman’s reign when he is described as having dropped the Prophet’s ring into a well, which has

been interpreted as symbolizing the loss of an era of authority and legitimacy.*® The placement of

%! patricia Crone “Kitab al-Ridda wa’| Futiz....by Sayf b. ‘Umar al-Tamimi, edited by Qasim al-
Samarrai...” in Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society of Great Britian and Ireland 6, 1996: 237-240.

%2 Sayf, Kitab al-Ridda, p. 55.

¥ Muhammad b. Jarir al-Tabari, The Crisis of the Early Caliphate, trans. Stephen Humphreys
(Albany: Albany State University of New York, 1990), pp. 63-4.



99

this report in al-TabarT’s chronicle is critical because it appears directly before the discussion
about Abl Dharr’s confrontation withUthman which we will describe shortly. The six year
partition of “‘Uthman’s caliphate was a common way for many Muslims to describe the events of
his turbulent reign.>* Al-Tabari describes the world as having fallen into chaos when Ibn Saba

converted to Islam.®

Ibn Saba also appears in a report concerning the ousting of Sa‘id b. al- ‘As b. Abi
Uhayha, ‘Uthman’s nephew and son-in-law, whom he appointed governor of Kufa.*® Here, Ibn
Saba’ is said to have brought those with whom he had been conversing with around the circle of
Yazid b. Qays, who is credited with having led the movement against Sad. There is no further
mention of him in this section, but as is the case throughout his appearances, he is presented as an

instigator of rebellion and strife.

The next appearance comes in the narration of the story of Abu Dharr al-Ghifari, the
well-known companion of Muhammad who is said to have been among the earliest converts to
Islam and who is often remembered because of his confrontations withiUthman and Mu‘awiya
over the alleged abuse of public funds by ruling elites in Syria. Here Ibn al-Sawda’ is said to have
first approached Abt Dharr asking him about Mawiya’s use of the phrase “God's money” in
reference to public funds, which is the center piece of Abii Dharr's disagreement with Muawiya.
Ibn Saba’ is then to have approached Abu al-Darda’, apparently to ask the same questions, who
immediately recognized him as a Jew and expelled him from his presence. This is an interesting
point given that Abii al-Darda’ himself was said to have been a Jewish convert to Islam and close

associate of Kab al -Ahbar. Ibn Saba then went to ‘Ubadah b. al -Samit, who took him to

% Wilfred Madelung, The Succession to Muhammad: A Study of the Early Caliphate (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1997), p. 85.

% al-Tabari, The Crisis, p. 225.

% sayf, Kitab al-Ridda, pp. 70-1.
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Mu‘awiya exposing him as Aba Dharr’s instigator.*” It is interesting to note here that the later
two companions, Abtu al-Darda’ and ‘Ubadah b. al-Samit, who are ranked as reputable
Companions, were affiliated with the Umayyads. Although the date of death for Abu al-Darda’ is
subject to dispute, he is said to have been appointed judge of Damascus durifighar b. al -
Khattab’s caliphate and worked closely with Mu ‘awiya in the conquest of greater Syria.*® ‘Ubada
b. al-Samit is also said to have been sent byUmar as a judge and te acher to Syria, where he
settled in Hims and then took up the first post as judge in Ramlah, where he eventually died and

was buried.*

Both figures are affiliated with the emergence of the first Islamic expansions and are said
to have played important roles in the early dissemination of Islam, and both are said to have
resisted the temptations of Ibn Saba. Meanwhile, Abti Dharr al -Ghifari, considered a righteous
Companion in his own right and one who also participated in the expansions, but whose memory
is tainted by his confrontations withUthman and Mu‘awiya, seems not to have been strong
enough to resist the deceitful propaganda of Ibn Sdbalready at this early stage, a Syrian -
‘Uthmanid motif emerges, wherein protest against Uthman’s regime is seen as a direct product
of Ibn Saba's machinations. This narrative also simultaneously serves as an alternative to Shiite

narratives of Abli Dharr which hold him in high esteem for his resistance to the Umayyad clan.

The next time lbn Saba appears, he is rep orted to have taken residence with a certain
Hukaym b. Jabala who, according to the sources, was originally part of the lead command on the

frontier of Sind but was ultimately unsatisfied with the scarce spoils on that front and as a result

% Sayf, Kitab al-Ridda, pp. 102-3.

% |bn ‘Abd al-Barr, Al-Ist7 gb fr mafifat al-ashab (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-Timiyya, 1995), pp.
297-99).

¥ |bn ‘Abd al-Barr, Al-Ist7 @b f7 mafifat al-ashab (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-TImiyya, 1995), p. 355.
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took to thievery and marauding and abandoned of his tribal affiliations.”” Hukaym b. Jabala
reoccurs throughout Sayf’s narratives as the leader of a contingent from Basra to Medina where
amongst other treacheries he is said to have thrown stones at'Uthman while he was de livering a
Friday sermon is said to have presented theological and legal problems to the circle of individuals
around Hukaym.*" Incidentally in this short entry, Ibn Sabais said to have been recognized as

deceitful by ‘Abd Allah b. ‘Amir b. Kurayz, a cousin of ‘Uthman whom he appointed governor of
Basra.*? More importantly, this is the first report where Hukaym is mentioned in Sayf’s text, thus
rendering his association with, Ibn Sab& both a premonition of things to come and a clear point

of ad hominem attacks.

The next appearance of lbn Sabais the most significant report about him. Here he is
introduced fully by Sayf and is treated biographically under the heading entitled “The Beginning
of the Murder of Uthman.” * It is also the lead report in al-Tabart's description of the year 35
AH., the year dfthman’s murder underneath a heading which describes the military
encampments of the Egyptians and lragis and directly precedes the sectibithman’s

murder.*

0 Martin Hinds, “The Murder of the Caliph ‘Uthman” in IIMES vol. 3, no. 4, 1972, pp. 450-469;
pp. 461-2.

* Sayf, Kitab al-Ridda, pp. 91-2.
“2 |bn ‘Abd al-Barr, Al-Ist7 b, pp. 64.
3 Sayf, Kitab al-Ridda, pp. 135-7.

* al-Tabari, The Crisis, pp. 145-7.
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“commanding the good and forbidding the evil.” “‘Abd Allah b. al-Sawda’ is listed as belonging to
a band from Egypt who had persuaded Ammar b. Yasir, one of Shiite Islam’s most esteemed
figures, to join their cause. It is important to note also tHatmmar b. Yasir was killed at the

Battle of Siffin.*®

Thus far in Sayf’s narratives of Ibn Saba’ the formulation of a frame appears in which the
Shiite claim of Alf's succession sits at the center and is couched by heresies concerning
Muhammad’s return, which are in turn surrounded by grievances against ‘Uthman’s authority and
that of his governors throughout the early Islamic state. All of these contingencies are presented
as the machinations of the cunning Abd Allah ibn Saba’. All other mentions of Ibn Saba’, Ibn

Sawda, or the Saba’iyya in Sayf’s text conform to the narrative patterns thus far presented.

Other significant associates of Ibn Sabawere said to be ‘Umayr b. al -Dabi’, who along with
Kumayl b. Ziyad opposed ‘Uthman and rode out from Kiifa to Medina to confront him. ** Much
later when ‘Umayr was “but a frail old man” he was executed by Hajjaj b. Yasuf in vengeance for

his role in'Uthman’s murder. * It is also quite significant to note that Kumayl b. Ziyad al-

Ibn Saba’ is said to have traveled throughout the Islamic lands in efforts to lead people
Nakha T is the same figure associated in Shiite tradition with the well known “Prayer of Kumayl”

astray; only the Syrians were able to resist his temptations, whereas he was fully embraced by the
read customarily in Ithna ‘AsharT (Twelver) circles on Thursday nights. He is said to have been a

Egyptians. Here he begins to ,introduce theological deviations. He advocates the idea of
close companion of Ali b. Aba Talib and fought alongside him in his various campaigns.

Muhammad’s return, the divinely mandated succession OAll, and begins writing to his
Kumayl was also eventually killed by Hajjaj’s forces.

followers in the other garrison towns, urging them to proclaim publicly that they are

As the dust of ‘Uthman’s murder began to settle and ‘Ali rose as Caliph, Sayf has the

Saba’iyya warning ‘All of the woes of leadership when they immediately begin to conspire

*® Reckendorf, “Ammar b. Yasir,” EI2
% Sayf, Kitab al-Ridda, pp. 83-6.
“” Al-Tabari, The Crisis, p. 233.

“8 Al-Tabari, Biographies of the Prophet’s Companions and their Successors edited by Ella
Landau-Tasseron (Albany: State University of Albany Press, 1998), p. 270.
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against him, urging the Bedouin to revolt.”® Ibn Saba finally appears at the Battle of Camel,
provoking hostilities between the two sides, just as they were ready to make peace.”® The last
time we see the Saba'iyya is at the end of a description of the Battle of the Camel, when ‘A’isha
is heading back to Mecca and Medina and the people are offering allegiance to ‘Ali. It is here that
the Saba’iyya are said to have left the city without ‘Ali’s permission, which caused him to ride

after them in order to ensure that they cease their machinations.*

While the pro-‘Uthmani and anti-Shiite basis in the text should be clear from the
foregoing historical reports, it is essential to recognize the way in which this provincial narrative
is wedded to the universal claims of Islamic monotheism as part of a grand narrative of prophetic
history. This may not be clear when the story about the murder ofUthman is presented in the
chronological schema provided by al-Tabar1, but when read in Sayf’s text the message is clear. In
the portion of Kitab al-Ridda entitled “The Beginning of the Murder of ‘Uthman,” Sayf re lates a

set of prophetic hadith reports forewarning the Muslim community about going astray:

The Messenger of God, Peace be upon him, said: You will follow the path of those who
came before you step by step and inch by inch even if those who came before you were to
enter a mouse's hole, you would follow just like them, and he read...[“They had enjoyed
their portion, so enjoy your portion, as those before you enjoyed their portion, and you

indulged in play and pastime as they indulged in play and pastime.”]*?

Immediately after these warnings, Sayf provides what seems to be an unwarranted digression into

Christian history, wherein the apostle Paul of Tarsus is portrayed as a malicious and insincere

“ Sayf, Kitab al-Ridda, pp. 241-3.
%0 Sayf, Kitab al-Ridda, p. 265.

*! Sayf, Kitab al-Ridda, p. 362.
°2 Sayf, Kitab al-Ridda, p. 131-2.
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Jewish convert to Christianity and is ultimately blamed for the misguidance of Jesus’s

followers.>

Sayf begins his report on Jesus by noting that as many as seven hundred families amongst
the Israelites heeded the Messiah’s prophetic mission. Paul of Tarsus, described as a king,
ordered that the Christians be killed. They fled into the mountains, and the pursuit tired his forces.
At this point Paul decided to disguise himself by wearing their clothes in order to be led to their
encampment. When he was found out, he presented himself as having received a vision from
Jesus and thus swore to join their ranks and teach them the Torah. He requested that a small
house for worship be built for him in which he retreated in seclusion. He emerged at various
intervals with a new revelation each time. First he changed the direction of prayer (gibla), then
retracted Mosaic dietary laws, and finally proscribed jikad. Then he emerged and requested the
audience of only four individuals—Ya‘qub, Nesttr, Malkiin, and al-Mu’min—who are meant
represent the heads of the three eastern Christian churches, the Syrian orthodox, Nestorians, and

Melkites. The fourth figure is cast as a Muslim prototype. He asked them,

Have you [ever] learned [e.g. heard] of any human who created a creation from clay, and
breathed [life] into it [by himself?], they said, “no.” He said, “Have you [ever] learned of
any human who cured leprosy and blindness, and could resurrect the dead?” They said,
“no.” He said, “Have you [ever] learned of any human who knew what people were
eating and saying in their homes?” He said, “I believe that Allah the Most High, revealed
himself to us then concealed himself.”

After this revelation the community was thrown into disarray, with Y&qib, Nes tiir, and Malkiin

either agreeing with Paul or offering their own renditions of Jesus’s divinity.

%3 Sayf, Kitab al-Ridda, p. 132-5. For a discussion about this text in the context of other
apocryphal descriptions of Paul see Koningsveld, “The Islamic Image of Paul and the Origin of the Gospel
of Barnabus” in Jerusalem Studies in Arabic and Islam, vol. 20, 1996, pgs. 200-228.
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The believer (al-Mu’min), aghast, exclaims, addressing his companions,

No, by God, he is trying nothing other than to lead you astray! [We should be] amazed at
our acceptance of him [Paul]. We are the companions of Jesus, without him, surely we
saw Jesus and listened to him, and obeyed him. [Woe unto you]! No by God, he is trying

nothing other than to lead you into error and cause you to stray.

The believer’s warnings were not heeded, and the community split into four groups, each
corresponding to the figures mentioned above. After their confrontation with the believer, they
returned to Paul and with him decided to track down the believer and kill him. The believer and
his small community (said to be the smallest of the four) eventually fled to Syria, where they

were provided security as long as they lived in hermitages and caves.

Sayf adds that they were forced into this religious innovation (bid‘a) of monasticism
because of their circumstances. In order to augment the authenticity of this report, he confirms it
by citing Quran 57:27: “But the monasticism which they invented for themselves, We did not
prescribe for them, but they sought it only to please Allah therewith, but that they did not observe
it with the right observance.” He concludes by reporting, “The believers amongst them departed
to western Arabia. The Prophet found thirty monks among them believing in him. And like him

(Paul) in this nation is the example of 1bn Saba’.”>*

In addition to the explicit comparison between Paul and Ibn Sabd, there are a number of
narrative parallels between the two figures and the two stories of heretical innovation in Sayf’s
rendition. As will be demonstrated shortly, these correspond to prevalent topoi in other Sunni
exegetical works. The first is the premonition of discord as represented in Sayf’s invocation of the

prophetic hadiths which foretell the going astray of the community. The second is inherency of

> Sayf, Kitab al-Ridda, p. 135.
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Jewish hostility to the Divine Will and the Jewish will to infiltrate the divinely guided
community. The third is the introduction of heretical innovation as a part of that Jewish
propensity to subversion. The fourth is the violent dismemberment of the community. Finally,
there is the motif of survival and continuity whereby one group manages to resist and persevere
despite overwhelming odds. Through these narrative patterns the local nature of Sayf’s ‘Uthmani
narrative is tied to the larger universal pretenses of Islam in general. How this narrative
contributed to the formation of a Sunni imaginary of collective identity is the question to which

we now turn.

Sunni Self-Legitimation and the Islamic Imperial Prerogative

Despite the apocryphal nature of the Ibn Saba’ account, the social fact that he was (and continues
to be) believed in as a historical figure in many prominent Sunni circles is more significant than
any discussion concerning his actual historicity. Likewise, the historical (in)accuracy of Muslim
accounts of Paul of Tarsus is more revealing of Muslim identity formation than is any discussion
about origins or development of the text itself. The combination of these two stories in Sayf’s
account is important because, despite Sayf ‘fiymar’s having been discredited as a reliable

historian by the doyens of Muslim historical criticism, his narratives made their way into annals
of the highly respected Ibn Jarir al-Tabari and thereby into the venerable canon of Sunni

historical writings.”

This discursive connection is also revealing of Sunni identity formation for the fact that
Sayf and al-TabarT could scarcely be said to have shared political, tribal, or religious affiliations,

yet they share a common historical vision of the events of the early community. Sayf’s narrative

*® Frederick Donner, “Sayf ibn ‘Umar,” EI2
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displays a clear ‘Uthmanid bias, while al-Tabar1 faced severe hostility from his ahl al-hadith
(often also “Uthmanid) contemporaries for his alleged Shiite sympathies. | would argue that what
accounts for this connection between al-TabarT and Sayf is the larger phenomenon of a distinctly
Sunni sectarian historical imagination emerging within the politically fragile environment of the
Abbasid period which placed at its center the existence and continuity of a community from the
Prophet’s age into the present. Such self-imagining and legitimation were largely based on
fundamental beliefs concerning the necessary righteousness of the early community and more on
the important idea that the existing body politic, or the jama‘a, was a direct extension of that
early community and thus the legitimate Muslim party in a peripatetic empire defined by what

Fred Donner would call a context of “multiple orthodoxies.”*®

Sayf’s narrative circulated in the late second Islamic century during the generation that saw the
overthrow of the Umayyad Caliphate (r. 41-132/661-80 in 132/750) and the rise of the Abbasid
house. Amongst these changes, Shiite inspired rebellions were a constant phenomenon, despite
the Hashimite-Shiite leanings of the early Abbasids.”” Moreover, by the time of al-Tabari’s
writing, IsmaTli Shiite groups had long established formidable propaganda centers around the
Muslim empire including its center at the time, Baghdad.*® Before the end of al-Tabari’s own life,
North Africa had become the center for the rise of the formidable Fatimid state. Soon after his

death, the Shiite Buyid Emirate would effectively end Caliphal rule in Baghdad.

It is also in this context that the examination and verification of historical transmitters

(ta‘dil) became an increasingly normative feature of Sunni jurisprudential and hadith literatures.>

% Donner, Narratives of Islamic Origins: The Beginnings of Islamic Historical Writing (Princeton:
Darwin Press 1998), pp. 285-90.
%" Qasim Zaman, Relgion and Politics under the Early ‘Abbasids, (Leiden: Brill, 1997), pp. 33-69.

% patricia Crone, God's Rule: Government and Islam (New York: Columbia University Press,
2004), pp. 197-204).
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In this sense, the rigorous isnad analysis of ninth and tenth century hadith critics can be seen as
an example of the formation of a pristine Sunni vision of the past. Thus, Ibn Saday

rehabilitating the Prophet’s Companions and providing an explanatory mechanism for competing
Shiite historical claims, serves an emerging Sunni historical narrative and its own assertions of

orthodoxy and authenticity at a time of imperial instability.

It is critical to note, however, that Ibn Saba’ is not an isolated case of this mechanism, but
rather one example of a broader polemical trope that links alleged Jewish hostility to Islam with
Shiite dissension and heresy more generally. It is through this trope that one of the many early
strategies of Sunni self-legitimation develops. Parallel forms of the Jewish-Shiite polemic can be
found throughout canonical Sunni texts, a phenomenon discussed at length by Steven
Wasserstrom in his Between Mudim and Jew. Wasserstrom points to the appearance of Jewish-
Shiite polemical equations/lists in Kufa during the late first and early second Islamic centuries.®
These lists are attributed to the well known Kufan, bufthmani, hadith transmitter ‘Amir b.
Shurahbil b. ‘Abd al -Kufi al-Sha‘bi (d. 103/721-2).*" The quintessential form of this equation

appears as “the Rafida are the Jews of this community.”

In a report in lbn Taymiyya's Minhaj al-Sunna, attributed to al-Sha‘bi, Ibn Saba’ is
named as one of the malevolent Jews who sets out to corrupt the community. What is significant
is that the Jewish-Shiite polemic appears and seems to have currency in Kufa, the same
environment where Sayf’s reports presumably circulated. Although Kufa was typically known for
its Shiite sympathies, it should not be surprising that some of the most pointédthmani anti -

Shiite polemic would gain circulation in the same center. As Blankinship points out, Sayf, and we

%% G.H.A. Juynboll, Muslim Tradition (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983), pp. 190-
206.

% Stephen Wasserstrom, Between Muslim and Jew: The Problem of Symbiosis Under Early Islam
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1995), pp. 100-105.

®1 G. H. A. Juynboll, “al-Sha‘bi,” EI2.
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could include al-Sha‘bi, represented a strong ‘Uthmani undercurrent in the city of Shiite dissent.®
The presence of these agonistic themes emerging in Kufa confirms Frederick Donner’s
observation that particular geographic centers would give rise to historical narratives that reflect
the political priorities in those regions.®® It also augments my nuance of that idea, which
encourages identifying tribal and patronage networks as an added layer of information available

to analyze the hadith transmission networks.

Employing Jonathan Z. Smith's influential discussion of lists as fundamental to the
process of canonization, Wasserstrom also argues that such Jewish-Shiite lists/equations
constitute “canons of the other...a kind of normative domestication of all (mis)belief” and thus
serve to explain existing contingencies (e.g. Shiite dissension) and perpetuate myths regarding
them.® This discourse then persists in various forms being replicated in a variety of settings.
Hence, Ibn Saba’ becomes a rhetorical framing device that is but one example of a larger Jewish-

Shiite polemic recurrent in Sunni discourse.

Here 1 would like to build upon Wasserstrom’s use of Smith’s discussion on canon
formation. Smith argued that “canon [formation] is best seen as one form of a basic cultural
process of limitation and of overcoming that limitation through ingenuity,” which identifies a
number of texts and compiles them in a list and treats them “as authoritative and immutable” be it
in literate or non-literate society.® The items in a canonical list, Smith argues, remain rather
arbitrary as individual items but nonetheless “possess mnemonic devices and codes of

classification” through their mediation by “the necessary existence of a hermeneute, of an

62 Al-Tabari, The Challenge, p. xvii.

% Donner, Narratives, p. 227.
8 Wasserstrom, Between, p. 98.

® Jonathan Z. Smith, “Sacred Persistence: Toward a Redescription of Canon” in Imagining
Religion: From Jonestown to Babylon (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1982) pp. 44, 52.
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interpreter whose task it is continually to extend the domain of the closed canon over everything
that is known or everything that exists without altering the canon in the process.”® What remains
important in the cultural process of canon formation is that despite variation, circumstance, time,
and geography, a relatively stable set of religious traditions, or in our case memories, can persist

and retain their social function and thus display a remarkable adaptive capacity.

I would like to suggest extending Smith’s application of items in a list to
rhetorical/polemical topoi in narrative emplotment schemes, which fluctuate in form but remain
constant in terms of basic content and thus produce recurring narrative/legitimating effects. This
can be done by thinking about the list not in terms of its apparent structure—a formal
enumeration of items—but rather its essential function, a bound sequence of items intrinsically
related to one another by the hermenuete (reader/audience) and ordered in a particular fashion.
Like Hayden White’s notion of an emplotment sequence, a list serves to enumerate particular
items in a particular order for the express social function of classification and interpretation. And
similar to a list, an emplotment sequence of events in a narrative can be manipulated by

expansion or reduction without changing its basic meaning.

With this comparison we can conceptualize a historical narrative, or memory in terms of
a list or sequence of topoi wherein the actual content of the story may be manipulated, disjointed,
reproduced and even occasionally forgotten, yet the social function enabled by its discursive
performance persists over time and space. In this case the pervasive Islamic idea of the Christian
community’s simply being led astray as opposed to the Jewish community’s being in active
rebellion shares the same discursive space as the original followers of Jesus being led astray by
Paul of Tarsus, a calculating and malicious Jew found in Sayf’s text. This historical mythological

construct when mapped upon collective Sunni articulations, represent Shiites as a fifth column

% Smith, “Sacred Persistence,” p. 48.
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within the Umma, are both insincere and with ulterior motives. This can be seen as an analogous
topos in a larger meta-narrative of Sunni identity of deviance and obedience to the divine will in
which the “plot’s conclusion” confirms Sunni Islam’s historical triumph as the orthodox

community.

Recall Sayf's description of lbn Saband its appearance after the report on Paul
provided above; as a transition into the narration of Uthman’s murder he writes, “And like him
(Paul) in this nation is the example of Ibn Saba’.” Here appears, although not explicitly stated, an
example of the equation cited by Wasserstrom, “The Shiites are the Jew’s of our community.”
The prominent Hanbali advocate and contemporary of al-Tabari, Abi Bakr al-Khallal (d.
311/923) expressed the similarity between Ibn 'Salal Paul through the simple axial
preposition, kama, “just as”, in his Masa’il, printed as Kitab al-Sunna.®” At this juncture we see
the construction of a historical narrative, which accounts for internal dissent in an imagined
community attempting to come to account with its troubled history, grounded in a larger narrative

that relates the Muslim community to the Christian community.

An important question remains in the simple but powerful equation: namely, who are the
we in the text? That is, the equation does not simply say that Shiites are like Jews, but that they
are like Jews as the Jews were to others—whom, presumably, we now resemble. Recalling the
discussion in Chapter 2, David Carr’s comments could not be more relevant: “[a]t whatever level
of size or degree of complexity, a community exists wherever a narrative account exists of a “we”

which has continuous existence through its experiences and activities.”®

¢ Abii Bakr al-Khallal, al-Sunna (Cairo: al-Farug al-Hadith, 2008), v. 1, p. 392.

% Carr, Time, Narrative and History, p. 163.
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The “our community” in the equation formulas and Sayf’s narrative might be seen as
reflecting the vision of a religious and political community—al-Jama‘a—which according to
divine providence has inherited and surpassed the religious empires of the classical world, thus
taking center stage in a grand narrative of world history. Most important of these historic rivals
was of course the Byzantine Empire. The religious and ideological boundaries that articulated
Islamic triumphalism in discourse had their physical correlations to the military frontier zones
and periphery Muslim settlements on the edges of the Abbasid Empire. Known as al-thughir,
these borders or boundaries typically consisted of a front line of military fortifications and rear
line of provisional settlements designed to support the military campaigns launched from the first.
In theory there existed thughir on all edges of the Islamic empire, but in practice the southeastern
Anatolian region that separated Baghdad from Constantinople quickly became one of the most
urgent political and religious priorities, if not obsessions, of Muslim ruling elites and masses
alike, who organized annual summer campaigns against their Christian rivals.®® Hartin al-Rashid
was the first Abbasid Caliph to systematically reassert Muslim military power on that border,
thereby continuing the trajectory of Islam’s early conquests as carried out BYmar, ‘Uthman,
and the Umayyad Dynasty. In the process, the ethos of al-jama ‘a would also necessarily be

reconstituted to fit the current political conditions.

That the Sunni community came to see itself in this light is a suggestion laid out by Garth
Fowden in his Empire to Commonwealth in which he argues that the relationship between

monotheism or universalism and empire building or worldly power was inextricably linked with
Thus, 'in the topos

the self-representations and political ambitions of successive religious and political communities
“we/our community/just as”, we find the early stages of a collective identity.

in the late antique world. Here, Fowden examines Umayyad frescos in addition to the well-known

inscriptions on the Dome of the Rock which depict a political community that defined itself both

% Michael Bonner, Aristocratic violence and holy war : studiesin the Jihad and the Arab-
Byzantine Frontier (New Haven: American Oriental Society, 1986).
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in worldly and religious terms over and against the previous religious and political communities
of the eastern Mediterranean and Mesopotamian frontiers.” The center of the world motif would
be transferred to Baghdad and the Abbasid Caliphate through the very planning of the city
amongst other architectural acts of homage.” Later still IbriAsakir would con flate Sunni
orthodoxy and the transcendental precedence of Damascus and Greater Syria in his meritorious
narratives of his home city.”? Similar patterns of mimetic social activity arising in the context of
Umayyad/Abbasid and Byzantine rivalry have been demonstrated by other scholars to have

pervaded cultural formations as diverse as jihad and gender.”

Whether or not we can read this much into Sayf's text on Ibn Saba’ and Paul may be open
to dispute. However, what remains significant is the conflation of Jewish, Shiite, and Christian
polemics in this particular text, a phenomenon which may bear more significance when
considering the notion of audience, performance, and transmission of this story. We have already
pointed out that tHdthmanid texture of Sayf ’s narrative is subsumed in al-Tabari’s
universalism, and the same phenomena could be pointed out in the adoption of al-Sha‘b1’s Shiite-
Jewish equation lists by Ibn Taymiyya in his own polemic tracts. But the discovery of Sayf’s
manuscript fragments themselves is also revealing of the transmission of this narrative well

beyond the Abbasid period.

" Garth Fowden, From empire to commonwealth: consequences of monotheismin late antiquity
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1993), p. 138.

™ Michael Cooperson, “Baghdad in Rhetoric and Narrative” in Mugarnas, vol. 13, 1996, pp. 99-

113.
72 Zayde Antrim, “Ibn ‘Asakir’s Representations of Syria and Damascus in the Introduction to the

Ta’rikh Madinat Dimashq” in IIMESvol. 38, 2006, pp. 109-129.
" Thomas Sizgorich, Violence and Belief in Late Antiquity: Militant Devotion in Christianity and

Islam (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2008); Nadia EI-Cheikh, Byzantium Through Arab
Eyes (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2004).
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Qasim al-Samarrai, who discovered the Sayf fragments, notes that the oldest marginal
note on the manuscript reads, “The servant of God and the needy for His favour, Sa‘d ibn Abd al-
Ghayth the governor of Yanbi has read it” who ruled in 786/1385. ™ He fails to note, however,
that this governor’s father, Aba al-Ghayth b. al-Qatada, was installed as ruler of Mecca, along
with his brother ‘Utayfa, by the Mamluk Sultan al-Malik al-Nasir Muhammad (r. 698-708/1299-
1309) in what proved to be a difficult policy of dismantling Zaydi Shiite hegemony in the holy
city during the 14™ and 15™ centuries.” For example, Abi al-Ghayth complied with al-Nasir’s
orders to prohibit the use of the Shiite formula of the call to prayer while his brotherUtayfa is
said to have thrown out and prohibited the Zaydi Imam from the premises of the holy sanctuary.’®
Thus, Sa‘d b. Aba al-Ghayth probably served as a Sunni bulwark for the Mamluks in the Hijaz,
making the presence of Sayf’s text in his court an expected discursive corollary to the de-
Shi‘itization policies of the Mamluk Sultanate. Incidentally, 14™-century Cairo also witnessed

increasing persecution of Copts at the hands of state policies set forth by al-Malik al-Nasir.”’

Narrative Persistence

The examples presented thus far demonstrate a range of socio-political contexts wherein myths
about the origin of Shiism in Jewish malevolence become important discursive foundations for
the expression of an imagined community. The rhetorical power of the Ibn Saba’ myth circulating

in Sa‘d b. Abt al-Ghayth’s court is an expected feature of a Mamluk political context attempting

™ al-Sammarai, “A Reappraisal,” p. 532.

" Richard Mortel, “Zaydi Shi‘ism and the Hasanid Sharifs of Mecca” in International Journal of
Middle East Sudies, vol. 19, no. 4, 1987, pp. 455-472; p. 462.

"® Mortel, “Zaydi Shi‘ism,” pp. 462-5.

" Donald P. Little, “Coptic Conversion to Islam under the Bahri Mamliiks, 692-755/1293-1354"
in The Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies vol. 39, no. 3, 1976, pp. 552-569; p. 555.
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to assert a catholic Sunni vision in the midst of Shiite rivalry, Mongol conquest, and repeated
Crusader incursions. Thus, it comes as no surprise that Ibn ‘Asakir, a favorite of the Zengid ruler,
Nur al-Din (d. 569/1174), whose political career was virtually defined by his anti-Christian, anti-
Shiite, policies included a detailed account of the Ibn Saba’ story in his massive history, which he

presumably drew from a direct copy of Sayf’s text.”

If the lbn Saba myth served in part to define one of Sunni Islam’s internal borders, that
is vis-a-vis Shiism, then the narrative of Paul as a nefarious Jew intent on corrupting the
followers of Jesus served to define one of its most important external borders, Christianity. As a
discourse enabling the collective identity of Sunni Islam, the Paul myth, like the Ibn Sabd story,
was expansive enough to include a range of diverse and often incompatible currents in Muslim
exegetical activity. Although Paul would appear in the form of many different representations in a
wide range of Quianic exegesis, a few of those examples where he is depicted as source of
heretical innovation deserve mention. It is also important to note that, although none of these
scholars draw upon Sayf b."Umar’s text as a source, the narrative structure of Paul as a Jewish

source of corruption remains the same.

Gabriel Reynolds has recently shown that the Mu'tazili doyen al-Qadi ‘Abd al-Jabbar (d.
415/1025) used this depiction of Paul in his polemical discussion on the origins of Christianity as

did his contemporary Abii Ishaq al-Tha‘labi (d. 427/1035) in his Qur’anic commentary.’”® The

"8 James Lindsay, Ibn ‘Asakir, His Tarikh Madinat Dimashq and its Usefulness for Understanding

Early Islamic History” in Ibn Asakir and Early Islamic History edited idem (Princeton: Darwin Press

2001), pp. 6-8.

¥ Gabriel Reynolds, A Muslim theologian in a sectarian milieu: ‘4bd al-Jabbar and the critique
of Chrigtian origins (Leiden: Brill, 2004), pp. 165-70. | thank Professor Walid A. Saleh for pointing me to
this reference. | take exception however with Reynolds on one point. He argues that alternative versions of
Paul exist in Muslim historical literature which do not depict him in the same polemic fashion as does the
narrative that concerns us here. He points for example to the writings of Yaqiibi, Masudi, and Mutahhar b.
Tahir al-Maqdisi, and notes that such depictions are “marked not by theologumena, but by an investigative
and scientific spirit (Reynolds 170).” He then concludes “that 'Abd al-Jabbar’s polemical style is not simply
an inheritance of earlier Islamic tradition. It is a product of his own religious thought (Reynolds 171),”
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highly celebrated Fakhr al-Din al-Razi (d. 543/1149) draws upon al-Tha‘labt’s student Abu al-
Hasan al-Wahidi for his exploration of one of the many causes of Christian sectarianism and the
heresy of the trinity.*® The Maliki Andulusian scholar Abii‘Abd Allah al -Qurtubi (d. 671/1273)
and the Shafii Aba Mu hammad al-Baghawi (d. 516/1122) quote the same narrative of Paul.®!
The well respected Hanafi jurist Ab@i Layth al-Samarqgandi (d. 373/983) also found resonance
with this description.?” Much later the Khalwati Hanafi Ottoman scholar Isma‘il al -Buriisawi (d.

1137/1724) also found this exegetical frame useful in his Rih al-Bayan fi Tafsir al-Qur’'an.®®

In the contemporary period, amidst ongoing political crises and sectarian tensions in the
Middle East, there has been little delay in the resurgence of anti-Shiite and anti-Jewish literature
in a number of Sunni circles. The motif of a linked Jewish and Shiite malevolence first evident in
the report attributed to al-Sha ‘b1 and transmitted by Ibn Taymiyya reappears in the recent text The

Exhaustive Effort in Confirming the Resemblance of the Shiites to the Jews.*

which is hard to understand considering Reynolds is aware that the earliest source of a Paul’s depiction as a
corrupting Jew is Sayf’s work collated over a century, if not two, before the writings of ‘Abd al-Jabbar and
Tha'labi and this is without mentioning the appearance of Paul as a malevolent Jew in a number of
locations in al-Wagqidi’s Futuh al-Sham.

8 Fakhr al-Din al-Razi, Tafsir al-Kabir au Mafati/ al-Ghayb ( Beirut: Dar al-kutub al-l1imiyya,
1990), vol. 16, p. 30.

81 Abit Muhammad al-Baghawi, Tafsir al-Baghawr al-musamma al-m ‘alim al-tanzil (Beirut: Dar
al-Ma‘rifa, 1987), vol. 2, 284-285; Abu ‘Abd Allah al-Qurtubi, al-Jami* al-4hkam al-Qur’an (Beirut: Dar
al-Kutub al-l1lmiyya, 1958), vol. 6, p. 24.

82 Abii Layth al-Samarqandi, Tafsir al-Samargandi al-musamma, Bahr al- uliim (Beirut: Dar Ihya
al-Turath al-‘Arabi, 1994), vol. 1 374.

8 Isma 1l al-Barisuwi, Tafsir Ruh al-Bayan (Beirut: Dar Ihya al-Turath al- Arabi, 1985), vol. 2,
pp. 367-8.

8 < Abd Allah al-Jumayli, Badhl al-majhid fi ithbat mushabahat al-Rafidah lil-Yahid, (Medina:
Maktabat al-Ghuruba’ al-Athriyya, 1994).
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narrate the history of Judaism more generally, not to mention its timeless animosity with Islam.®
For many contemporary writers, the lbn Sabanyth still carries the force of historical fact. 2
Interestingly, some of them cite the Orientalists (mustashrigin) for evidence of his positive

existence.®’

Conclusion

Through this focus on discourse, narrative, and performance, | have sought to demonstrate Talal
Asad’s pithy comments regarding Islamic discursive traditions which he describes as “discourses
that seek to instruct practitioners regarding the correct form and purpose of a given practice that,
precisely because it is established, has a history.”® In our present example, the practice is not a
ritual or creedal statement, but rather the proper iteration of a shared Comm“Wrmngcamf
FrRCHiAN REABI? SR SanONGVBRPHOURo I PS 2R AR, & CHIBHR BRRRt Al liGicri8
reminds readers that Islamic discursive traditions are not “necessarily imitative of what was done
in the past. For even where traditional practices appear to the anthropologist to be imitative of
what has gone before, it will be the practitioners’ conceptions of what is apt performance, and of
how the past is related present practices, that will be crucial for tradition, not the apparent

repetition of an old form.”®

8 Muhammad Muhanna al-*Alf, Sira ina ma ‘al-Yahidiyya bayn al-Silah al-Mustahil wa al-
Muwwajaha al-Hatmiyya (Riyad: Dar Umayya, 1993), pp. 363-4.

# Muhammad Nada, Jinayyat Bani Isra@' il ala al-Din wa al-Mujtama’, (Riyadh: Dar al-Lawa’,
1984), pp. 320-27.

¥ Fathi Muhammad al-Zoghbi, Ghulat al-Shi @ wa Ta thrihim bi al-adiyan al-Mughayra lil-1sam,
al-Yahudiyya, al-Masihiyya, al-Majusiyya (n.l.: Matabi‘ ghubashi, 1977), pp. 73-90; al-Jumayli, Badhl al-
majhid, pp. 97-153.

% Talal Asad, “The idea of an anthropology of Islam” in Occassional Papers (Washington D.C.:
Center for Contemporary Arab Studies, 1986), p. 15.

% Asad, “The Idea of”, p. 15.
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exegetical texts like those reviewed here that accounts for their continued interpretation in terms

of nuance, manipulation, and persistence simultaneously.

I do not dwell on the pervasiveness of the Ibn Sabamyth and its obvious persistence in
order to simply call attention to the problem of a stereotype. Nor do | wish to overstate its
centrality in Sunni tradition, for many assume a Sunni identity without ever knowing about Ibn
Saba’ or Paul of Tarsus. On the contrary, I point to the persistence of such narrative motifs in
diverse contexts over time in order to demonstrate both the inertia and versatility of Sunni
identity as an orthodox discourse. As J. Z. Smith argues, the repetition of these motifs points to
the adaptability and limitation rather than stasis and imitation of canon. | have tried to show this
by positing identity formation in terms of orthodoxy. | maintain that just as orthodoxy is defined
by the negative construction of heresy, so too is sectarian identity defined by the exclusionary
narrative construction of its presumed antithesis. In the case of Sunni identity, both Shiism and
Christianity, despite their great variety and change over time, remain attractive discursive sites
against which the Sunni imaginary is enabled. What constitutes that attraction is a much larger

and more problematic question.

It is interesting to note, however, that on the third anniversary of September 11, 2001, Dr.

‘Abd al-Hamid al-Ansari, a former dean of the College of Islamic Law Shaiia, at the University
Asad’s approach allows for understanding historical narratives and

of Qatar, reacting to the almost immediate circulation of rumors after the events the day that
Israeli intelligence officers were behind the World Trade Center attacks, denounced such
conspiracy theory motifs that pervade Arab and Muslim political discourse, ascribing their roots

to the “legendary figure” of Ibn Saba. Later, a prominent columnist, Mashari al-Dhayidi, in the

London based Arabic paper al-Sharg al-Awsat, also wrote, “we are those who blew up the
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Muhaya quarters [in Riyadh], not the Mossad and not Ibn Saba’.”® Such political commentary
testifies to the pervasiveness of the lbn’ Sala down to the present moment. More
importantly, it demonstrates the continued auto-critique of a tradition of historical narration
which, if the argument in the course of this essay has anything to offer, seems to face substantial

obstacles.

% For both references see The Middle East Media Research Institute: www.memri.org (Special
Dispatch Series # 792 and Inquiry and Analysis # 155.),
http://memri.org/bin/articles.cqi?Page=archives&Area=sd&ID=SP79204, last accessed on June 4, 2009.
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Appendix:

Trandation from Sayf b. ‘Umar'sKitab al-Ridda wal-Futu/

(Section suppressed by al-TabarT)

The Beginning of ‘Uthman’s Murder
May Allah be satisfied with him

[Report #] 130

It has been reported to us by al-Sari, who said that it has been reported to us by Shu‘ayb, who said
it has been reported to us by Sayf, from Muhammad b. Nuwayra al-Hajimi, from ‘Aziz b. Muknif
AbT ‘Uthman al-Tamimi, one of the tribe of Usayd, and from Talha b. al-A‘lam al-Hanafi from

al-Mughiira b. ‘Utiba b. al-Nahhas who said:

The first fitna was [who was not of ?] the long reign of Uthman —May Allah be pleased with
him—and incited evil, and caused them to try [---] from the world until it made them haughty,

with what came in the differences of this nation from that which was to them from him.

[Report #] 131

It has been reported to us by al-SarT who said that it has been reported to us by Shu'ayb who said
it has been reported to us by Sayf from Abd Allah b. Sa‘id al -MugbarT from Abi Sa‘id from Abi

Hurayra who said:
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The Messenger of God—Peace be upon him—said: You will follow® the path of those that came
before you step by step and inch by inch even if those who came before you were to enter a
mouse's hole, you would follow just like them, and he read, “enjoy your portion...until...they

indulged.”%
[Report #] 132

It has been reported to us by al-SarT who said that it reached him from Shab who said that it
reached him from Sayf from Abi Rawaq al-Hamdani from Abi Ayytub al-Hamdani from ‘Al

Upon him peace,® from al-Dahak from Ibn ‘Abbas from the words of the Majestic and Mighty:

So enjoy your portion, as those before you enjoyed their portion, and you indulged in play and

pastime as they indulged in play and pastime.*
[Report #] 133

It has been reported to us by al-SarT who said that it has been reported to us by Shu‘ayb who said
it has been reported to us by Sayf fromAtiyya from Yazid from al -Faq‘asi® from lbn ‘Abbas

who said:

*Yitarakabnna: Is the double n used for emphasis, certainty here?

% Sura 9:69. The text reads as such. However, the ayat reads: "They had enjoyed their portion, so
enjoy your portion, as those before you enjoyed their portion, and you indulged in play and pastime as they
indulged in play and pastime...”

% It is interesting here to note the appellation ‘alayhi salam for 'Ali which is commonly used in
Shi'ite but less so in Sunni circles. There are a number of other instances in Sayf's text where this appear

% This is a portion of 9:69, quoted before, what is interesting is that this report seems to be framed
as a hadith qudst.

% Al-Samarrai' says that the original has "al-Fagasi" in the margin. It should be noted that none of
the names here correspond to any known sadith transmitters aside, of course, from that of Ibn ‘Abbas,
whose presence in this isnad is somewhat dubious.
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That Jesus, upon him peace, called the Children of Israel, and those whom God willed, answered
it. When God, the Mighty and Majestic raised him, the people found his words pleasin [such

that] the number of his followers reached seven hundred families.

Paul, who was called Abiu ‘$haand was a king in those days said: “Kill the
Christians!”® So they [the Christians] fled. He rode upon their dwellings until he reached the

mountain passes, they had worn him down.

Paul said to them [the Jews],”” “Their words are pleasing and they call upon your
enemies, and they still [will continue to] win them over to their side, then they [will] ride upon

you (bi-him) up to now, unless you support me in what I tell you.”

They said: “Yes!” [Paul] said: “You are my partners in what is good and bad, it is as if | am one

of you.” They said “Yes”

So he left his [position as king], then dressed in their® clothes, then he followed them in
order to lead them astray until he reached their army, [at which point] they captured him. They
said: “Praise be to God who disgraced you and [amkana minak].” He said: “[Give me your
attention]®, [as if it] exceeded my stupidity to [approach] you without [having] proof with me.”

So they [gave him their attention] and said: “Mah!”

He said: “Jesus appeared to me upon my departure to you and took my hearing, sight, and

reason, so | couldn't hear, see, or think. Then he removed himself from me. By God, | made a

% «Ugqtalii al-nasara” here it not entirely clear who the audience is; Koningsveld assumes Paul is
speaking to the Jews here.

%7 Again, it is unclear who the audience is in this instance, but it is logical to assume that he is
discussing the Jewish community who may be opposed to Jesus.

% It is unclear again who "they" are here, the shift of pronouns to signify the Christians would
indicate that Paul had gone undercover with them.

% Ballighiint ru'isakum---"give me your heads", figuratively, e.g. attention; or as Koningsveld
has it, "take me to your chiefs"--?
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promise to and | offered a promise to God to enter your ranks and to call you to account [through

myself?]. 1 will teach you the Torah and its laws.

So, they believed him. He said, "Build me a house," and he said, "Furnish'® it with ash."
They furnished it with ash and he prayed in it. He taught them what God willed and then he
locked them out and they began to circumambulate the house. They said, "We fear that he will

see something that he detests and will shun it."

So he opened the house after a day and they said, "Did you see something detestable?"
He said, "No, but | saw a vision that | will show you, and if it is proper, then take it, and if it is

false, then reject'™

me [regarding it]. They said, "Give it." He said, "Have you [ever] seen
[sariha gar tasralk] except he who has his lord." They said, "No". He said, "l have seen the night
and the morning and the sun and the moon and the towers which come here, and what comes

from this face except [from] Him whose face is most deserved of worship?" They said, "You are

correct.”" And he changed the direction of their gibla.

After this, he locked the door for two days, and their [the Christians'] fear increased more
intensely than the [the first time], so they began to circumambulate the [house]. When [Paul]
opened it they said what they said the first time, and he responded the same. They said, "Give it."
He said, "Do you not believe that if a man offers a gift to another man and honors him and [then]
he refuses the gift from him, he has insulted him? And if God has granted you dominion over the
earth and has caused what is in the sky for your blessings, blessing you with it, then is God not

more deserved than he who refuses his graces? So then why is it that some things are kalal and

1% Fyrnish or spread out. | have consulted Professors, Robinns, Berger, Blumenthal, and Newby
for possible insight into what the significance of ash might be in early Christian/Jewish Levantine practice.
None of them were able to offer a convincing resolution, although ash, of certain types and in specific
applications, is a purifying substance in rabbinic Judaism. Prof. Berger said that it is custom not to pray on
earth/stone as it would resemble praying in the Temple, as such, ash on the floor might prohibit that
possibility.

191 Samarrai' notes that he had to fill in this word from the text of al-Qaysi.
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some things haram? What is between [e.g. everything from] the gnat and [to] the elephant is

halal." They said, "You are correct."”

Then, after this, he locked [the door] for three days and their fear increased more
intensely than the second time, so they circumambulated the house. When he opened the door,
they said [asked] like they had said [asked before] and he had said [responded] like he said [did
before]. They said, "Give it." [Paul] said, "I see (e.g. think) that no one should be harmed or
rewarded, so who ever shows you evil do not reward him, and if he slaps his cheek, offer to him
the other cheek, and if he takes some of his clothes, supply him with the rest." They accepted this

and left Jihad.

Then, after this, he locked [the door] for a period longer than this, and their fear increased
more than what they had feared before, so they circumambulated the house until he [Paul] opened
it. And they said to him like they had said and he said [responded] like he had before, and they

ll102, and

said, "Give it." He said, "Leave me, except for Ya'qib, Nestir, Malkin, and al-Mu min
so they did. He said, "Have you [ever] learned [e.g. heard] of any human who created a creation
from clay'®, and breathed [life] into it [by himself?], they said, "no." He said, "Have you [ever]

learned of any human who cured leprosy and blindness and could resurrect the dead?" They said,

no." He said, "Have you [ever] learned of any human who knew what people were eating and

saying in their homes?"

He said, "I believe that Allah the Most High, revealed himself to us, then concealed
himself." Some of them said, "You are correct!" The other said "He is Allah, and Jesus is His

son", and the other said, "No, but He [God] is three: Jesus, the Son, His Father, and His Mother."

192 The first three names represent the founders of the three eastern Christian churches.

1% This is can be a reference both to the Quranic description of Jesus in which he crafts birds from
clay, but given that this report seems to have circulated in Syria, for Christian readers familiar with the
Infancy Gospel of Thomas in which the same story appears, this report would not have been strange.
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The believer was alarmed and said, "Allah curse you, woe unto you! No, by God, he is
trying nothing other than to lead you astray! [We should be] amazed at our acceptance of him.
We are the companions of Jesus, without him, surely we saw Jesus and listened to him, and
obeyed him. [Woe unto you]! No by God, he is trying nothing other than to lead you into error
and cause you to stray." He began to malign him, seek forgiveness and repent. Then he returned
[‘amma malahim ‘alayhi], he approached his followers cautioning them and he feared that they
would watch him. He said "leave me to [sicland do to them as you like. | see nothing other than
that they will separate like they separated [from] you." So they left and did do them like they
predicted, so that each man amongst them had a group, and of course, that of the believer's was

the smallest.

The three returned to [Paul] and gave him the report. He said to them, “Catch the believer
and his companions and kill them or else they will lead you astray.” So they left for their
companions and [together] rode upon the believer. He said, "Woe! Are not his lies and
wickedness clear to you? Didn't he prohibit you from hitting anyone or to ride upon [anyone]?
Hasn't he changed his words to you?” So they fought them, and they won. So the Believer and
his companions fled to Syria.'® The Jews captured them and they (the believer and his
companions) told them the story. They said, "Verily, we fled to you so that we could gain security
in your land, and we have no need for what is in the world, Surely, we will stick to the caves, the
tops of the mountains and the hermitages, we will disappear in the land.” So they freed them and

the remainder united with them.

So they occupied the hermitages and the caves, they roamed, and were forced towards
innovation, because it is of His, the Most High's words, “But the monasticism which they

invented for themselves, We did not prescribe for them, but they sought it only to please Allah

104 Syria reoccurs in the next section on Ibn Saba' as being the only place that resisted his
temptations. Koningsveld for some reason has it that the believer and his companions fled to Palestine.
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therewith, but that they did not observe it with the right observance,”*®> meaning divine unity, so
they disagreed about it, [and they also, without a faction from them?] “So We supported those
who believed”*® over them and they “over their enemies” from them the group of the Believer
and other than them “and they became victorious” (in the proof and emergence of Muhammad)
peace and blessings upon him. The believers amongst them departed to western Arabia. The
Prophet found thirty monks among them believing in him. And like him (Paul) in this nation is

the example of Ibn Saba’.

1% Sura al-Hadid 27. Translation from Interpretation of the Meaning of the Noble Quran in the
English Language, (Riyadh: Dar-us-Salam Publications, 1996).

19 The following three sets of quotations all form the last sentence in Sura 61:14.
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V

The Problem of ‘Ali b. Abu Talib:

Reflections on the | dea of the Rightly-Guided Caliphs

In his influential article, “How did the early Shiite become sectarian,” Marshal Hodgson
outlined an important historical problem in early Islamic factionalism. After surveying the
shifting religious sentiments in Muslim society over the course of the first three centuries of
Islamic history vis-a-vis the ongoing political revolts of pro-‘Alid parties across the Muslim
polity, Marshall Hodgson observed that Sunni Islam offered a “half loaf” to the Shiites. That
is, while Sunni Islam would never accept the claim that ‘Ali b. Aba Talib was supposed to be
Muhammad’s successor, the emerging consensus among non-Shiite and non-Khariji groups
who did not challenge Abbasid rule nonetheless came to embratAli as one of the most

important foundational figures of early Islam. Following that logic, Hodgson then argued
that, “in its whole piety Sunni Islam can be called at least half-Shiite.”" In this chapter |
explore the implications of Hodgson’s passing comment by exploring the discursive effects in

Sunni tradition of “Al1 being counted among the Rightly-Guided Caliphs.

The idea of the al-Khulafa’ al-Rashidiin, the Rightly-Guided Caliphs, is an important

site through which one can witness the formation of a distinctly Sunni mytho-historical claim.

! Marshall Hodgson, “How did the early Shi‘a become sectarian?” in Journal of the American
Oriental Society, v. 75, No. 1 (Jan. - Mar., 1955), p. 4.
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This pervasive Sunni idea refers to the thirty year period between the death of the Prophet
Muhammad in 11/632 and the beginning of the Umayyad dynasty in 49/661. It includes the
reigns of Abl Bakr al-Siddiq, ‘Umar al-Khattab, ‘Uthman b. ‘Affan, and ‘Al b. Aba Talib
over the administration of the expanding Muslim polity. Many critical events foundational to
Islamic history and the emergent community of believers toook place during this period,
including the Wars of Apostasy (al-Ridda) and Islamic conquests (al-Futizhar). However, it
also includes the mutiny against ‘Uthman’s administration in Medina, his assassination, and
the subsequent civil wars that culminated in the Battle of the Camel and the Battle of Siffin in

656 and 657.

Nonetheless, in the memory of the Sunni community, the era of the Rightly-Guided
Caliphs has expressed a pristine, unadulterated moment of salvation history wherein the
community of believers still operated in the shadow of the Providential will. This is in
contradistinction to the history of the Muslim community under the Umayyad and Abbasid
dynasties and their many successor monarchies which together may represent an exemplary,

but not divinely inspired, history.

In order to appreciate the importance of the Rightly-Guided Caliphs as a mytho-
historical concept, it is important to recognize just how unusual the idea of Ali’s being in a
natural continuum with Abli Bakr, ‘Umar, and ‘Uthman must have been in Muslim society a
little over a thousand years ago. Because of the formidable divisions that were established
and fought over after the siege of Medina, the assassination of ‘Uthman, and during the reign
of ‘Ali b. Abt Talib, there were few after his death or throughout the duration of the
Umayyad period who would, or even could, consider Abti BaktlUmar, ‘Uthman, and ‘Ali
members of one singular, much less pristine, historical period. Consider for example that

‘A’isha, one of Muhammad’s wives and the daughter of Abi Bakr, led forces againSAlT;
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that Abt Bakr’s son, Muhammad b. Ab1 Bakr, is himself recorded by historians to have
handed the death blow t@Uthman; or further that Mu‘awiya b. Abi Sufyan, the then

governor of Syria sent a force to Siffin in order to confront what he saw as the illegitimate
command of ‘Alf as head of state. Early Muslim society in the first three centuries, even
before the crystallization of the legal guilds or the onset of theological speculation, was
divided into a range of factions constituted by competing interpretations of this volatile
history. Because of his central role in the fitna, ‘Ali b. Abt Talib, as a historical figure, lies at

the center of the disputed memory over righteousness and integrity of the early community.

From a broad historical view, it is fairly clear that the enumeration ‘@l1 b. Abu
Talib as one of the Rightly-Guided Caliphs corresponds to the larger political and religious
reconciliations taking place between elites during the early Abbasid period. It is not so clear,
however, just how the discursive foundations of this powerful idea originally developed. That
is, how did a new narrative emerge that displaced previous incommensurable ones which, for
example, treated ‘Al as a treasonous figure? Answering that question with absolute precision
is probably impossible in light of the nature and scarcity of Islamic source materials prior to
the mid-ninth century, not to mention the limits of positivist historiography in general.
Nonetheless, as this chapter seeks to demonstrate, vestiges of the process through which*Ali
was incorporated into emergent visions of Sunni salvation history can be found in historical

chronicles, hadith literature, and apologetic works.

Long before the pioneering insights of Hayden White into the relationship between
narrative and historiography influenced scholars across many disciplines, the esteemed
analytic philosopher and art critic Arthur Danto coined the phrase “narrative sentence.” He

further developed this concept in An Analytic Philosophy of History and later summarized,
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Narrative sentences, as | characterize them, give descriptions of events under which
the events could not have been witnessed, since they make essential reference to
events later in time than the events they are about, and hence cognitively inaccessible
to observers. “The Thirty Year War began in 1618’ could not have been known true

in 1618...narrative structures penetrate our consciousness of [past] events.?

The idea of the Rightly-Guided Caliphs can be understood as a phrase or clause the
persuasive power of which rests in its simple narrative structure. Here one does not need to
rely upon Hayden White’s concept of emplotment because narrative sentences or clauses
operate as whole discourses in and of themselves. In our case, the idea of the Rightly-Guided
Caliphs distinguishes a particular moment in history. It also inherently prefigures its
inverse—a period of unrightly-guided caliphs—and thus contains elements of transition, plot,

and normativity.

From this perspective, the idea of the four Rightly-Guided caliphs in Sunni Islam is
much more than a simple historical category. Embedded in its very iteration, | argue, is an
entire set of historical claims that act to refute Shiite ideological challenges that justified
various attempts to replace Abbasid rule with ‘@lid house and thereby “correct” the
mistaken path of history. It is therefore a competing commentary on history. A close reading
of the discourse constituting the Rightly-Guided Caliphs provides insight into the way in
which its continual redeployment is in fact a performance of an old polemic and maintenance
of orthodox boundaries. In this sense, the narrative of the Rightly-Guided Caliphs, rather than

functioning as an autonomous and independent historical configuration, is in fact one piece in

2 Arthur C. Danto, Narration and Knowledge, (New York: Columbia University Press, 2007)
p. xii. The original article is “Narrative Sentences” in History and Theory, V. 2, No. 2, (1962) pp. 146-
179. It is developed further in An Analytic Philosophy of History, (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1965).
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a dialectical process of agonistic narrative formation. Put differently, it is in and of itself a

historical commentary, a revision.

The Problem of the Pristine Past and Early Islamic Factionalism

In light of the religious and political landscape of early Islam, it is fair to say that the
foundation narrative of the nascent umma in Muslim society was hardly a settled matter.
Instead, incommensurable discourses concerning what constituted the boundaries of Islamic
salvation history circulated in various quarters throughout Muslim society and did so well

into the Abbasid period.

For the Umayyads and their supporters, there was simply a five-year interruption
between the death of the third caliph and the reconsolidation of the umma by Mu‘awiya in
what has come to be called the year of the Jama ‘a (661/41). That this Umayyad perspective
of history was a common or normative one is corroborated by a contemporary Syriac
chronicle which gives the following reigns for the leaders of the Muslm community:
Muhammad 10 years; Abti Bakr 1 year;Umar 12 years ; ‘Uthman 12 years; no ruler for 5
years, and Mu‘awiya 20 years.® Representative of the position that questioned the legitimacy
of ‘Ali’s caliphate was Abii Zur‘a al-Dimashdt (d. 281/894), a pupil of Ahmad b. Hanbal and
Ibn Ma‘in, who states in his 7arikh that during the controversial years of ‘Ali’s rule there was
no khilafa, just fitna. He says, “When ‘Uthman was murdered the people differed...until they
agreed upon Muawiya, they named it the year of al-Jamad ‘a.”* Abu al-Hasan al-Asha‘ri

confirms that this was the dominant position of the ahl al-Jama‘a, who said: “Abt Bakr and

® Donner, Narratives of Islamic Origins, p. 183 n. 30.

* Abii Zur'a al-Dimashq, 7arikh (Beirut: Dar al-Kutiib al- Tlmiyya, 1996), p. 41.
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‘Umar were Imams, and ‘Uthman was an Imam [until he was killed]...”° That this position is
attributed to the ahl al-Jama‘a without an elaboration on ‘Ali’s absence from the list further
confirms the notion that the Abii Bakr—Umar—Uthman temporality predated the notion of

the Rightly-Guided Caliphs.

As we will see shortly, determining the nature ‘@fli’s caliphate with respect to
those of his predecessors was a problem that occupied the ahl al-hadith and constituted a
point of division in that scholastic environment. Nonetheless, from the perspective of a later
more refined Sunni position, the unacceptable view thaiAll was not a legitimate Muslim
ruler was still considered moderate when compared to what seems to have been official

Umayyad policy of cursing ‘Al1 during Friday prayers.

The subject of ‘Al1’s being cursed from the pulpits in the mosques of the Umayyad
empire is controversial even today. It is common to find competing claims by Sunnis and
Shiites regarding the issue distributed through polemical texts, websites and lectures. In such
a hostile environment, it is safe to say that both the affirmation and denial of the practice are
subject to regular hyperbole. The tenuous nature of the literary source material being used
adds complications, although the extensive material that does exists seems to confirm that the

practice at least indeed took place.®

Cursing one’s enemies in a religious imperial polity as part of official state practice
was not an uncommon custom in the world of late antiquity. It also seems to have been a

standard rhetorical practice used to foster a sense of collective identity in Christian sectarian

® Abii al-Hasan al-Ashari, Magalat al-Islamiyiin, (Cairo: Maktabat Nahda al-Misriyya, 1969)
V.2, p. 143.

® The historical chronicles document the practice rather passively. Evidence also exists within
the hadith tradition and the biographical dictionaries that the practice was well documented.



133

contexts.” In light of the late antique precedent in which Islam emerged as a political imperial
force, the Umayyad custom of cursigli b. Aba Talib—the patron of the regime’s
adversaries—would be expected. Indeed al-Tabar records as much when he reports that
Mu‘awiya ordered his governor al-Mughirah b. Shu‘bah to do so when he installed him in

Kufa.®

In a much different example that demonstrates the persistence of this practice
centuries after the fall of the Umayyad dynasty, Ahmad Ibn Fadlan, writing in the early tenth-
century describes in his well-known travel account coming upon a village in Jurjan where
every Friday the khurba ended with routine cursing of ‘AlL. ® Given that Ibn Fadlan had little
incentive to invent this story, the ritual cursing likely represents a vestige of earlier practices.
Also in the Abbasid period the practice of publicly cursingAli from the minbar seems to
have continued in part through the efforts of Hariz b."Uthman al -Himsi (d. 163), a
Damascene scholar lauded by Ahmad b. Hanbal.’ The case of Hariz is also interesting
because in addition to maligning Al publicly, he is said to have also incorporated cursing
him into his personal ritual devotions. In one exchange, Ibn Hajar al-‘Asqalani records that

Hariz did not leave the mosque after the morning prayers without curking 11 seventy

" Sizgorich, Violence and Belief, in passim; Aristeides Papadakis, “Anathema” in Oxford
Dictionary of Byzantium.

8 Al-Tabari, Between Civil Wars: The Caliphate of Muawiyah, translated by Michael G.
Morony (Albany: State University of New York, 1987) p. 122-3. The source for al-Tabari’s report is
Abi Mikhnaf, who on account of his alleged Shiite leanings is typically rejected as a reliable source of
history amongst Sunnis.

° Richard Frye, Ibn Fadlan’s Journey to Russia (Princeton: Markus Weiner Publishers,
2005), p. 30. I would like to thank Devin Stewart for pointing me to this reference.

10 Al-Khatib al-Baghdadi, Tarikh al-Baghdad (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Timiyya, 19--) v. 8, p.
260.
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times.!! He is said to have done the same during the afternoon and night prayers as well.
When asked to answer for his disdain for “Alf he said, “He [‘Ali] is the slayer (al-gari ‘) of my

father’s and grandfather’s heads.”"2

Hariz was not alone however in rememberingAli as an adversarial military
commander. For example, the early successor and hadith transmitter Abt Labid al-Basri,
Limaza b. Zabbar who fought against him at the Battle of the Camel: when asked if he loved
‘Al he replied “How can | love a man who killed 2,500 [men] of my tribe in one day”*® Also
consider the well-known mukaddith Damascene émigré to Baghdad, Ibrahim al-Jawzajani (d.
256/869), whose disdain for“Alt was counted as his only flaw. He is said to have invited a
group of scholars to his home, and while they stood at his door his maid brought forth a
chicken to be killed. Finding that none among the scholars was up to the task he exclaimed
with sarcasm, “[Wow] Glory be to God!, there is none [willing] to slaughter the chicken, yet

‘Alf in one slaughtered over twenty odd thousand Muslims.”**

Anti-*Alf currents were common enough to earn them a pseudo-sectarian, collective
affiliation. Expressed as nasibism (nasb), to carry enmity towards ‘Alf, one could be labeled a
nasibi (pl. nawasib), which was often simply the Shiite pejorative for Sunnis. Given Ahmad’s
praise of al-Jawzajani and Hariz b. ‘Uthman, it is safe to say that through his generation

Nasibism was not enough to invite expulsion from ahl al-kadith circles. It is difficult to say

1 |bn Hajar al-* Asqalani, Tadhhib al-Tadhhib (Beirut: Mu’assasat al-Tarikh al- Arabi, 1993)
v. 1, p. 490.

12 \bn Hajar al- Asqalani, Tadhhib al-Tadhhib (Beirut: Mu’assasat al-Tarikh al-‘Arabi, 1993)
v. 1, p. 490.

'3 Ibn Asakir, TMD, (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Ilmiyya, ) v. 53, p. 236.
' Ibn Hajjar, Tahdhib al-Tahdhib, (Beirut: Mu’assasa al-Tarikh al-*Arabi, 1993) v. 1, p. 117.
Abii Zura® al-Dimashqt is predictably counted as one of his students.
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even whether it had been recognized as a significant theological problem.*> Common mostly
in Syria, among Umayyad loyalists and also in part among Uthmani partisans, Na sibism did
however eventually occasion redress by scholars espousing the emerging ecumenical Sunni

view of history.

Among those eager to “correct” the problem of Nasibism was Ahmad Abt Abd al-
Rahman al-Nasa'1 (d. 303/915), the Egyptian based author al-Sunan, one of the six Sunni
canonical hadith collections. He travelled to Damascus and found wide spread distortions
against ‘Ali. He decided to compile a collection of hadith entitled The Special Characteristics
of ‘Al and another The Merits of the Companions “in order to guide” the people in Syria.
After delivering lectures on the subject in the Umayyad Mosque, he was asked if he was
prepared to compose a similar work on Mu ‘awiya. He answered sarcastically to the effect that
there was nothing flattering to write. This earned him enough disrepute to have to flee the
city. When he arrived in Ramla he was asked about the incident and then beaten in the
mosque for his insolence to Muawiya. He begged to be spared and be sent to Mecca where

wounded, he died.®

Much more moderate and instrumental in facilitating the emerging mainstream Sunni
position were the ‘Uthmanis, named after their eponym, ‘Uthman b. ‘Affan. They held that
there were only three Rightly-Guided Caliphs. From their perspective, the community was an
intact continuation of the Prophet Muhammad’s divine mission until ‘Uthman’s assassination.
Many of the ahl al-kadith and the nascent Hanbali circle seemed to be of this opinion. For

example, Ab Muhammad al-Barbahari (d. 329/941), the controversial Hanball polemicist

51t is also likely the case that the category of sahaba had not fully congealed given that
disdain for ‘Alf was treated as something distinct from the charge against the shi ‘a for insulting the
shaykhayn. That these were registered as separate practices indicates that the category of sahaba as a
whole had not yet fully articulated or defined.

18 al-Dhahabi, Syar a‘lam, v. 11, pp. 194-200; Yusuf Ibn al-Zaki al-Mizzi, Tadhhib al-Kamal
fiasma’ al-rijal (Beirut: Mu‘assasat al-Risala, 1992), pp. 151-156.
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and self-professed commander of good and forbidder of evil, was representative of this
historical vision."” In his Kitab al-Sunna he considers the practice of the Muslim community
during first three caliphs, the al-din al—atig (the ancient religion), as original and pure, prior
to the death of Uthman which introduced the “first split and the first disagreement” in the
community.*® The same historical vision is held by Ibn Batta al- Ukbari (d. 387/997), another

influential Hanbali figure.*

This temporality is also reflected in numerous hadith reports which profess the
virtues and merits of the first three caliphs. Perhaps the best known of these is ascribed to Ibn
‘Umar: “While the Prophet was still alive and his Companions numerous, we used to reckon
(na‘udd) Abii Bakr, Umar, ‘Uthma n and we used to stop at that.”?® There are many other
reports that express a simildthmani vision. Qasim Zaman believes that these were
understood by Ahmad and his students not as excluding ‘Alf from the caliphate in any way.**
However, an example of this discourse which more clearly indicates that the early golden

period was seen to have ended in the murder of ‘Uthman is evident in the following hadith,

Abii Ya‘'la <« ‘Abd Allah b. Muti® « Hashim « al-‘Awwam <« from who reported
to him < “A"isha: When the Messenger of Allah founded the Mosque of Madina, he
brought a rock and placed it, Ab@i Bakr brought a rock and placed it, ‘Umar brought a
rock and placed it, and ‘Uthman brought a rock and placed it. The Messenger of

" Melchert, Formation, pp. 152-55.

'8 Ibn Abi Ya'la, Tabagat al-Handbila, (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al- Timiyya, n.d.), v. 2, p. 16.
“al-Barbahari” in El2. See

19 | aoust, “Ibn Batta,” EI2
20 Qasim Zaman, Relgion and Politics under the Early ‘Abbasids (Leiden: Brill, 1997), p. 173.

2! Qasim Zaman, Relgion and Politics under the Early ‘Abbasids (Leiden: Brill, 1997), p.
173-4.
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Allah was asked about his and he said, “They are commanders of the Caliphate after

me.” 22

The report is quoted in a number of genres, but perhaps most significantly in “‘Abd Allah b.
Ahmad’s Kizab al-Sunna.® This report expresses the purity of the early period by creating a
parallelism between the construction of the Madina mosque and the Caliphate. While Ibn
‘Umar’s report speaks specifically to merit and precedence and does not inherently exclude
‘All, this hadith directly equates precedence with the early caliphate and necessarily does not
include ‘Al in the early pristine continuum. Such discourses probably represented a position
between Umayyad and ‘Uthmani sentiments which were the dominant ones among religious
and political elites during the early Abbasid period. Given their being at odds with later

orthodoxy, they were not kept in the canon of Sunni hadith.

On the other side of the spectrum for the Shiite movements as a whole, there was
simply one thwarted Imam whose short-lived reign was marred by betrayal and warfare.
During the Umayyad and Abbasid periods, Shiite positions differed considerably, but were
consistent on the point of ‘Ali’s having been usurped as leader. The most moderate position
would be held by the Zaydis, who recognized the legitimacy of Abu Bakr and ‘Umar’s

caliphate, but nonetheless argued for “Ali’s superiority in merit.

In an effort to remain aloof from partisanship over ‘Ali and ‘Uthman, one could hold
the Murji’1 position and simply “postpone” judgment on their actions and dissociate from the
adherents of either party. Adherents of this view would argue that both ‘Alf and ‘Uthman’s
actions should be relegated to a divine court of appeals rather than speculation by mortals.

This argument, however, by simply acknowledging the existence of a problem would

22 |bn Kathir, al-bidaya wa-| nihaya, v. 7, p. 204.

2 “Abd Allah b. Ahmad, al-Sunna, (n.p.)
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guarantee estrangement from all camps, as indeed was the result of this early position.
Nonetheless, such was a seemingly attractive solution to the Khawarij, whose rejection of the

concept of the Rightly-Guided Caliphs in toto is almost too obvious to mention.

It is worth noting that that these competing positions correspond to, but are not
conterminous with, the theological issue of tafdii—the ranking of the first four caliphs in
terms of their respect merit. As Abt al-Hasan al-Ash‘art (d. 324/936) reviews the issue, he
mentions the less common but known position that placed Alt above ‘Uthman in merit, but
behind Aba Bakr and ‘Umar.?* Al-Ash‘arf also noted the existence of an even more marginal
position which favored ‘Al over Abii Bakr. That is, something akin to the Zaydi position.”
Discursively, favoring Ali over the first three caliphs probably found expression in, for
example, the controversial Report of the Bird (hadith al-Tayr).?® Al-Tirmidhi records, “There
was a fowl next to the Prophet and he asked, ‘Oh God bring me the most beloved of your
creation to you, so that he may eat this fowl with me.”Ali b. Aba  Talib came.”?” Although
al-Hakim al-Nisabtir argued that this narration was unnecessarily left out of the Sahih
collections of al-Bukhari and Muslim, it was slowly excised from the tradition by later

authorities, and its proponents accused of Shi ‘ism.?

#*Abii al-Hasan al-Ash‘ari, Magalat al-Islamiyiin, (Cairo: Maktabat Nahda al-Misriyya, 1969)
v.2p. 147.

> Abii al-Hasan al-Ash‘ari, Magalat al-Islamiyiin, (Cairo: Maktabat Nahda al-Misriyya,
1969), v. 2 p. 147.

% For two references see, Al-Hakim al-Nisaburi, al-Mustadrak ‘a/a al-Sahihayn (Beirut: Dar
al-Kutub al- ‘Timiyya, 1990) v. 2, p. 324; al-Tirmidhi, Sunan al-Tirmidhi, (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub
al Tlimiyya, 1994) v. 10, p. 169 #3877.

27 al-Tirmidhi, Sunan al-Tirmidhi, (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al Tlimiyya, 1994) v. 10, p. 169
#3877. In this narration the ishad is « Sufyan « Waqi‘ « ‘Ubayd Allah b. Miisa « ‘Isa b. ‘Umar «—
al-Suddi < Anas b. Malik.

% For a discussion, see “Hadith al-Tayr” in Ibn Kathir, Al-Bidayd wa al-Nihaya, v. 7, pp.
350-353; also Jonathan Brown, The Canonization ofal- Bukhari and Muslim (Leiden: Brill, 2007), p.
159-60.
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Although the issue of tafdil is technically distinct from the discussion of the
legitimate caliphate, as will be seen, it is intimately connected with the problem of
establishing the idea of the Rightly-Guided caliphate in the first place. That this question
seems to have been an open one throughout the Abbasid period is evident in the fact that Abii
Nu‘aym al-Isfahani (d. 430/1038) author of the celebrated biographical collection of saints,
Hilyat al-Awliya’, composed a specific treatise on the issue entitled The Imamate and the
Refutation of the Rafida, wherein he argues against the Shiite position of both*Ali’s right to

the caliphate and his precedence over the first three caliphs.?

Amidst the theological and historical disarray briefly reviewed here emerged the
Sunni doctrine of a Rightly-Guided historical moment that includes both' AlT and ‘Uthman
and considers the period to be one of continuity with Muhammad’s prophetic mission
wherein the integrity of Islam was not challenged. Such a development should be recognized
as a rather remarkable achievement because of the way it engages and modifies religious and
political debates that defined early Islamic factionalism. However, just how this new
historical taxonomy became the dominant narrative of the ahl al-Sunna wa-/ Jama ‘a is the

important remaining question.

2 Abii al-Nu‘aym al-lsfahani, al-Imama wa al-Radd ‘ald al-Rafida, (Medina: Maktabat al-
‘Ulam wa al-Hikam, 1987) edited by ‘Al al-Faqihi ; also published under the title Tathbit al-Imama
wa Tartib al-Khilafa (Beirut: Dar al-Imam Muslim, 1986) edited by Ibrahim ‘Alf Tuhami.
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The Rightly-Guided Caliphs as a Historical Problem

Patricia Crone summarizes the historiographic problem at hand in what she calls the “four-

caliph thesis,”

It is not known when or where it was first proposed that one should recognize both
Uthman and Ali as Rightly-Guided Caliphs...but it was in the course of the ninth
century that the four-caliphs thesis spread in lIragq. As for how one could possibly
remain loyal to all the participants in a mortal conflict, the answer was that one
should suspend judgment on the rights and wrongs of it, not in the sense that one
should neither affiliate to nor dissociate from the participants as the early Murji'ites
said, but rather in the sense that one should affiliate to all of them, on the grounds
that it was not for later generations to sit in judgment on people so favored by God as

the companions.®

It was indeed an ecumenical and pietistic impulse that contributed to the consolidation of the
idea. Crone also argues that the four-caliph thesis grew out of an “Uthmani, but not Umayyad
position, though she concedes that it is difficult to know the exact details of the process.
Asma Afsaruddin also agrees that the Uthmani position came to “include ‘Alf as one of the
Rightly-Guided Caliphs.”*" Both echo the observations of Hodgson mentioned at the outset

of this chapter.

Qasim Zaman has also speculated on the development of the notion of the Rightly-
Guided Caliphs. In his meticulous study, Religion and Poalitics under the Early Abbasids, he
links the rise of the idea with the converging interests of Abbasid political elites who sought

to distance themselves from their original Shiite milieu and those of the “proto-Sunni”

% Crone, God's Rule, p. 135.

1 Asma Afsaruddin, The First Muslims: History and Memory (Oxford: Oneworld
Publications, 2007), p. 56.
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‘ulama’ whose catholic worldview demanded an accommodating attitude to the political
problems of the pious predecessors. At the center of the process of arriving at the four-caliphs
doctrine, Zaman argues, was the authoritative role of the infamous scholar of kadith, Ahmad
b. Hanbal. In order to make his argument, he outlines the history and provenance of what he
calls the “thirty years hadith” which virtually always accompanies narrative reports about the

Rightly-Guided Caliphs as a golden age.

Here, Muhammad is alleged to have said, “The Caliphate is thirty years, after that it
will be kingship.” The logic here is that ‘Al1’s caliphate, close to six years, when added to the
24 years that made up the reigns of the first three Caliphs, completes a sanctified period

foretold by the Prophet Muhammad himself.

Zaman effectively argues that when this hadith is authenticated by Ahmad b. Hanbal
it gains a type of canonical status and is then presumably more widely accepted and
circulated.® Zaman does point out that Ahmad’s designation of Ali’s caliphate seems to
have been something that he eventually grew to accept throughout his life and that it hardly
constituted a point of consensus in ahl al-hadith circles of the time. As mentioned above, Abi
Zir‘a al-Dimashqi, one of Ahmad’s own pupils seems to have been unable to accept this
position. A report in Ibn Abt Ya‘la’s Tabaqgat al-Hanabila further indicates that this idea was
controversial for intergroup relations; Ahmad is to have said, “For those who do not make

‘AlT the fourth, do not talk to them or inter-marry with them.”®® Yet the very presence of

%2 For Zaman’s discussion of this issue see pp. 50-53, 168-178.

%Ibn Abi Ya'la, Tabagat al-Hanabila (n.p.: Dar Ihya al-Kutub al-‘Arabiyya, n.d.), v. 1, p. 45.
The issue of not making ‘Al fourth is also addressed under the biographical entry for Muhammad b.
‘Awf'b. Sufyan al-Ta’1 al-HimsT Abt Ja'far who sought clarification on the issue from Ahmad b.
Hanbal because Ahmad was allegedly credited with having stopped at ‘Uthman in ranking the best of
the companions after the Prophet. Ahmad tells him “Who stops at ‘Uthman and does not make ‘Ali the
fourth is off of the path (ghayr al-sunna).” v. 1, p. 313.
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reports like this in the Tabaqgat al-Hanabila points to the ongoing need for religious pedagogy

on this issue of ‘Al1 in ahl al-hadith circles.

As Zaman points out, for Ahmad, given the fact that ‘Ali was called commander of
the faithful, led the pilgrimage to Mecca, distributed alms, rendered legal judgments, and
assumed the responsibility of other Islamic governing institutions, it was impossible to deny
his place as a caliph.* That even this evidence was not enough to convince others ofAli’s

legitimacy is evident in the following response from Ahmad to the dissenting position:

Muhammad b. ‘Alf informed me on the authority of Salih that he asked his father
regarding this issue. If someone objects: ‘If one recognizadi’s caliphate, is it

necessary to make ‘Ali the fourth [caliph]? He [Ahmad] said, ‘We accept what has
happened. Didn’t we [already] say this? “Ali for us is a Caliph, he called himself
Commander of the Believers, and the Companions of the Messenger called him
Commander of the Faithful, and plenty of the Companions of Badr called him

Commander of the Faithful.’

| said, and if someone objects, ‘We find the Khariji going out and calling [their
leader] Commander of the Faithful, and the people called him Commander of the
Faithful.” He said, “This is disgusting talk, to compafdli —may God be pleased
with him—to a Khariji and to compare the companions of the Messenger of God to
the rest of the people. This talk is disastrous. If this is acceptable to say, will he then

say that ‘Al was a Khariji?!*

% Zaman, Religion and Politics, 168-69.

% al-Khallal, Kitab al-Sunna, v. 1, p. 328, #639.
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The reaction expressed by Ahmad is indicative of the intense conflict over the issue among
ahl al-%adith circles at the time and the unsettled nature of the question. From this report it is
clear that the issue of tafdil, the ranking of the companions, is not yet fused with the issue of
the four Rightly-Guided caliphs. Effectively, through the question, “Is it necessary to make
‘Al1 the fourth caliph?” the Uthmant position, as represented in the reports above, can be

seen to be coming under some degree of change and manipulation that eventually led to the
consolidation of the doctrine.*® That one could hold the rather nuanced position that a
Caliphal period existed through‘Ali’s reign and yet that the best of the companions were

limited to the first three of Muhammad’s successors is indicated in Ahmad’s alleged
assertion: “Abt Bakr, ‘Umar, and ‘Uthman in the [issue] of precedence [tagdim] and in the
[issue] of the caliphate, ‘Al is for us among the caliphs.”’ Here, ‘Alf could simply have been

a Caliph in legal terms without being imbued with a unique religious status.

Zaman also points out the interesting fact that Ahmad’s defense of the thirty years
hadith involved not only reimagining the early period of Islamic history but also defending
the integrity of particular transmitters found in the isnad of the hadith whom heretofore had
not yet been entirely accepted as reliable. Hammad b. Salama (d. 167/783) a prolific gatherer
of hadith from Basra, is one such central transmitter of the tradition who Zaman sees as
possibly representing an early (read “proto-Sunni”) position on the Rightly-Guided caliphs.
He quotes a revealing report wherein Ahmad’s endorsement of ‘Alf and Hammad seem to be

linked.*®® Zaman thereby shows that Ahmad consolidated the doctrine, not only by

% Making a similar argument, Zaman reviews how Ahmad reconciled the Ibn ‘Umar hadith
with the “thirty years hadith”; Religion and Palitics, p. 174.

%7 al-Khallal, Kitab al-Sunna, p. 320, #613. Zaman, Religion and Politics, p. 174, n. 28.

% Zaman, Religion and Politics, p. 171.



144

maintaining a particular position okli’s s  tatus, but by advancing hadith and their

transmitters in order to do so.

The conclusion one gets from Zaman’s discussion, then, is that through Ahmad b.
Hanbal’s endorsement of the thirty years hadith, his authentication of its transmitters, and his
reconciliation of the ‘Uthmani commitment to the precedence of the first three caliphs with
the ambiguous status of Ali’s reign, he helped to “‘complete’ the Sunni vision of the ideal
caliphate.”® That is, the idea must have achieved its level of authenticity through the work of

Ahmad and his students.

Zaman’s treatment of the issue has undoubtedly helped to further understanding of
this foundational Sunni idea in its formative process. However, as a methodological point |
harbor reservations about the way in which Zaman’s treatment, whether explicitly or
implicitly, privileges the role of Ahmad b. Hanbal in establishing or at least consolidating the
idea of the Rightly-Guided Caliphs. An initial and rather unobjectionable criticism is that
such a representation simply imbues Ahmad with a level of authority that is likely

anachronistic.

A wider point of criticism concerns the way in which a historical representation that
privileges Ahmad as authorizing the idea of the Rightly-Guided Caliphs lends itself to a
“history of ideas” or “intellectual history” approach to our problem. Put simply, since the
“linguistic turn,” scholars across a range of disciplines have largely discarded the “great
minds, great books” paradigm of history that ascribes the origin of a set of ideas, discourses,

or doctrines to a particular singular person, moment in time, or text. Many have opted instead

% Zaman, Religion, p. 174. 1 should be clear that Zaman is very cautious in his conclusions
and thus does not with any degree of certainty commit to some of the results of his research (e.g. p. 52:
“it is not unreasonable that he [Ahmad] played some role in strengthening it [the doctrine of the rightly
guided caliphate]” and p. 172 “it is impossible to be certain...”). However, what | am criticizing is the
general method one gets from reading his work which, it is safe to say | believe, follows a model of
doctrinal, e.g. intellectual history that seeks an origins of ideas.
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for a genealogical model that owes attention to the ways in which discourses are subject to
evolution through the nexus of social practice, power, and ideology.”® | submit that the

historical problem of the Rightly-Guided Caliphs demands such a genealogical approach.

Given the paradox of ‘Ali b. Abti Talib’s central role in the early civil war and the
exalted position afforded to him by his followers, his being a fourth caliph and presiding over
a singular community has tremendous implications vis-a-vis the remaining narrative of the
nascent community in general. The same should also be said about the formation ‘@fl1’s
own hagiography. When one looks at'Ali’s portrayal from this perspective, a number of

important, yet often overlooked, questions come to the fore.

For example, what does the Rightly-Guided caliphate imply for related
historical/theological problems in Sunni Islam such as the status of the companions at the
Battles of the Camel and Siffin? What is the fate of competing reports on the oath of
allegiance given to‘Ali? Some hold that he received it unanimously; others that Talha and
Zubayr offered it only under the threat of violence; others still that some companions never
gave him allegiance in the first place. If, following Hodgson and\lothess,
appropriated as part of a protracted process of consensus building, in what ways were
elements of his hagiography shaped by his becoming a “Sunni” figure? When placed within
the framework of later Sunni orthodoxy, these questions indeed remain problematic. Is it
enough then to say that the radical idea of the Rightly-Guided Caliphs was established
through the verification of a particular set of hadiths and their transmitters? That is, as

singular linear point of intellectual history?

“0 For an overview of trends in historiography since the linguistic turn see Elizabeth C. Clark,
History, Theory, Text: Historians and the Linguistic Turn (Cambridge: Harvard University Press,
2004). For foundational articles on “authorship” and genealogy see Michel Foucault, “What is an
Author” and “Nietzche, Genealogy, History” both available in Paul Rabinow, The Foucault Reader,
(New York: Pantheon Books, 1984).
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The point | am emphasizing is that the idea of the Rightly-Guided Caliphs is best
seen as a commentary upon history rather than as an autonomous historical taxonomy that
was the result of an intellectual exercise in doctrinal formulation. In this light, the “thirty
years hadith” is but one among many discursive strategies that attempt to mitigate the
incommensurability of partisan narratives which testify to the deep divisions in early Muslim
society. Therefore, | would argue that along with the very idea of the Rightly-Guided
Caliphate to which it is attached, the “thirty years hadith” is but one in a series of discursive
methods deployed to achieve a catholic Sunni vision of early Islamic history. Such discourses
are best understood as performances of orthodoxy in that their various appearances within the

tradition are in and of themselves polemical claims masked as neutral history.

An example of what | mean by a performance of orthodoxy and Zadith as exegesis
can be seen in Ibn Kathir’s treatment of Muhammad’s prophecy regarding events after his
own death. In a discussion on the thirty years hadith he calculates the years of rule by Aba
Bakr, ‘Umar, ‘Uthman, ‘Ali, and al-Hasan in order to arrive at thirty years and confirm
Muhammad’s prophecy. Then he invokes another variant of this hadith on the authority the
companion “‘Abd al-Rahman b. Abi Bakra who said: ‘I heard the Messenger of God say, The
Prophetic Caliphate (khilafa nubuwa) is thirty years, then God will grant kinship to whom he
wills.” So Mu‘awiya said, ‘We are satisfied with kinship.”” Ibn Kathir then comments, “This
hadith is clear refutation of the rejected Rawafid...and against the Nawasib among the
Umayyads and those from Syria who follow them, who reject the caliphate of ‘Ali b. Abu
Talib.”** While the presence of Shiite movements in Syria during the Mamluk period is well
known, it is interesting to find Ibn Kathir refuting an anti-*Ali Umayyad sentiment which
must have had enough influence to demand his attention. More importantly, Ibn Kathir’s

comment is an important example of what | intend by “a performance of orthodoxy.” That is,

*! |bn Kathir, al-Bidaya wa-l Nihaya, v. 6, p. 191.
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in his invocation of the thirty years hadith, we see the very maintenance of orthodox

boundaries through a polemical invocation of hadith.

A more complex question that needs to be addressed is the way in which discourses
affiliated with “Alr’s tenure as Caliph and hagiographic profile are dealt with in the tradition.
I turn now to two textual sites that illuminate the discursive methods used by Sunni historians

to provide narrative coherence to the tenuous idea of the Rightly-Guided Caliphs.

The first is the issue of the Bay ‘a of “Al1’s caliphate, The Oath of Allegiance. This, of
course, is a fundamental point in legitimating his Caliphate. Without it, the Rightly-Guided
Caliphs would remain an impossible idea. In the second example I return to Zaman’s
treatment of the thirty years hadith in order to offer some preliminary observations about the
relationship between rijal criticism, isnad analysis, and the construction Adf's
hagiographic profile in Sunni tradition. In doing so, | call into question the notion of a proto-

Sunnism as both a historical phenomenon and an effective tool of historical analysis.

The Oath of Allegiance of ‘Ali

In order for the Rightly-Guided caliphate to exist as a stable and continuous period, it would
need to be established that the transitions between the caliphs were smooth, legitimate, and
took place within the context of a unified community. Given that ‘Al assumed leadership of
the community even as the dust after “‘Uthman’s assassination had yet to settle, not to mention
the momentous events at the Battle of the Camel and the Battle of Siffin which took place
within the first two years of his reign, it is hard imagine hoWlr’s tenure  as caliph could

come to be interpreted as a legitimate continuation of that of his three predecessors.
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Through reliance on stories such as the infiltration of the community by the

subversive Jew ‘Abd Allah b. al-Saba’, the responsibility for the events of the fitna in Sunni

historical traditions are externalized, placed outside the space of the “community” and cast as
a providential inevitability. The character 6fAbd Allah b. al -Saba’ also plays a role in
determining the events of both“Ali’s rise to pow er and his troubled attempt at managing his
new post, but ‘Ali’s very assumption of leadership still provides an obstacle to the narrative
coherence necessary to the Sunni vision of the Rightly-Guided caliphate. Therefore, the story

concerning the oath of allegiance whereby ‘Ali assumed the title of commander of the faithful

(amir al-muminin) deserves some attention.

I have chosen to focus on the details of reporting héwWi received his oath of
allegiance, because of its relationship to two other critical issues. The first is that ifAl1 did
not receive the unanimous consensus of the community through its elite representatives, then
he could not be considered caliph in the first place. Abd al-Hasan al-Ash‘ari confirms that
such a belief was common enough to demand the attention of the theologians (mutakallimiin).
Reviewing the various positions on the Imamate ‘@fli and Abu Bakr, he writes, “The
petitioners say Abii Bakr was an Imam, then ‘Umar, then ‘Uthman, but ‘Ali was not an imam
because a consensus was never reached upon him.”*? This notion is obviously incompatible

with the idea of the Rightly-Guided Caliphs, and would need to be subverted.

The second and related issue concerns the status of Ali’s adve rsaries who were also
leading Companions of Muhammad. In classic Sunni political theory, rebellion against the
ruler of the Islamic state amounted to act of apostasy and was punishable by death.

Equivalent to the notion of treason, such an act was exacerbated if the transgressing party

*2 Abi al-Hasan al-Ash‘ari, Magalat al-Islamiyiin (Cairo: Maktabat Nahda al-Misriyya,
1969), V. 2, p. 144-5.
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initially offered allegiance to the Islamic ruler. In the case of the companions Talha and al-
Zubayr whom‘Ali fought at the Battle of the Camel an interpretive paradox for Sunni

historians is presented. On the one hand, had Talha and al-Zubayr given allegiance willfully,
then on what basis could Sunni exegetes explain their actions in light of the pervasive Sunni
doctrinal mandate that all of the Prophet’s companions be considered to have acted with
moral probity (‘adala). On the other hand, had they both not recognized ‘Ali’s leadership, or
done so under coercion or the threat of violence, theAli’s caliphate would be rendered

illegitimate, as would the notion of the Rightly-Guided caliphs altogether.

In order to review the way in which this historical paradox was managed by Sunni
exegetes, | survey here competing historical reports in light of their transmitters’ religio-
political affiliations. Most of these reports have been compiled in al-Tabari’s Tartkh al-Rusul
wa al-Muliik. Reading his rendition of the events surroundingAli’s oath of allegiance also
provides an opportunity to see how his own narrative composition weighs upon the
theological implications mentioned above. However, it should also be noted that al-Tabari’s
account is significant because many see in his compilation one of the first universal histories
of the Muslim community that transcends the factionalism and partisanship of the first three

centuries.

Al-Tabari’s efforts were in fact part of a larger shift in the Muslim community’s

consciousness of itself. As Chase Robinson notes,

So the amalgamation of disparate and fragmented accounts into the large, synthetic
works of the mid-ninth century represents more than an ingenious solution to a
thorny problem of how to organize all the material made increasingly available to
historians through the passing of time and the production of knowledge. It marks a

massive project of rethinking history, in which contesting visions and versions of the
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past were integrated (and, to a large degree, harmonized) according to an imperial
project. Unpleasant and controversial history was occasionally suppressed...Far more
often, controversial history seems to have been preserved, recast and naturalized into
a more eirenic vision of Islamic past. Material concerning early sectarian groups,
such as the Shiites and Kharijites, apparently existed in copious amounts, and much
of it was initially transmitted by Shiites and Kharijites. Since the bulk of it survives
only in synthetic works written by and for tolerant Sunnis with catholic tastes,
however, it is frequently recast in terms sympathetic to the Sunni cause. And Sunnis
being closest to political power, the result, more often than not, is a benign Sunni
triumphalism, which legitimizes through historical narrative what Shiites and

Kharijites alike considered illegitimate rule.*

Moving to the post-formative period of Islamic history, | also consult the historical
representation of “Ali’s rise to power as provided by Ibn Kathir, who can be regarded as a fair

representative of a later, more reified Sunni orthodoxy.

Regardless of the genre consulted, a consistent pattern is found in the representation
of the events surrounding the oath of allegiance givenAdi, namely that the potential
obstacles to the narrative coherence of the early caliphate are elided through an appeal to the
doctrine of the uprightness of the Companions ( adala). In fact, a process of circular logic is
at play: the uprightness of the community is maintained by the elision of conflict. In the
course of this survey, it also becomes apparent that hadith literature, specifically the genre of
virtues of the companions (fada il al-sahaba), functions as a discourse of historical

commentary and acts to displace alternative representations provided in the chronicles.

Al-Tabari’s chronicle is a conglomeration of materials that present competing, at

times contradictory, views. Al-TabarT acknowledges this before narrating what took place

*% Chase Robinson, Islamic Historiography (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003),
p. 41.
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when ‘Ali took over the leadership of the community.* He therefore divides these reports in
two roughly equal sections. The first records that ‘Ali was pressured by the Medinese
community to accept investiture of the Caliphate, which he did after some restraint. The
second section presents reports which claim that Talha and al-Zubayr never offered the oath
nor did a number of other prominent companions. Reviewing these reports in light of their
transmitters’ political and geographic affiliations is revealing of early and competing
memories in Islamic society. That is, reading al-Tabari’s various reports as points along a
religious-political spectrum over the legitimacy of “Ali’s caliphate demonstrates that the
notion of a singular Rightly-Guided caliphate was a rather tenuous idea at least through the

ninth century, when al-TabarT’s informants compiled their materials.

When these versions are juxtaposed with those of later Sunni historians, a remarkable
shift in the sequence of events is noticeable. The most important feature of this shift is the
achievement of a level of narrative coherence which conforms to the orthodox Sunni vision
of an early community that, although burdened by internal conflict, nonetheless maintained
continuity with the divine mission. In fact, elements of this belief are evident in al-Tabari’s

very ordering of competing accounts.

The first set of reports from al-Tabar are related through chains of Shiite origin and

present no conflict among the Companions in giving ‘Ali their oath. In fact they show him

reluctant to accept leadership and only after much persistence did he accept. Al-Tabarl

records,

* Ibn Jarir al-Tabari, The Community Divided, translated and edited by Adrian Brockett (New
York: State University of New York Press, 1997).
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Ja‘farb. ‘Abd Allah al-Muhammadi «— ‘Amr b. Hammad <« Al1 b. Husayn <
Husayn « his father < “Abd al-Malik b. Ab1 Sulayman al-FazarT < Salim b. Abi al-
Ja‘'d al-Ashja‘T «<— Muhammad b. al-Hanafiyyah, who said

I was with my father*Ali] when ‘Uthman was killed. He got up and entered his

house, and the Companions of the Messenger of Allah came to him and said, ‘This
man has been killed, and the people must have an imam. We know of no one at this
time more suitable for this, of greater precedence in Islam, and of closer relationship
to the Messenger of God than yourself.” He said, ‘Don't do this. It is better that | be a
wazir than an amir.” They replied, ‘No, by Allah! We will go no farther until we have
given allegiance to you.” He said, ‘It should be done in the mosque then. Allegiance

must not be given secretly or without the approval of the Muslims.”*®

In another report that al-TabarT relates from Ja‘far b. ‘Abd Allah al -Muhammadi, Talha and

al-Zubayr are made to have explicitly offered the oath of allegiance to‘Ali, and that he only

accepted the responsibilities of leadership under strict conditions of loyalty and obedience.*

Al-Tabart’s source for these two reports, Ja‘far b. ‘Abd Allah al-Muhammadt appears only a

few other times as an authority in the Tarikh and he is scarcely mentioned in Sunni

biographical dictionaries. Ibn Hajar al-°Asqalani is among the few to have identified him:

Ja‘far b. ‘Abd Allah b. Ja‘far b. “Abd Allah b. Muhammad b. “Ali. Ibn Hajar recognized him

as an Imami partisan and author of a text on temporary marriage.*’ As noted in al-

Mamaqani’s Tangih al-Magal, his nisba, al-Muhammad, indicates lineage from Muhammad

“* Al-Tabari, The Community Divided, pp. 1-2.
“® Al-Tabari, The Community Divided, pp. 2-3.

*" |bn Hajjar, Lisan al-Mizan, v. 2, p. 147.
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b. al-Hanafiyya (d. 81/700), ‘Ali b. Abu Talib’s well known son in whose name al-Mukhtar (

d. 67/687) led a Kufan revolt in 66/686 C.E.*®

The isnad also contains the transmitter Abd al-Malik b. Abi Sulayman al-Fazari (d.
145/762) a figure from Kufa that is counted by Sufyan al-ThawrT as one of the most versed in
hadith.* He appears regularly across the hadith corpus relating distinctly Shiite transmissions
on the religious merits of the Prophet’s family.>® Although accepted in Sunni circles as a
reliable transmitter, he is counted by the Shiite in their own sources for his various
transmissions.> Given the report’s Shiite coloring, it is no surprise then that it comes through

such a chain.

Taken together, the texture of these reports portrays an indisputable consensus
amongst the companions, including Talha and al-Zubayr, over the legitimacy okli’s
caliphate. Though it is difficult to say with certainty in Shicircles, this type of discourse
may have been used as a pretext to condemn the companions who later confrontet.
Likewise it could have provided a defense against the charge that*Ali’s caliphate was in fact
not universally agreed upon. As al-Tabari’s other reports seem to suggest, indeed, such an

allegation seems to have been in wide circulation.

A report from‘Umar b. Shabba through ‘Ali al -Madani and Ab@i Mikhnaf credits
Talha and al-Zubayr with providing immediate allegiance to'Alf, but in the same breath he
points out thatAbd Allah b. ‘U mar and Sal b. Abi Waqqas asked to prolong their

allegiance until they saw “what the people would do.” This hesitation allegedly enraged

“8 For a brief summary of al-Mukhtar’s revolt and other early Shiite rebellions see Particia
Crone, God's Rule: Government and Islam (New York: Columbia University Press, 2004), pp. 70-98.
“ Al-Baghdadi, Tarikh Baghdad, v. 10 p. 395.

%0 He appears in the chains of reports for example of al-Ghadir. .

* Hussayn Azizi, Piriz Rustegar, and Yisef Bayan (eds.), Raviyan Mushtarak (Qum: Biistan
Kitab, 2001), v. 2, p. 264.
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Malik al-Ashtar, one of “‘Alr’s most loyal devotees, who then asked permission to cut off Ibn

‘Umar’s head.>

In two succeeding reports that are related on the authority of al-Zuhri, the virtual
father of hadith and tutor to Umayyad princes, Talha and al-Zubayr are said to have given
allegiance only under direct threat, after Malik al-Ashtar allegedly said to Talha, “By God!
You had better give allegiance, or else 1 will strike you through the forehead.”®® Another
report by al-Zuhri suggests that a number of companions fled to Syria before the oath ever
took place.* This view is also expressed in another report from ‘Umar b. Shabba, who
identifies a number of very prominent companions who simply refused to offer their

allegiance to ‘AlL.*

These reports are important because they provide direct evidence that ‘Ali’s caliphate
was never an issue that reached consensus amongst the Prophet’s companions. It is not hard
to imagine how such a view fit in with the position held in certain quarters of the ahl al-
hadith, who never considered Ali’s command legitimate in the first instance. It may have
been the logic of prominent figures such as the Syrian Abu Zuml -Dimashqi, who
considered ‘Ali’s entire reign merely a period of strife (fitna). It is safe to say that from an
early Syrian perspective, ‘Ali was never a universally agreed upon caliph. This possibility is
strengthened by the fact that this report is related through al-Zuhri, who is often associated

with a Medinese affiliation but is more properly understood in his Syrian context.

%2 Al-Tabari, The Community Divided, pp. 3-4.

%3 Al-Tabari, The Community Divided, pp. 4-5.

% Al-Tabari, The Community Divided, p. 7.

% Al-Tabari, The Community Divided, p. 6. The companions were: Hassan b. Thabit,

Ka'b b. Malik, Maslamah b. Mukhallad, Abu Sa‘id al-Khudri, Muhammad b. Maslama, al-
Nu‘man b. Bashir, Zayd b. Thabit, Rafi* b. Khadij, Fadalah b. ‘Ubayd, Ka‘b b. ‘Ujrah.
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With respect to the issue ofAll not having received allegiance unanimously, al -
Zuhri’s transmissions are not isolated. For example, al-Tabari records a report through Ibn
Sa‘d and al-Waqidi that Talha offered allegiance under duress and that prominent
companions, among them IbAUmar and Sa‘d b. al -Waqqas, in fact never offered their
oath.*® Another report on the authority of al-Zubayr b. Bakkar (d. 256/870)>, who is a
descendent of al-Zubayr himself, rejects the notion that al-Zubayr ever gave allegiance
whether under coercion or willingly. Al-Zubayr b. Bakkar was a tutor to al-Muwaffag, son of
the Caliph al-Mutawakkil (r. 847-861). He was later appointed by al-Mutawakkil as judge of
Mecca. He is a fine representative of rich tradition of the prominent Zubayrid family of
scholars whose historical transmissions offer insight into ‘Uthman political positions.*® More
importantly, it is worth recalling that al-Mutawakkil is the Abbasid figure credited with the
reversal of the mizna and the courting of Hanbali scholars likely in a reaction to the growing
influence of Shiite and Mu ‘tazilite trends at the Abbasid court. He also leveled the tomb of al-

Husayn at Karbala’.>®

Al-Tabart ends his section on‘Ali’s oath of allegiance by transmitting a number of

lengthy reports from the controversial Sayf bUmar. As discussed in chapter four, in the

% Al-TabarT, The Community Divided, pp. 8-9.

%" Al-Khatib al-Baghdadi, Tarikh al-Baghdad, v. 8, pp. 468-472. “Al-Zubayr b. Bakkar b.
‘Abd Allzh b. Mus ‘ab, Abii ‘Abd Allah” in EI2.

%8 Tarif Khalidi, Arabic Historical Thought in the Classical Period, (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1994), pp. 56-8. The Zubayrid literary tradition begins with ‘Urwa b. al-Zubayr, the
son of Zubayr b. al-Awwam and hence brother to the counter caliph ‘Abd Allah b. al-Zubayr and
nephew of ‘A’isha. For information on ‘Urwa’s life and work see Abdul ‘Aziz al-Diiri, The Rise of
Historical Writing Among the Arabs (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1983) pp. 76-95. A
extraction of his transmissions on the Prophet’s life has been collected in Maghazi Rasil Allah ‘Urwa
b. al-Zubayr edited by A.A. Azimi (Riyad: Maktab al-Tarbiya al-*Arabi, 1981). He is counted among
the seven fugaha of Medina and is one of al-Zuhri’s most important teachers and mentors. Zubayr b.
Bakkar is noted for his influential genealogical work, Jamharat Nasab Quraysh wa Akhbariha (Cairo:
Maktabat Dar al-‘Uriiba, 1961).

%9 For al-Mutawakkil’s relationship to the ahl al-zadith and other religious political currents
in the “‘Abbasid period see Crone, God’'s Rule, ch. 11.
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case of the ‘Uthman’s assassination, al -TabarT imports Sayf’s narrative scheme in order to
externalize responsibility for communal discord to a space outside of the early community of
Prophet’s Companions and Islam more generally. The guiding tropes of this narrative portray
early Islamic figures as having acted sincerely in the best interest of Islam yet falling victim
to plots that are beyond their control. It is in part through this narrative mechanism that the

very idea of an early community is reified.

In concluding this section on Al1’s oath and leading up to the Batle of the Camel, al-
Tabarm’s own narrative practice conforms to the description above. Hence, Sayf’s reports
begin to describe the ways in which the Egyptians—who under the influence of Ibn Saba’

were responsible for “‘Uthman’s murder—approached all of the leading figures including “Alj,

Talha, al-Zubayr, 1bn “‘Umar, and Sa‘d with the demand that they take the reign of leadership

although they were actually the ones in control of the city.”® The scene is one of chaos, with
the leading Companions hiding behind walled gardens in order to avoid the striféAlr was

allegedly charged by the crowd and compelled by Malik al-Ashtar into taking the
leadership.®* Sayf then reports that both Talha and al-Zubayr were dragged at sword point to
the mosque, where they were forced to give allegiance t0Ali. Talha was allegedly dragged
by Hukaym b. Jabala, who is described elsewhere by Sayf as a bandit who provided Ibn

Saba’ with lodging in Kufa, then led the campaign from that city against ‘Uthman.*?

When “Ali is finally given allegiance he is threatened by the Saba’iyya about his

leadership role:

% Al-Tabari, The Community Divided, p. 10.
81 Al-Tabari, The Community Divided p. 12—This report is not provided by Sayf but by
‘Umar b. Shabba and al-Madini.

82 Al-Tabari, The Community Divided, p. 14, 15.
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Take it to you, but beware, Abii Hasan!
We are settling the leadership the way we fix a nose-rein...
And we stab the kingship with a flexible sword like a rope,

until it is trained not to resist.%

Then when Talha and al-Zubayr approach'Ali demanding that he punish ‘Uthman’s

murderers, he replies, acknowledging his helplessness,

My friends...l am not unaware of what you know, but how can I deal with people
who rule us, not we them? Your own slaves have rebelled with them, and your
Bedouin have joined them. They live with you, imposing on you what they want. So

can you see a way of achieving any of what you want?

‘Al follows this by proclaiming that this affair is beyond the forces of their control, and they

need not be lured into the fray. He says offering a premonition of future sectarian discord,

This is an affair of al-jahiliyya and so these people will find that they have a
persistent problem. This is that Satan has never made a religious law, and those who
follow his decree will disappear from the earth forever. If it is stirred up, Muslims
will take up different positions with regard to this matter. One group will share your
views, another will have views you do not share, and a third will disagree with both,
until the people calm down and return to their senses and claims can be settled. So

stop complaining to me, and see what will happen to you. Then return to me.*

% Al-Tabari, The Community Divided, p. 18.
% Al-Tabari, The Community Divided, p. 18.
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Here it is reaffirmed that the discord amongst the early Muslims was the result of external
forces foreign to Islam. This point is especially expressed 4li’s emphasis “This is an

affair of al-jahiliyya.” Gradually, through such narrative mechanisms, the catholic Sunni
view that civil war between Muslim factions did not affect the integrity of Islam and the very

idea of a community of Muslims that included ‘Ali is established.

As has been shown by many other analyses of al-Tabar1’s narrations, we also see here
that his placement of events conforms to a narrative pattern that implicitly offers moralizing
lessons.® Al-Tabari begins by presenting a spectrum of partisan perspectives, first through
Shiite (e.g. Ja‘far b. ‘Abd Allah), then Uthmani (‘Umar b. Shabba), and finally Syrian (al -
ZuhrT). These partisan narratives can be read against one another in order to see the range of
the religious political spectrum at hand. However, by moving out of a cataloging mode and
incorporating the narrative structure of Sayf b. “‘Umar’s accounts into his own rendition of the
events, al-TabarT elides the difficult question of the legitimacy of the oath givemta
Instead, he describes the disputes between the companions as inevitable, yet ultimately
inconsequential for the integrity of Islam. It is through this technique of eliding violence and
conflict that early Islamic factionalism is transcended and molded into a Sunni ecumenical

vision.

% See Boaz Shoshan’s The Poetics of Islamic Historiography: Deconstructing al-Tabari’s
History (Leiden: Brill, 2004).
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Rijal Criticism and Narrative Coherence

We return now to the so-called “thirty years hadith” noted earlier in this chapter in order to
further challenge the notion that the idea of the four-Rightly-Guided Caliphs is an outgrowth
of a specific doctrine or proof-text rather than the result of a protracted set of debates,
nuanced settlement of related discourses, and emergence of a particularized tradition of
historical discourse. Here we build upon the contributions offered by Qasim Zaman, who is
among the few scholars to address the idea of the Rightly-Guided Caliphs as a historical
problem.®® Zaman treats the problem of Ali’s inclusion among the Rightly -Guided Caliphs
as part of a larger trend in early Abbasid society in which Caliphal policies dovetailed with
the religious interests of what he refers to as the “proto-Sunni” elite, which though never

defined in his study, can be taken to mean simply “early Sunni.”

In chapter three I highlighted some of the conceptual shortcomings found in the work
of contemporary historians tracing the idea of the Jama'a (Community). | argued that
Hodgson, Crone, and Berkey when describing the formation of the Sunni Jama'a
anachronistically project a fifth-century idea of a pan-Islamic communal solidarity onto an
earlier period. | also argued against explanations that tried to find the origin of the idea of the
Jama ‘a in the development of the concept of ijma* in Islamic jurisprudence. The critique of
the idea of a “proto-Sunni” that | offer is based on similar concerns. The most important is
that the notion of “proto-" itself is a problematic heuristic if for no other reason than the fact
that “proto-x”, for example, is always teleologically predetermined. That is, by positing the
presence of a preliminary or early formation of a later phenomenon, the historian must

necessarily read elements of the later phenomenon into the earlier formation which may not

% Zaman, Religion and Politics, p. 169-178.
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have actually been present. Such methods are common to intellectual history and the history

of ideas, but have largely fallen out of favor across the social sciences and humanities.

By returning to the “thirty-years hadith,” | assess the veracity of the notion of a
“proto-Sunni elite” both as a historical phenomenon and historiographic heuristic. | do so not
to critiqgue Zaman’s individual contribution but to raise concerns that are common to many
representations of the formation of early Islamic sectarianism. | offer this critique by making
some preliminary observations about the relationship between rijal-criticism and historical
memory. To do so | focus on a certain Hammad b. Salama (d. 167/783), one of the common

transmitters and possible originators of the thirty years hadith.

According to Zaman, Hammad b. Salama is an example of what can be called a
proto-Sunni because he conveys early ideas that would later be regarded as mainstream Sunni
doctrine. One of the most important of such issues is Hammad’s inclusion of Ali as a
Rightly-Guided Caliph via his transmission of the thirty years hadith. An underlying
assumption here, then, is that Hammad held an early position onAlf that conformed to a
later Sunni consensus. Indeed, Hammad was counted among the most reliable members of
the ahl al-fadith. For example, Ibn Hibban (d. 354/965) vigorously defended him against any
criticism and praised his dissemination of the sunna in the face of protests from the people of
innovation.®” Scott Lucas points out that ‘Ali b. al-Madini (d. 234/849) listed Hammad as one
of the main architects of the entire venture of hadith transmission.®® A recent Iranian study on
the shared hadith transmitters between Sunni and Shiite traditions, claims further that he

transmitted over 10,000 hadith reports.*

67 Zaman, Religion and Politics, p. 172.

% Lucas, Constructive Critics, Hadith Literature, and the Articulation of Sunni Islam (Leiden:
Brill, 2004), p. 114-5.

% Azizi, Ravayaan-e Moshtarak, v. 1, p. 262-65.



161

According to Zaman however, Ahmad’s endorsement of the thirty years hadith
seemed to have been a simultancous attestation of Hammad’s reliability which was
questioned by some. Indeed, it is recorded that some of his transmissions were considered to
have been raised (marfii‘), that is when a report attributed to a companion is raised and

presented as the words of Muhammad. Interestingly, Ahmad’s endorsement of Hammad may

have had a relationship to the problem of ‘Ali’s status in early Muslim community. As Zaman

points out, Ahmad is to have said, “Ali is among the rashidin al-mahdiyyin to us; and
Hammad b. Salama is trustworthy (thiga) for us. Each [passing day] only adds to [our] insight
about him.”” This defense of Hammad seems to have been a consistent element in Ahmad’s
recollection of him as a defender of orthodoxy, elsewhere he says, “If | were to see someone
insinuate [something against] Hammad b. Salama, T would suspect his Islam, for [Hammad]

was stern against the innovators.”"

Judging from the review above, which was based upon the opinions of Ahmad and
other Sunni icons, Hammad b. Salama seems indeed to be the perfect candidate for what can
be considered a proto-Sunni. However, in the methodological interest of analyzing the
concept of proto-Sunni, itself it may be useful to examine Hammad’s profile outside of the
boundaries of a later more refined Sunni orthodoxy. The preliminary results of such an
investigation reveal a more complex relationship between historical narrative and sectarian
discourse formation in the third Islamic century than might be assumed from the concept of a

proto-Sunni.

A survey of Hammad’s transmissions in Ahmad’s Musnad and the Fada il al-Sahaba

as well as their transmission across the Sunni kadith corpus, as they relate to issues critical to

70 Zaman, Religion and Politics, p. 171-2.
"Al-Dhahabi, Siyar ‘Alam al-Nubala’ (Beirut: Dar al-Fikr, 1997), v. 7, p. 340.
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competing Sunni-Shiite versions of history—such as the status of the Prophet’s family (ahl
al-bayt) or the religious merits of Ali —incidentally share characteristics that are central to
Shiite ideological claims. It is safe to assume that such overlap might pose potential problems
in the intense political-religious rivalries taking place in third and fourth century Baghdad. It
is not surprising therefore that as the Sunni hadith canon crystallizes in later generations,
many of Hammad’s transmissions which may be read as sympathetic to Shiite positions

simply disappear from the Sunni hadith tradition.

What explains this shift is discussed further below but its overriding importance lies
in recognizing that Hammad, if judged by the texture of his transmissions alone, is difficult to
classify as a proto-Sunni leaving one with the conclusion that his designation as one has been
subject to anachronism. Whether on the part of Zaman or Ibn Hibban, the ability to recognize
in Hammad an early primordial example of a later phenomenon depends upon a historical
reading of him that privileges some aspects of his discourse over others. Looking at the
various ways in which Hammad was retained in the Sunni hadith corpus provides the most

direct demonstration of this point.

In the Fadail al-Sakaba and the Musnad, Ahmad records hadith from Hammad that

range from the distinctions of ‘Al to prophecies about the death of Husayn at Karbala’. Many

of these reports appear in standard Sunni narratives about the merits of the ahl al-bayt. For
example, the well known report which allegedly records an incident at the Battle of Khaybar

wherein after days of not being able to break open the fortress’s front gate, the Prophet

Muhammad tells his companions, “Tomorrow | will give (I-adf @n) the command to a man

whom Allah and his messenger love [in order to open it]. ‘Umar said, ‘I didn’t like leadership
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except on that day...”” This report and its variants appear, amongst others, in Ibn Hibban’s

Sunan, al-Nisa’i’s Sunan al-Kubra, Ibn Abi Shayba’s Musannaf, and al-Tayalisi’s Musnad. It

is listed as one of the many virtuous merits of ‘Alf and seems to be categorically no different

than the battle honors so many other Companions received in the course of the Prophet’s

mission. "

Other reports of Hammad’s though aligned with narratives that attributed a unique set
of distinctions upon ‘Ali. These reports often appear in Shiite hagiographies and might serve
as pretext for Shiite claims about his usurped position. For example, Hammad appears as a
transmitter in one of the many versions of the much contested Ghadir Khum tradition. This

tradition was used by the early Imami Shiite partisans as a clear proof that the Prophet

Muhammad had designated ‘Ali as his successor; and at least as early as the Buyid

assumption of power in Baghdad, ‘Id al-Ghadir, on the 26™ of Dhii al-Hijjah, became a public

celebration in Baghdad that often turned violent. The tradition as recorded by Ahmad in his

Fada’il al-Sahaba and Musnad, via ‘Affan and transmitted by Hammad «— °Ali b. Zayd b.

Judan « ‘Adi Ibn Thabit < ‘Azib, who said:

We were with the Messenger of God—blessings and peace from God upon him—on

a trip. We reached Ghadir Khumm and we prayed together. We cleared the ground

under two trees for the Messenger of God. He prayed Zuhr prayer and took ‘Al by

the hand and said, “Do you not know that | am the first of the believers from

yourselves.” They said, “Of course.” He said, “Do you not know that | am closer to

2 That said, it should be noted that in Hammad’s report, ‘Umar is to have said, “never did I
wish for leadership except on that day” which might be read in Shi‘a circles as Umar’s deference to
Al
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every believer [even] to himself.” They said, “Of course.” So he took ‘Ali’s hand and

said, “By God, whomsoever | was the mawla of, so ‘Ali is his mawla. By God,

befriend who befriends him and become an enemy to whoever is his enemy.” Then

after that, ‘Umar approached him and said, “Oh, son of Abu Talib, you have become

and the mawla" of every believing man and woman. ™

It is important here to note how, as in the report about ‘Al1 at Khaybar, the trope of ‘Umar

deferring to ‘Ali is evident. This hadith is of course at the nexus of Islamic sectarian

polemics.” The purpose of raising it here for discussion is not to engage in a positivist
interpretation of its meaning or to contemplate its historicity. Rather, because Sunni sources
accept the incident itself as having occurred, it can be used as an important discursive site
through which Sunni interpretative patterns may reveal themselves. These patterns in turn
lead to the formation of particularized sectarian memories, many of which continue to make

up Sunni historical discourse today.

As this report and its many variants were recorded by Ahmad, Ibn Abi Shayba, and
al-Hakim al-NisabiirT and in the works of chroniclers such as al-Baladhuri, the historicity of
the Prophet’s utterance of these words seems to have been undisputed by early traditionists

and chroniclers. It was in identifying the context in which the words were said and the

" The meaning of the term mawla itself is at the very heart of Sunni-Shiite differences of
interpretation regarding this incident, | therefore refrain from assuming its rendition in English.

™ Ahmad b. Hanbal, Fada'il al-Sahaba, v. 2, p. 610 #1045 and v. 2, p. 596, #1019; idem,
Musnad, (Beirut: Dar Ihya al-Turath al-*Arabi, n.d.) v. 5, p. 355 #18134.

" For a Shiite perspective of the events which also functions as an inventory of the subject
across the Islamic tradition see ‘Abd al-Husayn Ahmad al-Amini al-Najafi, al-Ghadir fi al-Kitab wa
al-Sunna wa al-Adab (Tehran: 1952).
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theological interpretation of its significance that the sectarian fallout would take place. For

example, Sunni interpreters later came to rely upon a variant of the tradition found in other

early collections, such as the Musannaf of ‘Abd al-Razzaq al-San‘ani’® to explain that the

Prophet Muhammad was actually defending ‘Ali from criticism over his administration of an
expedition in Yemen in the course of which he was accused of being harsh or rough with his
subordinates.”’ In this case, ‘Ali’s character and posi tion were being protected, not exalted.
We may presume at this point—though we return to this question below—that Hammad’s
version, categorically different, did not lend itself to a Sunni interpretation and was therefore

left out of the developing hadith canon.

Another tradition that would be potentially problematic in religious circles daunted
by competing historical narratives in a precarious political environment relates the
identification of the Prophetic Household (ahl al-bayt) as only Muhammad, Fatima, ‘Alj,
Hasan and Husayn. Exactly who constituted the Prophet’s House was a subject of critical
importance even to the Umayyads, not to mention the Abbasids, who based their right to
power on their genealogical relationship to him. Ahmad’s transmission of various reports that
relate to this political-religious issue from Hammad then is further illustrative of processes of
discursive formation at play in this period. In one example, Ahmad records the well known
sabab al-nuzal (occasion of revelation) account that designates only Muhammad, Fatima,
‘Ali, Hasan and Husayn as the People of the Cloak (ahl al-kisz’). The report has many

variants and like the Ghadir Khumm tradition is the site of much debate. Nonetheless,

"® |bn Abi Shayba however also records the hadith mentioned above through the authority of
Hammad, v. 7, p. 503, #27853.

" This hadith is related in the voice of the companion Burayda b. al-Husayb (d. 63/683)
through Ibn ‘Abbas. He says, “‘I travelled with ‘Alito Yemen and found him harsh. When | saw the
Messenger, | mentioned ‘Ali to him and related this to him. His face started to change.” He said ‘Am |
not the first among the believers from among themselves?’ | said ‘Of course! Oh Messenger.” He said,
‘Whomsoever | was his mawla, so ‘Ali is his mawla.”” Ibn Abt Shayba, Musannaf, v. 7, p. 506 #
27867.
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Hammad’s version recorded by Ahmad where ‘Ali b. Zayd again serves as his source reads

that Umm Salama, one of the Prophet’s wives, said,

The Messenger of God said to Fatima, bring me your husband and your two son’s.
She brought them, and he spread a cloak (kisa’) over them. Then he placed his hand
over it and said, “Oh God these are the Muhammad’s family, so place your blessings
and grace upon Muhammad and upon Muhammad’s family. Truly, you are “Hamid
Majid”. | [Umm Salama] raised the cloak in order to enter it with them, and the

Prophet drew my hand from it and said, “You are righteous.”®

In Shiite tafsirs, such this report gives clarity to the Quanic verse 33:33:  “for God only
wants to remove from you rijs (loathsomeness), O you members of the household, and to
purify you to utmost purity.” Together then, this verse and hadith provide a justification of
the Shiite claim to the infallibility of the Prophet’s family. Like the Ghadir Khumm report,

this one appears in a range of early sources including al-Baladhuri’s Ansab al-Ashraf and the

Musannaf of Ibn Abi Shayba and in the tafsir of al-Thalabi. Over time though, Sunni

exegetes either rejected the report as an occasion of revelation altogether or simply listed this

as one of the many distinctions of the Prophet’s family that need not be interpreted further.

Also, as with the Ghadir Khumm report, it can be presumed that this report was
rejected from the hadith corpus because of its Shiite leanings. Sunni hadith critics, however,
allegedly rarely engaged in such flagrant matn criticism; doing so would contradict the
important claim that the reliability of the isnad was the primary criterion for judging the

authenticity of a report. Otherwise it could be said that muhaddithiin were as selective in their

8 Ahmad b. Hanbal, Musnad, v. 7, p. 455 no. 26340; idem, Fada'il al-Sahaba, v. 2, p. 602
no. 1032.
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use of the Prophet’s words as they alleged their opponents in speculative theology were. But,
with Hammad’s centrality to the project of hadith transmission how could one justify reports
such as these without accusing him of holding Shiite sympathies himself? Indeed, how then
can one explain Ahmad’s transmission of similar reports? The most straightforward answer
provided would be that Ahmad collected even weak Zadith and was conscious of doing so
especially when it came to the genre of fada’il and managib. Also it could be argued that
because these reports, not directly related to theology or to law, were permissible even in less

than perfect form.

Another, perhaps more satisfactory, explanation however is that through the process
of rijal criticism certain transmitters were excised from the corpus of hadith reports on the
basis of their sectarian sympathies or affiliations, ex post facto as the boundaries of sectarian

interpretations of history became more crystallized. In the case of Hammad’s reports
mentioned above, his source, a certain ‘Ali b. Zayd b. Jad n al-Makki al-Basri (d.
129/746)"°, seems to serve as a demonstration of this point. The significance of this

phenomenon lies in the fact that it demonstrates a case where orthodox interpretations of

history in effect rewrite history by redrawing boundaries of community, and vice versa.

Both the Ghadir and Cloak reports are related by Ahmad through the lower portion
of the isnad: ‘Affan «— Hammad b. Salama<« °‘Ali b. Zayd b. Jud‘an. Like Hammad, ‘Ali b.
Zayd seems to have been a prolific figure in the transmission of religious and historical

information in the second Islamic century. He thus appears widely in early materials,

including zafsir works, hadith, and other historical writings. For example, in the Musnad of

" “Alib. Zayd b. ‘Abd Allzh b. Jud‘an al-BastT al-Makki (d. 129/746). For the most complete
biography see Mizzi, Tadhib al-Kamal v. 13, p. 269-274.
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Abii Dawiid al-TayalisT (d. 203/813) ‘Ali b. Zayd’s transmissions are carried on the authority
of Hammad b. Salama and Shu'ba b. al-Hajjaj (d. 170/776) where he records the sayings and
actions of a variety of leading Companions and Successors.*® The same can be said of his
transmissions in the Musannaf collections of ‘Abd al-Razzaq al-San‘ani (d. 211/826) and Ibn
AbT Shayba (d. 235/849). In Quranic exegesis reports transmitted through him can be found

in Tafsirsas early as al-TabarT and as late as Ibn Kathir.

He was originally from Mecca and a seemingly well known companion of al-Hasan
al-Basri, whom he held in higher esteem even than ‘Urwa b. al -Zubayr. He himself is to have
said that he and al-Hasan al-BastT would spend late nights in prayer together reading “al-
Bagqara, Al ‘Imran, al-Nisa’, and al-Ma’ida.” When al-Hasan al-BasiT passed away, a certain
Mansir b. Zadhan, famous for completing the (aur twice a day, told ‘Ali b. Zayd to
reconvene al-Hasan’s study circle.® ‘Ali b. Zayd transmitted from prominent figures such as
Anas b. Malik al-Ansari, ‘Urwa b. al-Zubayr, ‘Ali b. al-Husayn,® and ‘Umar b. ‘Abd al-
‘Aziz. Other elites transmitted directly from him, such as SufyanlUyyana, Sufyan al -

Thawr, Shu‘ba b. al-Hajjaj, and of course Hammad b. Salama.

Despite his seeming prominence in a number of different circles, his profile as
recorded in the biographical dictionaries is rendered in unfavorable and at best ambiguous

terms. He is said to have mixed up hadith, had a poor memory, and relied upon writing down

traditions, yet he was still acknowledged as one of Basra’s judges, albeit blind.* lbn Sa‘d

8 For information in Shu‘ba’s role in the development of hadith criticism see Muhammad
Zubayr Siddiqi, Hadith Literature: Its Origin, Development, and Special Features (Cambridge: Islamic
Texts Society, 1993), pp. 35-39; Jonathan A.C. Brown, Hadith: Muhammad's Legacy in the Medieval
and Modern World (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), pp. 77-80.

8 AI-Mizzi, Tadhib al-Kamal, v. 13, p. 272-3.

82 < AlT b. al-Husayn b. ‘Ali b. Abi Talib, likely Zayn al-Abidin.

8 Mizzi, Tadhib al-Kamal v. 13, p. 269-274.
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reports that he was prolific in hadith but that there was no need to rely upon him for reports;
Salih b. Ahmad b. Hanbal, upon the authority of his father, said that he was not strong.‘Abd

Allah b. Ahmad transmits a similar report.** Ahmad’s cousin and student Hanbal b. Ishaq b.

Hanbal (d. 273/866) affirms that Ahmad explicitly called him weak.* That viewpoint was

also shared by other master critics such as al-Nasa'1 and Yahya b. Ma‘n. Ibrahim b. Ya‘qtib
al-Jawzajani, whose Nasibi leanings were mentioned above, said he was groundless in hadith.

While these criticisms are levied in general terms, others are more explicit about his

Shiite leanings being the point of objection. Abli Hatim al-Razi, and Ibn‘Adi both said he

was inclined towards Shi‘ism (tashayyu‘). and Yazid b. Zuray" said, “I saw ‘Ali b. Zayd and I

didn’t take from him, he was a Rafidi. Hammad b. Salama himself is to have attempted to
fend off criticism of ‘Alf b. Zayd leveled by Hammad’s rival, Wuhayb b. Khalid (d. 160)®

saying, “None but the elite (al-ashraf) would hold company with ‘Ali.”®

In addition to his alleged sectarian affiliations, ‘Ali b. Zayd was accused, like

Hammad of the practice of raising (rafa’) hadith. 1t is more likely however that the
accusation of being prone to raising hadith was directly related to the sectarian nature of the
transmissions under suspicion. In this vein, Ibn Hibban is said to have found major fault in

him for raising a report which incidentally is related by Hammad b. Salama that alleges the

8 Mizzi, Tadhib al-Kamal v. 13, p. 270.
8 Tabagat al-Hanabila, v. 1, p. 134.

8 Mizzi, Tadhib al-Kamal, v. 19, p. 504.

8 Mizzi, Tadhib al-Kamal v. 13, p. 273.
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Prophet to have said, “If you see Mu@wiya on this pulpit then kill him.”®® Of course this

tradition and its variants were subject to serious contention amongst the scholars of hadith.
Given the proximity of this and ‘Ali b. Zayd’s other reports to contentious Shiite discourses it

is to be expected that they would be excised from the corpus of reliable material.

If “All b. Zayd’s reliability as a transmitter was actually called into question because
of his mere participation in contentious discourses, and not necessarily because of issues
related to the technical methods of tradition transmission, then basic presumptions about the
claims of hadith critics arise. The most immediate concern centers on the central claim that it
was in fact isnad analysis and not matn (content) scrutiny that drove the filtering process of
critics in the third Islamic century. The findings here, of course, suggest an inverse. That is,
content scrutiny (matn criticism) drove the purge of transmitters from the community of
reliable scholars. The basis of this assertion is attested to by the fact that third century hadith
critics were already invested in the practice of matn criticism as demonstrated by the recent

and erudite work of Jonathan A.C. Brown.®

The remaining positive historical question that can still be raised however is, who in
fact was “Ali b. Zayd b. “Abd Allah b. Jud'an? As we have seen later Sunni critics were fairly
certain that he was a Shiite or Rafidi. However, unlike Hammad who is explicitly claimed by
Imami Shiites as a companion of Zayn al-'Abidin and special confidant of Jd far al -Sadiq®,
‘Al b. Zayd b. Judan is conspicuously absent from Shiite biographies although he relates a

number hadith reports central to Shiite sacred history.

% |bn Hajjar, Tahdh/ al-Tahdh/, v. 4, 269.
8 Jonathan A.C. Brown, “How We Know Early Hadith Critics Did Matn

Criticism and Why It’s So Hard to Find” in I damic Law and Scdety, v. 15, ha 2 (2008), pp. 143-184.
% Azizi, Raviyaan Mushtarak, v. 1, p. 262.
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This analysis shows that it is at best presumptuous to consider Hammad a proto-
Sunni, in the way that Sunni scholars present him. Rather, it is only when the guardians of
tradition deem him as such and the corpus of his transmissions are made to fit the criteria of
an emerging orthodoxy, that he can be described as a Sunni at all. It is of course not
surprising to see communitarian discourse operating in this fashion. The question worth
entertaining, however, is the role of the contemporary historian in redescribing the early
Islamic period and the development of sectarian boundaries in Muslim society. If the
discourse of early Muslim scholars is not approached with a fair amount of scrutiny and
subjected to a degree of skepticism, the modern student of Islamic history runs the risk of
reifying the indigenous categories and taxonomies used by Muslim scholars themselves. Of
course this would not be a problem had those categories not been from the beginning imbued

with sectarian bias, as this analysis has demonstrated.

More importantly, a diachronic study of the Hammad b. Salama « ‘Ali b. Zayd link
and the reports they carry may be telling of a larger process of narrative formation. It may be
an example of the way in which third/fourth-century hadith scholars, in discerning the
reliability of various narrators, simultaneously prioritized particular historical narratives over
others and thereby slowly contributed to the construction of particular Sunni visions of
history. Alongside the turbulent sectarian politics of Baghdad and the 'Abbasid Empire more
generally, such taxonomy of historical narrative would be expected. But what is important to
recognize is that in these nuanced constructions of figures like Al and groups like the ahl al-
bayt, collective memories are not simply repeated, but rather constructed. In this way AI’S
installation as a fourth Caliph must have been accompanied by a stripping of his status as a

Shiite Imam, an epistemological shift worthy of further inquiry.
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Conclusion

The arguments in this chapter have revolved around one central theme, namely that as an act
of political and religious reconciliation that both appropriates and suppresses partisan
histories, the eventual Sunni inclusion of the figure of Al b. Abti Talib in continuum with
the caliphate of Abti Bakr, ‘Umar, and ‘Uthman necessarily create s a tension in the narrative
of early Islamic history which requires constant discursive maintenance. | have argued that
the idea of the Rightly-Guided Caliphs is but one expression of this type of discursive activity
and that a close reading of the narrative structure surrounding the character of Alt in Sunni
literature reveals the many ways exegetes came to secure the belief thatAli was part of the

early pristine period and not a cause of its dismemberment. Some of these methods used to
arrive at narrative maintenance include the use hadrith reports as a means of historical
interpretation, emplotment schemes as means for narrative analysis, and rijal criticism as
polemics. As the Sunni vision congealed over time, it would come to include elements of

each of these techniques even as they acquired a normative form.

Making ‘Ali “fit” into the Sunni historical vision required that elements of his
hagiographic profile be “de-Shiitized.” Hence, as we saw above, by removingAli b. Zayd
from the canon of reliable transmitters, so too were the troublesome narrations reporting
‘AlT’s sacred status removed from the corpus of historical accurate material. Likewise, in the
case of the Hadith al-Tayr, ‘AlT’s alleged superiority in merit or precedence over other
companions would not be countenanced. In effect, his memory in Sunni tradition is an
inherently agonistic one that mitigates potential Shiite challenges. More directly, his very
hagiographic profile, if read closely, reveals the sectarian tension which lies at the heart of his

memory in Sunni tradition.
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As a final example of this claim, I survey here Ibn Kathir’s introductory treatment of
All b. Abt Talib in al-Bidaya wa-l Nihaya. As noted before, historical writing and hadith
criticism were technically distinct genres. However, the flourishing of hadith criticism in
many ways aimed to “correct” the distortions of the qusas and akhbariyyin. As master hadith
critic himself, Ibn Kathir’s universal history provides an excellent source to witness the way

in which a narrative history is constructed under the shadow of the sciences of hadith.**

Ibn Kathir first introduces Ali’s basic biographical information such as his birth,
genealogy, and siblings. He then markali’s distinction as one of the ten Companions
promised paradise (al-‘ashara al-mubashara) and the fourth Rightly-Guided Caliph; he also
offers his physical description. Next, [bn Kathir takes on the issue ‘Ali’s conversion to Islam.
He says, “Ali accepted Islam early (gadiman). Some say he was seven, others eight, others
nine, others, ten...” Then he refers to a hadith recorded in‘Abd al -Razzaq al-San‘ant’s
Musannaf,” found also in Ahmad’s Fada i, that says that the first person to accept Islam

after Khadija was ‘Al1.%

As Asma Asfarrudin and others have argued, the early debate over legitimate
authority in Muslim society was grounded primarily in the concept of precedence (sabiga),
and not genealogy, as Shiite claimants would argue.*® While her conclusions vis-a-vis early
Muslim society writ large await scrutiny, it is safe to say that this indeed came to represent a
Sunni vision. Hence, for Ibn Kathir, it is important to manage the potential Shiite claim that

argues ‘Al’s precedence over other companions. The way in which he does this is an

%! Ibn Kathir, al-Bidaya wa al-Nihaya, v. 10, pp. 411-428.

92 ¢ Abd al-Razzaq al-San‘ani, Musannaf, v. 11, p. 221.

% Ahmad b. Hanbal, Fada’il al-Sahaba, v. 2, p. 589.

% Ibn Kathir, al-Bidaya wa al-Nihaya (Cairo: Dar al-Hijr, 1998), v. 10, pp. 412-13.

% Asma Afsaruddin, Excellence and Precedence: Medieval Islamic Discourse on Legitimate
Leadership (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 2002).
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important example of Sunni historical logic at work. Although, Ibn Kathir acknowledges the

authenticity of this report he mitigates its potential implications by saying,

And it is [indeed] true that he was the first of the servants/youth (al-ghulaman) to
become Muslim, just as Khadija was the first of the women to become Muslim, and
Zayd b. Haritha was the first of the slaves to become Muslim, and Abu Bakr al-
Siddiq the first among the free men to become Muslim. The reasdlitor

acceptance of Islam at a young age was because he was in the custody of the

Messenger of God.*®

At stake in this discussion is establishing that the unfolding of events after the Prophet’s
death—the assumption of the Caliphate by Abt Bakr—naturally corresponded to the proper
hierarchy amongst the Companions while he was alive. Thus, the theological issue of tafdi/
visited above is directly embedded in the Ibn Kathir’s present#tiois bfisic

biographical data. Here Abu Bakr’s precedence over ‘Alf is made explicit. Ibn Kathir follows
by saying, “It has been related thatAli [himself] said, ‘T am the first to become Muslim’,
[but] its isnad is not authentic.”®” To further his case he points out that Ibn Asakir rejected
this hadith and its variants. Ibn Kathir also summons the explanation that Al1, out of fear of

his father concealed his faith until his father told him to follow his cousin, Muhammad.

Ibn Kathir then transitions to the subject of ‘Ali’s participation in the Flight (hijra) to
Medina from Mecca. He immediately again begins to “correct” and properly interpretAli’s

relationship to the Prophet. Here he reviews the way in which Muhammad brothered

% Ibn Kathir, al-Biddya wa al-Nihaya, v. 10, pp. 413.
97 H
Ibid.
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(mu’akhah) the companions from Mecca with counterparts in Medina in an effort to solidify

the new community. He says,

The Prophet made him [*Ali] brothers with Sahal b. Hanif. Ibn Ishaq and others from
the People of Sira and Maghazr have mentioned that the Prophet brothered himself
with “Ali. There have indeed been many hadith related in that regard. [However]
there is nothing authentic in [the story] because of weakness in its isnads and
feebleness in some of its matns. In some of them [they say] ‘you are my brother and
inheritor’ or ‘successor (khalifati)’ or ‘the best in command after me’. This hadith is

a fabrication...%

Here Ibn Kathir, following the footsteps of other hadith masters who critique the renditions of
the historians, summons the authority of the isnad to suppress the authenticity of their reports.
Similar to the case seen above INAll b. Zayd this technique of matn critique via rijal
criticism is one of the most important examples of the way in which salvation history is re-

created in Sunni tradition through hadith literature over historical chronicles.

It is in this general manner that Ibn Kathir continues his biographical overview of
‘Ali b. Abii Talib. Both affirming and negating the various dimensions of his relationship to
the Prophet and the establishment of Islam more generallli’s valor in the Prophet’s
various campaigns are highlighted in Ibn Kathir’s treatment, but he makes necessary changes
along the way. For example, Ibn Kathir, again relying upon Ibn' Asakir’s opinion rejects the
notion that ‘Alf was permanently given the Prophet’s sword, “Dhu al-Fiqar” and the popular

praise for ‘Ali “There is no sword except Dhu al-Fiqar and there is no young man like ‘Al7.”%

% Ibn Kathir, al-Biddya wa al-Nihdya, v. 10, pp. 413. The story is originally recorded in Ibn
Ishaq, Sirat Rasiil Allah, edited by A. Guillaume (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1955), p. 234-5.
Ibn Kathir addresses the issue more directly in al-Bidaya, v. 4, pp. 460-65.

% Ibn Kathir, al-Biddya wa al-Nihaya, v. 10, pp. 415.
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Dispelling stories about “Alf fighting Jinn in the desert, he says “these are stories...from the
ignorance of the akhbariyyiin.”*® Many of ‘Ali’s unique distinctions and merits, however, are
also affirmed such as the report in which Muhammad says to ‘Ali, “You are from me and I
am from you,” and also the report that comparedli to ~ Muhammad, to that of Aaron to
Moses, known as the hadith al-manzilah.™ The are followed of course by a critique of the
“ignorance of the Shm, story tellers ( al-qussas), and idiots (al-aghbiya’) who claim that

these translate into a notion that “Ali was appointed as Muhammad’s successor.”

This chapter has attempted to demonstrate the historiographic problems associated
with the Sunni category of the Rightly Guided Caliphs. Rather than offering a point of origin
for the doctrine, we have tried to demonstrate the ways in which the idea is itself a critique
and revision of Islam’s early tumultuous history connected to the pervasive Sunni idea of the
Companions (al-sakaba). We have also tried to show the ways in which the appropriation of
‘All by ‘Uthman1 traditionists was a critical feature of the emergence of the idea of the
Rightly Guided Caliphs. Most significantly, given the ways in which Sunni doctrine
concerning the Companions colors Sunni historical materials, we have showed the difficulty

faced by modern historians in reconstructing first century Islamic political history.

' Ybn Kathir, al-Bidaya wa al-Nihaya, v. 10, pp. 417.

191 Ibn Kathir, al-Bidaya, v. 10, p. 418.
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VI
The Fada’il of Mu‘awiya

in the Formation of the Hanbalt madhhab

Because of his central role in intra-community conflicts that plagued the early
Muslim movement, Mu‘awiya b. Aba Sufyan, | argue, holds an ambivalent place in
the memory of the Sunni community and his relation to Islamic history more
generally. While his demand thatUthman’s murderers be brought to justice bef ore
the election of a new Caliph, which led to the Battle of Siffin, was categorically no
different than the claims leveled by Talha, al-Zubayr, and ‘A’isha at the Battle of the
Camel, Mu‘awiya’s political career more generally stands in the way of Sunni Islam's
vision of a pristine early community. For example, in addition to abstention from
offering allegiance to‘Altr throughout his short reign, it is commonly accepted that
through the appointment of his son Yazid as the next Caliph, he was the first to attach
hereditary succession to the office of the Caliphate. In that sense, Mu‘awiya sits at the
very division between the periods of the Rightly-Guided Caliphs and the dynastic
imperialism in early Islamic history. Also, that he bore ultimate responsibility for the
deaths of ‘Ammar b. Yasir and Hujr b.“Adi , both highly respected associates of

Muhammad further tainted the memory of the first Ummayad caliph.
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However, Mu‘awiya also plays a central role in Islam’s post-salvation
triumphalist history. Most importantly, he took command over greater Syria during
the reign of ‘Umar b. al-Khattab after the death of his brother Yazid b. Abi Sufyan (d.
63/683). This critical frontier with the Byzantine Empire functioned as a focal point
of religious ideology and polemics in the world of late antiquity and it was where
Islam quickly established its own sense of collective identity and mythic history.
Mu‘awiya is credited with ordering the first Muslim naval siege of Constantinople
(674-678)*, an act that, according to the hadith, record was foretold by Muhammad
himself. The flourishing of an Islamic Damascus under his rule was also taken as
another manifestation of Islam’s religious and imperial glory. At the very least, then,
the praiseworthy characteristics of political acumen, foresight, and forbearance (%ilm)
have been the characteristics that Sunni scholars have come to agree upon about
Mu‘awiya’s legacy. While the fact that the legacy of Mu‘awiya was a contentious
discourse in early Islamic history is fairly self-evident, the question of how the
conventional narrative of his place in the Islamic grand narrative coalesced against
the backdrop of Islamic sectarian formation is not.

This chapter pursues this question through the investigation of a recently
edited manuscript entitled Fada 7/ Mu ‘awiya held in the Zahiriyya Library. This work
was compiled by a certailUbayd Allah b. Ja'far Aba al -Qasim al-Sagati who,
though originally from Baghdad, spent the last forty years of his life in Mecca where

he died in 406/1015. This text has been edited along with two other little known

! Stephen Humphreys, Mu ‘awiya b. Abt Sufyan: From Arabia to Empire (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2006), p. 58.
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treatises on the merits of founder of the Umayyad Dynasty. The first is Hilm
Mu ‘awiya by Ibn Abi Dunya (d. 281/894) and the other, Sharkz ‘Aqd ahl al-Iman fi
Mu ‘Gwiya b. AbT Sufyan by al-Hasan b. ‘AlT Abu ‘Al al-Ahwazi (d. 446/1053).

The materials in Abu al-Qasim's text, however, are treated uniquely here for
two reasons. The first is that the text appears to be one of Ibn ‘Asakir’ s many sources
for the construction of Mu‘awiya’s biography. The second and more important reason
concerns the nature of the content of the reports in the Fada il Mu ‘awiya. Unlike the
texts attributed to Ibn Abi Dunya® and al-Ahwazi whose materials can be found
readily in a number of extant texts and fit the conventional narrative of Mu‘awiya that
we find in Sunni literature writ large, Abt al-Qasim’s text contains Aadith reports that
were considered fabrications or otherwise deemed unfit for continued transmission by
most Sunni scholars. The qualitative nature of these traditions breaks with
conventional praises of Mu‘awiya in that they focus not on his extraordinary political
merits, but on the allegedly central role he played in the transmission of Islam to
humanity through his relationship with the Prophet Muhammad.

Rather than dismissing these materials as mere aberrations or speculating
upon the historicity of the events described in the hadith, this chapter treats the text as
a heuristic through which to study unconventional and otherwise suppressed
narratives about Muawiya and to gain insight into the floundering pro -Umayyad

movement during the Shiite century. Alongside providing a translation of the text and

2 ‘Isam Mustafd Hazayimah and Yiisuf Ahmad Bali Yasin (eds.), Thalath rasa il fi fada il
Mu ‘@wiyah (Irbid: Mu‘assasat Hammadah lil-Dirasat al-Jami‘Tya wa-al-Nashr wa-al-Tawzi‘, 2000).

® James Bellamy discussed much of the material in this text when it was still in manuscript
form in “Pro-Umayyad Propaganda in Ninth-Century Baghdad in the Works of Ibn AbT Dunya” in
Pre dication et propaganda au Moyen Age; Islam, Byzance, Occident (Paris : Presses Universitaires de
France, 1983), pp. 71-86).
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preliminary prosoprographical analysis of its some of its transmitters, the primary
goal of this chapter is to establish the relationship between the text’s contents and the
larger more ambiguous fada i/l Mu‘awiya tradition more generally, which seems to be
an ever-present undercurrent in Sunni historical discourse.

To do so, | bring together two ongoing debates in the study of Islam—the
question over the nature of authority in early Islam and the question concerning Cult
of Muawiya in the Abbasid Baghdad in the ninth century. First, | support the
seemingly unpopular argument, originally set forth by Patricia Crone and Martin
Hinds in God’'s Caliph, that the early conception of the caliph in Islam wholly
coupled temporal and religious authority in a way which resembled qualities typically
associated with Shiite conceptions of the imamate but became diluted over time to
arrive at a conception of leadership that de-coupled the religious and political spheres.
This is done in order to argue that Mu‘awiya was likely considered as both a religious
and political authority by his supporters well into the Abbasid period, but that as
emerging political trends sought to reconcile Umayyad-Shiite, tensions the criterion
of how one could remember him also naturally adjusted. Thus, as Sunni visions came
to revere the triumph of the jama ‘a (read polity), Muawiya would come to fall into
the category of a simple companion (sakabi) and remembered as a king, with both
good and bad qualities. The consequences of this transition was the suppression of his
specifically religious merits which placed him in a unique position not only with
regard to the early history of Islam as an empire but also with regard to the revelation
of Islam itself. Highlighting the contours and history of this understudied tradition,

then, is the focus of the following discussion.
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The Fada il Mu‘awiva in the Abbasid Political Milieu

We have already mentioned that it is within the context of intra-Shiite rivalry that
much of politics of ideological reconciliation took place between the Abbasid house
and jama ‘a loyalists. Mu‘awiya of course plays a central role in this process and was
often a potential flashpoint in Baghdad’s tense sectarian milieu. For example, in
211/826 the caliph al-Ma 'mtn attempted to institute a ritual cursing of Mawiya
from the pulpit. The decision to do so was allegedly retracted upon concerns that it
would be a cause of public strife. The same aborted attempts occurred again during
the reign of al-Mu‘tadid in 284/897. Although segments of the Abbasid house may
have advocated such a position on the memory of Mawiya, a large portion of the
rest of society clearly felt otherwise. Abii Bakr Ibn al-‘Arabi, author of the anti-Shiite
polemic al- ‘Awasim min al-Qawdasim mentions that the doors of the mosques in
Baghdad were adorned at the entry ways with the phrase, “The best of the people
after the Prophet are Abu Bakr, Umar, Uthman, Ali, and Muawiya the Uncle of the
Believers.”*

The literary effects of this rapprochement between the Abbasids and the
Umayyads in early Islamic history writing has been discussed by scholars of early
Islamic history such as Goitein, Erling Peterson, James Bellamy and most recently

Tayeb EI-Hibri. These studies have all in part examined the way in which Abbasid

period elites managed the legacy of Umayyad rule in their own turbulent political

* Abu Bakr Ibn al-Arabi, al- ‘Awasim min al-Qawasim (ed.) Muhib al-Din al-Khatib (Cairo:
Dar al-Turath, 1989), p. 213.
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moment. El-Hibri states, that “a moralizing undercurrent governs much of the
representation of the Umayyads, especially the portrayal of Whsiya...” Most of
this sort of discourse, he argues, seeks to “confirm the centrality of the Abbasid
argument and position at the expense of Aliel right to the succession and
leadership of the Hashimite family.”® That is, having to choose between the
Umayyads and A lids as a threat to their own leadership, Abbasid were quick to
conclude that a favorable attitude towards the former ruling house at Damascus held
wider benefits and involved less risk than courting théklid cousins now turned
mortal rivals. Whereas lingering pro-Umayyad elements in the polity manifested an
occasional uprising, ‘Alid challenges posed a viable ideological and military threat to
Abbasid rule.

Third/ninth-century Baghdad, specifically the consequences of the inquisition
(mikna, 833-851)° initiated by al-Ma'min’s, provides the political context to best
understand why and how a counterintuitive pro-Umayyad policy may have been
favorable to the ruling house. While most narratives of al-Ma’miin’s inquisition recall
the Caliph’s efforts to impose Mu‘tazilite doctrine of the createdness of the Qur’an on
the scholars and judges across the polity, his pro-‘Alid overtures should also be
emphasized for their consequences on the development of Sunni identity. Not only
did he explicitly place*Ali b. Ma sa al-Rida (d. 818), the eighth imam of the imami
Shiites, as heir apparent, he also changed the color of the military flags to green,

instead of black, which were understood to symbolize théAlid and Abbasid houses

® El-Hibri, “The Redemption of Umayyad Memory,” p. 242.
® Zaman, “Mihna,” EI2
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respectively. In addition, he returned the rights of Fadak to the descendants of the
‘Alids as well as ordered the troops in Baghdad to pronounce the fakbir (Allahu
akbar) three times after the ritual prayer, a custom associated with Shiite practice. He
is also said to have considered temporary marriage permissible and been of the
opinion that ‘Al was the best of men after the Prophet Mu hammad. Given that the
collective designations of Shiite and Sunni were yet not established, it would clearly
be anachronistic to consider that any of these issues on their own were clear signs of
Shiite sympathies. However, when these elements are taken together and juxtaposed
with al-Ma’'mun’s desire to institute the ritual cursing of Mu‘awiya in the face of
Baghdad’s religious tensions, one can only imagine how an already Shiite Abbasid
political milieu further polarized the public sphere.’

It is no surprise, then, that in post-mizna Baghdad, we encounter the rise of a
strident pro-Umayyad political and religious movement that can be seen as a perfect
inverse of support for the Shiite ‘Al1.2 Ibn al-Jawzi comments that “Among those who
claim adherence to the sunna, some became zealous for Muawiya and concocted
hadith about his merit to anger the rafida, and a group of rafida fabricated hadith that
defamed him. Both groups were badly in error.”® It is likely the case, as Patricia

Crone has argued, that the most vociferous pro-Umayyad elements were in effect

" John Nawas has returned to the issue of the mizna in a number of recent articles. He makes a
strong effort to deconstruct the notion that al-Ma’miin’s mizna policies were motivated either by
Mu‘tazilite or Shiite leanings. On the latter point he attempts to reverse the conclusions made by
Sourdel, who argued that al-Ma’miin’s actions were deeply influenced by sympathies for the ‘Alids.
While Nawas’s call to caution and precision is appreciated, it falls short of convincing.

& Compile list of the literature: Habib Zayyat, “Al-Tashayyu* li-Mu‘awiya fi ‘Ahd al-
‘Abbasiyyin,” Al-Mashriq (1928): 410-414; Charles Pellat, “Le Culte du Mu‘awiya au III siécle de le
hegira,” in Sudia Isamica 6 (1956): 53-66.

° ‘Isam ‘Uqla Hazaymeh and Yusef Ahmad Bani Yasin (eds.), Fada il Mu ‘awiya (Irbid:
2001), p. 61.
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‘Uthmanis who did not capitulate to the four-caliph thesis that was gaining
momentum in mid-ninth century Baghdad.'® The text that we translate here, Fada il
Mu ‘awiya, is reflective of this religious and political current.

It should be clear, however, that the bulk materials favorable towards the
Umayyads in general, and Miwiya more specifically, that arise in post -mi/zna
Abbasid period are reflective of an emerging mainstream Sunni position and not
necessarily the result of a deliberate reaction to ‘Alid propaganda. There were many
other incentives to promote a favorable attitude towards the Umayyads for Abbasid
elites. At the forefront was the preservation of the idea of the jama ‘a of Muhammad
and his followers which is necessarily incompatible with the fundamental Shiite
premise of the historical usurpation O0AlT by the Prophet’s companions. As the
Abbasid dutifully maintained the military expeditions against the Byzantines, that
were perfected as state ritual by the Umayyads, they would come to represent their
own rule as part of a providential plan which necessarily included the former ruling
house.

Thus, the actual material continuities between the Umayyad and Abbasid
dynasties would come to be reflected in the rhetoric of historical anecdote. Here,
Tayeb EI-Hibri has pointed out the ways in which alleged conversations between Aba
Sufyan and al-‘Abbas, for example, or those between Mwiya and Ibn ‘Abbas
demonstrate the ways in which the Umayyad house recognized the religious
superiority of the Abbasid house. Such anecdotes also were designed to demonstrate

that the Umayyads actually paved the way for Abbasid rule. As Abbasid struggled

10 Crone, “‘Uthmaniyya,” EI2
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with the pains of managing an empire that extended into three continents, Umayyad
gestures of excessive generosity and effective political administration were natural
tropes through which to emphasize their own patronage efforts in a different political
moment.

It is in this vein that ®uiya’s legacy as a gracious and noble leader
uniquely equipped with the characteristics of political forbearance and wisdom would
come to be enshrined in the classic Sunni tradition. Writing in the post-mi/zna period,
Ibn AbT al-Dunya penned a short treatise Hilm Mu‘awiya in which he brought these
virtues to light for a courtly audience.' It should be recalled that Ibn AbT al-Dunya
tutored the Caliph al-Mu‘tadid’s (r. 279-289/892-902) son, who would later reign as
al-Muktafi (r. 289-295/902-908). He also kept close company with the powerful
judge Yusuf b. Ya“qub, who incidentally was the person to dissuade al-Mu‘tadid from
publicly cursing Muawiya. '? Ibn AbT al-Dunya’s text gathers a number of materials
that speak to Mu'awiya’s uncanny political acumen. He is called the Khosrow of the
Arabs by ‘Umar b. al -Khattab, who also said that he possessed the shrewdness of
Heraclius.™® Ibn ‘Umar is to have said that no one after the Prophet was more
equipped in the ability to lead—aswad—a tradition that seems to have been in wide
circulation amongst the students of Ahmad b. Hanbal. A number of anecdotes tell of

Mu‘awiya’s prescient insight and political confidence. Such stories were meant to

1 Bellamy has discussed some of these traditions in --, Most of them however were preserved
by Ibn “Asakir and are also recorded by al-Baladhuri. Ibn Abi al-Dunya’s text lacks isnads, however
they have been provided by the editors of Fada il Mu ‘awiya.

12 Bellamy, p. 73.

3 Ibn Abi Dunya, # 6, #3
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convey not only the wisdom of the founding Umayyad prince, but also provide
lessons in leadership and nobility for weary Abbasid elites.

The various ways in which Mawiya has been portrayed in the historical
sources is the subject of recent and useful dissertation by Khaled Keshk. Keshk’s
study focuses on the variations over the representation ‘@fwiytu and their
correspondence to regional and political differences in early Islamic society.
Likewise, a provisional biography of ‘BAuiya has recently been provided by
Stephen Humphreys. His contribution is helpful in that it navigates through the
historiographic problems involved in the reconstruction of Mu‘awiya’s life, while still
providing as a thick description as is possible of the key events in his life, showing
how they relate to the development of the early Islamic polity.

Although both Keshk and Humphreys’ studies make special note of the
limitations imposed upon modern historians by the sources themselves, the focus of
their works still concerns M@wiya himself. In this chapter I propose a different
approach to the competing representations of ®uiya. Rather than pursuing a
source-critical study on Miawiya to arrive a “kernel of truth” about his life and
influence, | suggest analyzing the discourse about ‘BAwiya as a gauge through
which to better understand the social dynamics that accompanied early Islamic
sectarian formation. Considered flagrant forgeries, the materials contained in Abi al-
Qasim al-Sagati’s text were summarily rejected by the guardians of hadith and history
alike. However, it is precisely their location on the margins of the Sunni canon that
makes them indispensable as sources for a historical anthropology of Abbasid

sectarian politics. Here, a review of the text and its transmission will, it is hoped, shed
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light on an otherwise opaque pro- Mu ‘@wiya undercurrent in the consolidation of

Sunni Islam.

The Fada il Mu ‘awiva and the “ al-Nabita”

The term al-Nabita is a useful place to begin backfilling the history of the pro-
Mu‘awiya movement in post-mihna Baghdad. Having been the subject of study for
over a century by western scholars of Islamic history, the Nabita were identified as a
group by al-Jahiz who reported that their recent and sudden rise to power marked the
beginning of the end of Mu'tazilite religious supremacy. Modern historians following
the ambiguity of their sources often equated this “group” with the Hashwiyya, or
vulgar elements of the ashab al-hadith. In the early portion of the twentieth century
A.S. Halkin demonstrated the problems involved in identifying the group, al-
Hashwiyya, namely because it was no more than a pejorative which was transformed
and adopted by anyone who wanted to distance themselves from the vulgar or
indiscriminate. In a similar fashion, Wadad al-Qadi put much of confusion over the
identity of the Nabita to rest in an insightful article that points to the way in which the
“Nabita” should not be understood as a real group, but rather as a pejorative whose
referent can only be understood in context.

As al-Qadi points outs, al-Jahiz was reacting to the immanent downfall of the
Mu‘tazilite School at the hands of a group which “sprouted” seemingly out of
nowhere. The Mutazilite sources, which use the term to attack and identify their
opponents, point to a number of various characteristics of this movement and

associate them largely with the ahl al-kadith. They are known to have been excessive



188

in their love for ‘BAuiya. They are accused of harboring anthropomorphic
sentiments and indiscriminately recording and transmitting hadith (hence the term al-
hashwiyya, the stuffers). They were said to be identified with either the Shafior
Hanbalis.

llai Alon notes that a full century after al-Jahiz’s lament over the pending
triumph of the vulgar, al-Maqdasi in his Best Divisions for Knowledge of the Regions
still noted a strong pro-Mu‘awiya element in Baghdad that was given also to
anthropomorphism. Interesting al-Maqdasi associates the movement with what he
called the Barbahariyya, or the “school” belonging to Abi Muhammad al-Barbahari
(d. 329/941).** Christopher Melchert has described the way in which the emergent
Hanbali group of the late ninth and early tenth centuries was divided between two
groups; he says “These two parties represented alternative paths for traditionalism to
follow. Under al-Khallal, traditionalism would be preserved as the elaboration of
legal doctrine based on the opinions of Ahmad ibn Hanbal. Under al-Barbahari, it
would be preserved as a style of public life.” That style, Melchert adds did not
develop on account of his scholarship or spirituality but upon rioting.®> Al-
Barbahari’s group of followers was notorious for their ruthless enforcement of
commanding right and forbidding wrong in Baghdad’s public spaces.*® He was forced

underground at different points throughout his life. On one occasion he was sought

 Alon, p. 240, n. 154.
15 Christopher Melchert, The Formation of the Sunni Schools of Law, p. 150.

16 Michael Cook, Commanding Right, pp. 116-18; 500.
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after specifically for his protest to the Caliph al-Qahir’s (r. 320-322/932-34) mulling
over the idea, again, to have Mu‘awiya cursed from the pulpit.'’

The al-Barbahariyya, hashwiyya, or al-nabita might be best conceived of as
an amorphous bunch of scholars and laymen who had not yet congealed into the
various theological and legal groups. Despite not being a distinct group, the fact that
they were considered a threat by the students and admirers of Ahmad b. Hanbal
shows that they were a force to be reckoned with. Under the scholarly leadership of
al-Khallal and Sahl al-Tustari Ahmad’s admirers were seeking professionalization of
their school on par with what had already developed among the student and devotees
of al-Malik, Abi Hanifa, and al-Shafi'i."® Thus, it is in this internal Hanbali divide
that we can begin to place the fada’il Mu ‘awiya tradition: in order for the Hanbali
school to merge with a rapidly developing Sunni consensus on early history, the pro-
Mu‘awiya discourse within its milicu would need to be suppressed. We now turn to
some figures involved in the transmission of the fada il Mu ‘awiya, by which I mean
the general positive sentiment of the founding Umayyad Caliph and not specifically
Abi al-Qasim’s compilation, in order to glimpse into the underbelly of the formative
Hanbalt tradition.

One of the more prominent figures associated with the transmission of fada il
Mu‘awiya tradition was the highly esteemed Khurasani born but Baghdad based,

philologist was AbiiUmar al -Zahid al-Lughawi, commonly known as Ghulam

7 Al-Barbahari, EI2.

18 Melchert, p. 149-154.
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Tha‘lab (261/874)." In Hanbali circles he was considered unparalleled in knowledge
of the Arabic language, revered for his extraordinary memory, and known for
gathering rare materials. He is remembered as having enjoyed the audience of the
notables and elites of Damascus during a visit there, at which time many students also
gathered to receive his transmission of the Tha‘lab’s works. While many of the hadith
experts considered him upright, he was regularly accused forgery and fraud by his
detractors in literary circles until, that is, he demonstrated his memory to them and
foiled their tricks.

Ibn Khallikan notes that he was extreme (mughali) in his love for Muawiya.
All of the biographers note that at the beginning of every one of his lessons he
demanded that his students to read from a folio (juz’) of hadith on the Fada’il
Mu ‘awiya. Ibn Hajar claims to have seen some of these reports and considers them
mostly fabricated. Ibn al-Nadim notes that a group among the scholars counted him
among the intelligence (al-barid). This last note is unique among the details given to
him by other biographers, but is not entirely implausible given that his father,

according to Ibn al-Najjar, worked for the government (sakib al-dawla).”

9 Muhammad b. ‘Abd al-Wahid b. Abi Hashim al-Lughawi, Abu ‘Umar al-Zahid Ghulam
Tha'lab. Al-Khatib, Tarikh Baghdad, 3/158; Abu Ya'la, Tabaqat al-Hanabila, vol. 2, pp. 56-7; Ibn
Hajar, Lisan al-Mizan, Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Tlmiyya, vol. 5, p. 303; Ibn Khallikan, Wafayat al-
‘Ayyan, vol. 2, p. 386; Ibn Nadim--; “ Ghulam Tha'lab,” EI2.

? Ibn Najjar, Dhayl Tarikh al-Baghdad, vol. 16, p. 141.
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Another transmitter of pro-Mu‘awiya traditions was Abti Bakr Muhammad b.
al-Husayn b. ‘Abd Allah al -Ajurri, the author of the book Shari‘a fi-l Sunna.?* He
was originally from Baghdad, where he heard and transmitted hadith before his
departure to Mecca where he died in 360/971. According to al-Khatib, his nisba is
derived from a village named al-Ajurr, outside of Baghdad. But because of his long
residence in Mecca and affiliation with Baghdad’s ‘wulama’, the nisba al-Baghdadi
also often accompanies his name. He was known as a prominent and reliable
mukaddith and fagih and was claimed by both Shaf'is and Hanbalis.

Al-Khatib al-Baghdadi includes a short entry on him in the Tarikh al-
Baghdad, while a longer treatment is given to him in Ibn Khallikan's (d. 681/1282)
Wafayat al- ‘Ayyan. Al-Dhahabi refers to him as shaykh al-haram al-sharif. In
Baghdad his most prominent teacher was, as al-Dhahabi suggests, the well respected
mukaddith Abi Muslim Ibrahim b.‘Abd Allah al -KajjT (d. 292/905),%* author of a
certain al-Sunan that apparently has not survived. Al-Ajurri is said to have
participated in the transmission of hadith before the year 330/941, at which point he
departed to Mecca, where he prayed for provision to allow him to stay for aHeaiedha
Biagjrdptens 84t/ 9a&t hislpreage buwascreneedrinrtyheoldell-known ascetic Maraf al -
Karkhi.His departure to Mecca seems to coincide with the flight of other ‘wlama’

affiliated with ahl al-hadith circles at the time. Though al-Ajurri's departure from

2! The printed editions of this text are entitled simply al-Shar7 ‘a, but al-DhahabT has it
recorded as al-Shart ‘a fi-l Sunna, Dhahabi, Siyar, v. 12, p. 273.

%2 Franz Rosenthal, General Introduction, pp. 64-65; al-Khatib, Tarikh, vol. 6, p. 118-121; al-
Dhahabi, Tabaqgat al-Hufaz, vol. 1, p. 275-6. al-Kajji's reliability was authenticated by al-Daraqutni. Of
note is the fact that Aba Bakr b. Malik al-Qata‘1, one of the major transmitters of Ahmad b. Hanbal's
Fada’il al-Sahaba is recorded as one of his students.
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Baghdad takes place four years before actual Buyid conquest of the city, the
Daylamite warlords had already seized control of most of Abbasid territory in central
Iran with repeated incursions into Iraq. Besides, in 322/934, ‘Ali b. Buyeh, the eldest
of the three founding brothers of the dynasty, openly professing Shiism had already
been recognized by the caliph as governor of Fars.?

With caliphal power diluted, sectarian tensions were on the rise, and it is in
this context that al-Ajurri managed to befriend Ibn Batta al-‘Ukbari, the well known
Hanbali polemicist and close associate of the infamous al-Barbahari. Ibn Batta may
have also been in self-imposed exile, given the state of affairs in Baghdad. In Mecca,
al-Ajurr also seems to have served as a mentor to Abi al-Qasim al-Sagati, the
compiler of our Fada’il Mu ‘awiya. His most famous student, however must be Aba
Nu‘aym al-Isbahani (d. 430/1038) author of Akhbar Isbahan and Hilyat al-Awliya’,
whose text Tathbit al-Khilafa wa-| Radd ‘ala al -Imama was mentioned in chapter
five.

He appears also as a regular authority on a variety of issues of law in Ibn
Taymiyya’s responsa and to a greater extent in lbn Muflih's al-Furii‘, where he
regularly quotes al-Ajurri’s now lost al-Naszka. In passing, lbn Taymiyya refers to al-

Shari‘a as the book “that the people of knowledge refer to.”**

2 Tilman Nagel, "Buyids" in Encyclopedia Iranica, vol. 4 p--.

2 Risa’il wa Masa’il Ibn Taymiyya, Dar al-Fikr, vol. 1, p. 200.



193

Adab al-Nufiis, Tahrim al-nard wa-al-shatranj wa-al-malahi, Akhlag hamalat al-
Qur ‘an, and fragments of others still in manuscript.

During his lifetime, al-Ajurri became a staunch defender of an emerging
Sunni worldview. This may be the reason that he drew the attention of Andalusian
‘ulama’ during their travels to the eastern Islamic world in the mid fourth/tenth
century. While Baghdad's scholars struggled with the emerging power of Shism in
central Islamic heartland, those in the Iberian Peninsula shared similar concerns with
the rising influence of the Fatimids on their own door step. Such explains the
declaration of the Qurtuban based Umayyad Caliphate in 310/922.

It is no surprise then that he appears as an authority and destination for
scholars in this political context who sought to bolster their credentials during their
pilgrimages to Mecca and otherwise. From Cordoba he received Abt ‘Abd Allah al -
Husayn b. Hayy in 348/959, Abu al-Qasim Ahmad b. Mawfiq al-Umaw1 visited in
352 and Ahmad b. Muhammad b. al-Layth in 357, who also stayed with al-Saqati.
Others who proclaimed Umayyad lineage that visited him were Aba Nasr Fath b.
Ibrahim al-Umawi from Toledo and Abu al- ‘Uthman Sa‘id b. Muhammad al-Umaw1
350 from Balda.

The text that has occasioned this discussion is attributdddeed\tie sb€pasita
HabayzbeAlalorb. rédeivach bpdhe Bditball BlgShaedditleBaghdatitat b 406/ SHEF). Wi
aftraghl sori gclie fiad By d ad /s@tited dniledbadar tieNast fortkhy@ars:bf tiladide,
Despite being a colleague and student of a number of reputed muizaddithun of the
fourth/tenth century, his biographical information is exceedingly scarce. A large part

of this is due to the fact that al-Khatib al-Baghdadi did not include him in his massive
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biographical encyclopedia. Whether this omission was based his presumed
ideological differences with Aba al-Qasim is difficult to tell. Ibn Najjar filled this
void with a short entry mostly composed of a list of Aba al-Qasim’s students and
teachers, with examples of two well-known hadith reports which he is known to have
transmitted. Ibn Najjar’s description then served as the primary source for al-
Dhahabi’s treatment in both his Tarikh al-Islam and Syar a‘lam al-Nubala’, where
he offers little new information.

Despite the paucity of biographical information available on Abii al-Qasim al-
Saqati, a vague picture of his theological and political alignments may be discerned
through his network of associates. While in Baghdad he is said to have heard from
Abu Bakr b. Malik al-Qati‘7, who was responsible for much of the transmission of
Ahmad’s Fada il al-Sahaba and the prolific‘Ali b. ‘Umar al -Daraqutni. Ibn Abi al-
Fawaris transmitted a number of folios from him. In Mecca he kept close company
with Ahmad b. Mihammad b. Ziyad b. al-A‘rabi and Ismail al -Saffar. The latter, a
well known grammarian and adib, was described by al-Daraqutni, his most
accomplished student, as extreme (muta‘ssib) in his commitment to the sunna.” He
was buried near Ibn ‘Umar al -Zahid?®: the grammarian who began each of his classes
with a recitation of the merits of Mu‘awiya encountered above.

His most important connection may be that of Muhammad b. al-Husayn al-
Ajurri. In fact, in many ways Abii al-Qasim seems to have been the conduit through

which al-Ajurri’s teachings were transmitted. For example, a certain Hudhayl b.

% gyar vol. 12 p. 97.

% al-Baghdadi, Tarikh al-Baghdad, v. 6, pp. 299-301.
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Muhammad al-Bakri (d. 400/1010) from Cordoba is said to have heard al-Ajurri's al-
Shar 7a in 380/990 from Aba al-Qasim. Other scholars from Spain such as Ahmad b.
Muhammad al-Qurtubi?’ and Muhammad b. Ibrahim b. Miisa.?® Abii al-Qasim and al-
Ajurri's connection with each other and to al-Andalusia seems to have been well
known. Ibn Bashkuwal notes al-Sagati and al-Ajurri as a pair when describing the
destination of particular scholars in their travels to the east. But a unique
demonstration of al-Sagati's strong connection to Andalusian scholars can be seen in
the fact that 1bn'Abd al -Barr (d. 463/1071), the well known author of al-Isti‘ab fi
ma rifat al-ashab, is said to have received permission in writing from Abi al-Qasim
to transmit his hadith. This rather entrenched connection to Umayyad Spain can
probably be explained in political terms similar to those that account for al-Ajurri's
connections there. We now provide full translation of Abu al-Qasim al-Saqgati’s
Fada’il Mu ‘awiya, after which we discuss its significance in light of the preceding

discussion.

2" Also known as Ibn al-Mirathi, Syar v. 13 p. 372.

% Gyar v. 13 p. 510
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Juz’ fihi Fada’il Amir al-M u’minin Mu‘awiya b. Abt Sufyan
(May Allah be pleased with him)

Compiled by
ADbi al-Qasim ‘Ubayd Allah b. Muhammd b. Ahmad al-Saqati
(May Allah be merciful to him)

Ishaq b. Muhammad b. Ishaq al-Stisi < Muhammad b. ‘Al1 al-Saqati < Abi Bakr
Muhammad b. al-Qasim b. Sulayman al-Mu’adab « Muhammad b. Ahmad b. al-
Dahak <« Ahmad b. al-Haytham <« Qutayba b. Sa‘id < Ibn Lahi‘a « Darraj « Abi
al-Samah < Abi al-Haytham < Abt Sa‘1d al-Khudri, who said:

The Messenger of God said, “Mu‘awiya (may Allah be pleased with him) will be
raised from his grave, wearing a sash made of silk and brocade, studded with pearls
and rubies, and written upon will be, “There is no god but God, Muhammad is the

messenger of God, Abii Bakr al-Siddig, ‘Umar b. al-Khattab, ‘Uthman b. ‘Affan, ‘Ali

b. Abi Talib, may God be pleased with them.”

Ishaq « Aba Bakr < Ahmad b. Ishaq b. Habib al-Qatshi <— ‘Umar b. al-Khattab <
Na‘Tm b. Hammad « Shu‘ayb b. Shabiir < Marwan b. Janah < Yinis b. Maysra b.
Halbas < ‘Abd Allah b. Bisr, who said:

The Messenger of God sought the council of Abti Bakr and ‘Umar regarding an issue
he was concerned with. They said, “Allah and his Messenger know better.”

The Messenger said, “Call Mu ‘awiya for me.” When he came he said, “Present your
affairs to him, entrust him with your affairs, and have him witness your affairs, for he

is strong”

Ishaq <— Abtu Bakr b. Mahran «— Abii Bakr b. “Abd al-Khalaq «<— Ibrahim b. Nasir «—
Sulayman al-Riqqt «— Shaykh < ‘Abd al-Rahmim b. Ghanam <« ‘Urwa b. Ruwaym

who said:
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A Bedouin came to the Prophet and said, “Oh Messenger of God, wrestle me.”
Mu‘awiya rose to him and said, Bedouin, I will wrestle you” The Prophet said,
“Mu‘awiya will never be defeated.” So he pinned the Bedouin down. (or went mad).
He [ Urwa b. Ruwaym?] said “When it was the day of Siffin, ‘Ali, God be pleased

with him, said, “Had | remembered, this hadith, | would not have fought Mu ‘awiya.”

Ishaq « Abt Bakr Muhammad b. Ahmad b. Siddiq < Abta Bakr Muhammad b.

Ibraht al-‘ Awami « al-‘Irabi « al-Mubrid « al-Mazani « al-Asma‘1

Mu‘awiya was presented a handmaiden (jariya) with whom he was pleased so he
asked about her price. Her price was 100,000 Dirhams and he bought her. He looked
to ‘Amr b. al-‘As and said “For whom is this slave girl fitting.”

He said, “For the Commander of the Believers.”

He [Mu‘awiya] looked to another and who said [what ‘Amr b. al-‘As suggested].
[Mu‘awiya] responded, “No.”

They said, “then for who?”

He said, “For Husayn b. ‘Ali b. Abi Talib, may Allah be pleased with them both. He
is most deserving of her on account of his honor and because of what was between us
and his father.” So he sent someone to watch over her. After forty days he sent her
with great amounts of money, fine clothes, and more. He wrote [to Husayn]: “The
Commander of the Believers purchased a slave girl and she was pleasing to him, and
he preferred you for her.”

When she arrived to Husayn b. ‘Ali she entered upon him and her beauty was
pleasing to him. So he said to her, “What is your name?”

She said, “Hawa [the wind]”

He said, “You are the wind as you have been named. Are you good at anything?”
She said, “Yes, | read the Qur’an and recite poetry.”

He said, “Read.”

She read, “To Him are the keys of the unseen, no one knows them save Him (al-
An‘am, 59).”

He said, “Recite poetry for me.”
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She said, “Can | choose [what to read]?”

He said, “Yes.”

She recited, “You are the perfection of delight if you would but last, but indeed man
does not last.”

Husayn cried and said, “You are free, and what Mu ‘awiya sent with you is for you.”
Then he asked her, “Did you say anything to Mu ‘awiya.”

She said,

“l saw the man spend and gather his efforts in the hope of riches, while those who
will inherit stay idle. But for the man there is only piety in his destiny. Yet when he
departs from the world, it is that which will be his reward.”

He ordered a thousand dinars for her and sent her off. Then he said, “I have seen
much of what the Commander of the Believers used to recite:

“For he who seeks pure pleasure in this world, he will have, by my life, blame soon.
For if it slips away strife will befall a person, yet if it comes near its time is short
lived.

Then he cried and rose to his prayer.

Ishaq « Ibn Siddiq < ‘Al1b. Ja‘far al-Farghant «<— “Al1 b. Ja‘far al-Maydant < Abii
‘Abd Allah Ahmad b. ‘Ubayd Allah <« Abi al-Rabi" al-Zahran «— Hammad b. Zayd
«— Ayyilib < ‘Ata b. Abi Rabbah « Ibn ‘Abbas

On the Day of Resurrection, The Prophet will be called with Mu ‘awiya next to him.
They are standing in between the two hands of God, the Mighty, Most High. He
(God) presents the Prophet with a necklace of rubies and a bracelet made of three
bands of pearls. The Prophet took the necklace and put it on Mu ‘awiya’s neck and
gave him the bracelet. God the Mighty, Most High said, Oh Muhammad, you are
generous to me and | am the Generous, and | am not a miser. The Prophet said, “My
lord and master, | entrusted Mu ‘awiya with the realm of the world and I find him to
have fulfilled what | entrusted to him from between your hands, oh Lord.” So the
Lord, the Mighty, Most High smiled at the both of them and then said, “Take the

hand of your friend and enter Paradise together.”
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Ishaq < Abu Bakr Muhammad ‘Al1 al-Sagatt <— Mujahid < Ibn ‘Abbas and Jabir b.
‘Abd Allah al-AnsarT who both said: The Messenger of God said,

“There are seven trustees of God.” They said, “Oh Messenger of God, who are they?”

He said, “The Pen, the Tablet, Israfil, Mika1l, Me, and Mu‘awiya b. Abt Sufyan.”

On the day of resurrection, God the Mighty, Most High will say to the pen, ‘to whom

did you discharge the revelation?’ He [the pen] will say, ‘to the tablet’.

Allah the Blessed, Most High will say to the tablet, ‘to whom did you discharge the

revelation?,” And he [the tablet] will say ‘to Israfil.’

He, the Mighty, Most High will say to Israfil, ‘to whom did you discharge the

revelation.” He will say—And Allah knows best—to Gabriel.

Allah the Blessed, Most High will say to Gabriel, ‘to whom did you discharge the

revelation.” He will say, ‘to Muhammad’.

Allah the Blessed, Most High will say to Muhammad, ‘to whom did you entrust the

revelation.’

So I will say, ‘Mu‘awiya’, as Gabriel told me from you that you said, “he is

trustworthy in this world and in the hereafter.’
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God the Mighty, Most High will say, ‘the pen was right, the tablet was right, Israfil
was right, Mika 1l was right, Gabriel was right, and you were right Oh Muhammad,

and | was right, Mu‘awiya is trustworthy in this world and the hereafter.”

Ishaq < Abu Bakr b. Siddiq « al-Isbahani < Abii al-Qasim Nasr b. Jami* «—
‘Ubayd Allah b. Hartin al-Sawwaf «— Ahmad b. Muhammad b. Maher b. ‘Amr (client
of ‘Uthman b. ‘Affan) < Hamdan b. ‘Abd Allah al-Ayli «<— Hamid al-Tawil «— Anas
b. Malik, who said, The Messenger of God said:

Gabriel, peace upon him, descended upon me and with him was a pen [made] of pure
gold. He said to me, the Highest of the High sends you greetings of peace and says to
you, my love, I have given the pen from the top of the Throne to Mu‘awiya b. Abi
Sufyan, so deliver it to him and order him to write Verse of the Throne in his
handwriting with this pen, in proper form and with proper vowels, and to present it to
you. | have written for him blessings in the amount that [he will receive reward] for
every person who reads Verse of the Throne from the hour that he writes it until the

Day of Resurrection.

The Messenger of God said, “Who will take me to Abt ‘Abd al-lRahman?” Abu Bakr
al-Siddiq rose and left until he took him [Mu ‘awiya] by the hand, and they came
together to the Prophet. They gave him the greetings of peace and he returned them.
Then he said to Mu ‘awiya, “come close to me oh Abi ‘Abd al-Rahman. come close to

me oh Ab1 ‘Abd al-Rahman”

So he approached him and the Prophet presented him with the pen and then said to

him, “Oh Mu‘awiya, truly this pen was given to you as a gift from your Lord from
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the top of his throne for you to write Verse of the Throne with it in your writing with
proper form and diacritics and to present it to me. All thanks to God and I thank him

for what he has given you. Truly Allah is the Majestic and Mighty, he has written for
you blessings in the amount that [you will receive reward] for every person who

reads Ayat al-Kursi from the hour that he writes it until the Day of Resurrection.

He said, he took the pen from the Prophet’s hand and placed it above his ear. Then
the Prophet declared [to God] three times, “Know that I did indeed deliver it to him,
Oh God, You know that | indeed delivered it to him.” Mu‘awiya knelt between the
Prophet’s two hands and did not cease thanking and praising Allah for how he
honored him then he was given a paper and inkwell. He took the pen and didn’t stop
writing Verse of the Throne with the best handwriting, until he wrote it with its
proper form and presented it to the Prophet. The Messenger of God said, “Oh
Mu‘awiya, Allah the Praiseworthy and High, truly has written for you blessings in
the amount that [you will receive reward] for every person who reads Verse of the

Throne from the hour that he writes it until the Day of Resurrection.

Ishaq « Siddiq < Abi al-Qasim, better known as Ibn al-Baqalani «— Abi al-*Abbas
Ahmad b. Muhammad b. Bakr al-Nabulsi «— Muhammad b. Miisa al-Hadha’ «
‘Umar b. Sa‘d al-Ta’'1 < ‘Umar b. Sanan al-Rahawi < my father < from his father
«— ‘Atd’ < Ibn ‘Abbas

Gabriel came to the Prophet with a green Myrtle leaf which had written upon it,

“There is no god, but God. Love of Mu ‘awiya is an obligation from me to my

servants.”
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Ishaq «<— Ibn Siddiq «— Yusuf'b. Ya‘qub b. Hartin al-"AskarT in the Blessed Asakir «—
Ahmad b. Ishaq b. Salih al-Wazzan « Yazid b. ‘Abd Allah al-Tabari < his father «

grandfather «—

I saw “Ali b. Abu Talib delivering a sermon from the minbar of Kufa when he said,
“By Allah, I will take it from my neck in order to put it on yours, Are not the best

people after the Messenger of God are Abu Bakr al-Siddiq, then ‘Umar, then

‘Uthman, then me? Didn’t I myself say that before? And [l will] to take what is
in my neck for Mu‘awiya b. Abi Sufyan. Truly, the Messenger of God
asked him to write, and | was sitting between his hands. He took the pen
and put it in his hand, and | wouldn’t [have been able to] find it in my
heart if | knew that that wasn’t from the Messenger of God, and it was
from Allah, the Majestic and Mighty. Is not the Muslim he who sends

peace upon my share and his share.

Ishaq « Ibn Siddiq « Ahmad b. Muhammad b. al-Mughayra al-* Abadani < Qays
b. Ibrahim b. Qays al-Tuwabayqi «— Abu Ya‘qub Ishaq b. Ya“qub al-Darir < Abi
‘Amir al-‘Aqdi « Sa‘1d b. ‘Amir < al-Fudayl b. Marziiq « ‘Atiyya al-' Awfi < Abi
Miisa al-Ash‘arT who said:

When Verse of the Throne was revealed the Companions of the Messenger of God
sought its honor. Each one of them said, “I will write instead of so and so.”

The Prophet herd this and said, “I won’t appoint anyone to write this except that it [is
ordered] from the sky through revelation.”

Abi Miisa said, “I was sitting with the Messenger of God when the revelation
descended. He covered himself with his robe and when the revelation came out of

him immediately said, “What is Mu ‘awiya the servant doing?”’
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Mu‘awiya came and he mentioned that to him. (The Prophet came). There was a pen
in his ear and he had a bound mule.

The Prophet said, “Come close oh servant.” So he came close. Then he said, “Come
close oh servant.” So he came close. Then he said, “Come close oh servant.” He
approached until his knee was drawn upon the Prophet’s knee.

The Prophet said, “Write oh servant.”

He said, “What should | write, | sacrifice my father and mother for you oh Messenger
of God.”

He said, “Write ‘Allah, there is no God save Him, the Giver of Life, the One who
resurrects.”” So he wrote it until its end when The Glorious and Mighty says “and He
is the Most High, the Great.” Thus he wrote it.

The Prophet said, “Write it oh servant.” He said, “Yes oh Messenger of God.” “Allah

has forgiven all that you have done until the Day of Resurrection.”

Ishaq < Abi ‘Abd Allah Farraj b. Ahmad al-SamurT al-Warraq < ‘Isa b. Nasr al-
QastT < ‘Abd Allah b. Ahmad b. ‘Ubayd Allah b. Masmar al-Dir ‘aqili « Aba Rabi'
al-Zahrani «<— Hammad b. Zayd < Ayytb « ‘Tkrima « Ibn ‘Abbas, who said the

Messenger of God said:
Oh Mu‘awiya, the earth will tear apart over he who doubts your virtue on the Day of
Resurrection, and he will have a necklace of fire around his neck, upon it three

hundred branches and on each one a devil scowling on his face mugdar the age of the

world.

Ishaq «<— Ibn Siddiq «<— al-Hasan b. Shadhama al-‘AskarT in the Blessed ‘Asakir «—
Abt Zura“ « Sulayman b. Harb «<— Hammad b. Zayd < ‘Abd al-‘Aziz b. Sahim «—
Anas b. Malik:
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After performing the afternoon prayer the Messenger of God entered the Umm
Habiba’s house. He said, “Ya Anas, go to Fatima’s house and bring me four
bananas.” He said to me, “One of al-Hasan, one for al-Husayn, and two for Fatima
and come back to me”

So | did it and returned to him.

Umm Habiba said, “Oh Messenger of God, you prefer your companions from the
Quraysh. They boast against my brother for having given you allegiance under the

tree.”

He said, “No one should be prideful at the expense of another. [Besides] he did give
his allegiance just as they did. He went out with the Messenger of God, and | went
out with him.”

He sat at the door of the mosque and Abw Bakr, Umar, ‘Uthman, and ‘Alf came out
and the people departed. The Messenger of God said to Abii Bakr, “Oh Abu Bakr.”
He said, “l am here for you Messenger of God.”

He said, “Do you remember, by Allah, who was the first to give me allegiance when
were under the tree?”

Abt Bakr said, “Me, oh Messenger of God, ‘Umar, and “Ali b. AbiTalib.” So,
‘Uthman raised his head.

The Messenger of God said, “Oh Abt Bakr, if [ disappeared, ‘Uthman. And if
‘Uthman disappeared then [ am “Uthman.” Abi Bakr laughed.

‘Uthman said, “Oh Messenger of God, ‘Ali, Talha, al-Zubayr, Sa‘d, Sa‘id, ‘Abd al-
Rahman b. ‘Awf, Abt ‘Ubayda b. al-Jarrah.”

The Messenger of God said, “The who?”

“These are those who were there, and we were present.”
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“And where was Mu ‘awiya?”

“He was not present with us.”

The Messenger of God said, “By he who sent me with the truth as a Prophet, truly
Mu‘awiya b. Ab1 Sufyan gave allegiance, just as you [all] did.”

Abt Bakr said, “We did not know oh Messenger of God.”

He said, “In paradise and I don’t care. It was you Abt Bakr, ‘Umar, ‘Uthman, ‘Alf,
Talha, al-Zubayr, Sa‘d, Sa‘id, ‘Abd al-Rahman b. ‘Awf, Abi ‘Ubayda b. al-Jarrah,
and Mu‘awiya b. Abi Sufyan in that qibda. Truly, he gave allegiance just as you did
and advised just as you advised. Allah has forgiven him just as he has forgiven you to

and permitted him paradise just as he permitted you.”

Ishaq « Abi Bakr < Muhammad b. Ishaq b. Mahran al-Faqih < Raziq b.
Muhammad « al-Hasan b. Yazid < Yazid b. Hartin « Hamid < Anas who said, I

heard the Prophet say,

No one will be missing in paradise except Mu ‘awiya, then after a period of time he
will come and | will say to him where are you coming from Oh Mu‘awiya. He will
reply, From the Lord of Honor and Majesty, He brought me and wrapped me with
His hand and said to me, “Through this, you are rewarded for your honor in the

world.”

Ishaq < Abta Bakr b. Mahran « Abi Bakr b. ‘Abd al-Khaliq < Muhammad b. al-
Ruht < Sa‘1id b. Salama «— Ibrahim b. ‘Umar b. Iban « al-Zuhr1 < Sa‘1id b. al-
Musayb who said,

Abu Sufyan b. Harb came visited ‘Uthman b. ‘Affan and said, “Oh commander of the

believers, how is your satisfaction with Mu ‘awiya?” He replied, “How could I not be
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pleased, having heard the Messenger of God say, “Congratulations Mu ‘awiya! Truly

you have become the trustworthy over the heavens”

Ishaq « ‘Ubayd Allah b. al-Harr b. Khuzayma « Ibrahim b. Muhammad al-Shafi 1
<« ‘Amr b. Yahya al-Sa‘di < his grandfather who related, the Prophet, al-Mustafa,

the Prophet of Mercy, was on that day sitting amongst his companions when he said,

“Today a man from the people of paradise will enter upon you from the door of the
mosque through whom Allah will make me delighted.”

Abt Hurayra said, “So [ waited (tatawalat) in the mosque [sic], when Mu ‘awiya
entered, I said “Oh Messenger of God, is this him?”

He said, “Yes, Aba Hurayra, it is him, him” over and over again. Then he said,
“Oh Abu Hurayra, in hell there are blue eyed dogs with horse like hair upon their
heads. If Allah the Blessed, Most High allowed, each dog could swallow the seven
heavens with one swallow, and that would be easy for them. On the Day of

Resurrection they will be placed as overlords upon whosoever cursed Mu‘awiya.”

Ishaq < Abt ‘Umar al-Zahid < ‘Ali b. Muhammad al-Sa’igh « his father who said,

I saw al-Husayn b. “Ali b. Abi Talib, may Allah be pleased with them both, with my
own eyes lest they be gouged out and heard him with ears lest they be deafened. He
came to visit Mu‘awiya b. Abi Sufyan in Syria and came to him on a Friday as he
was on the minbar delivering the sermon. A man said to him, “Oh Commander of the
Believers, let al-Husayn b. “Ali take the minbar.”

Mu‘awiya said “By Allah, I ask you Abii ‘Abd Allah [al-Husayn], am | not the son of

the earth of Mecca?”
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Al-Husayn said, “Truly, you remind me of the love of my grandfather, yes you are
the son of the earth of Mecca.”

Mu‘awiya said, “I ask you [by] Allah, am I not the uncle of the believers?”

He said, “By He who sent my grandfather in truth, of course.”

Then he said, “By Allah, I ask you oh Abt ‘Abd Allah, am I not the scribe of
revelation?”

He said, “By He who sent my grandfather in truth, of course.” Mu ‘awiya then
descended and al-Husayn b. “Ali rose [to the minbar].

Then he said, “My father told me from my grandfather from Gabriel, upon him be
peace, from his Lord the Mighty, the Glorious that under the hall of the throne's
footstool there is a sheet of green Myrtle leaf upon which is written, “There is no
deity but Allah, Muhammad is the Messeger of Allah.” Oh followers of Muhammad’s
family, Allah will not allow anyone in the paradise on the Day of Resurrection except
who says there is no deity but Allah.”

Mu‘awiya b. Abt Sufyan said, “By God, I ask you oh Abii “‘Abd Allah, who are the
followers of Muhammad’s family?”

He said, “Those who do not curse the two shaykhs Abli Bakr and “Umar and don’t

curse ‘Uthman, and don’t curse my father, and don’t curse you oh Mu‘awiya.”

Muhammad b. al-Husayn < Ahmad b. ‘Isa al-MasrT < ‘Umar b. Abi Salama «
Ghalib b. ‘Ubayd Allah < ‘Ata’ < Abi Hurayra

Ja‘far b. Abi Talib came from some of his travels and had with him some food made
from quince and so he gave it to the Messenger of God. The Prophet in those days
was in house of Abii Bakr when Mu‘awiya b. Ab1 Sufyan entered. The Prophet said

to Ja‘far, “Where did you get this?”
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He said, “A handsome young man gave it to me as a gift on some of my travels. |
wanted to give it to you oh Messenger of God.” So the Prophet ate from it and took a
piece from it and gave it to Mu ‘awiya.

He said, “Here you go! You will share with me in paradise just like it.” He said, “Oh
Mu‘awiya who is there like you? Today you took gifts from three, each of them is in
Paradise, and you are the fourth. Ja‘far, do you know gave you the quince?”

He said, “No.”

He said, “It was Gabriel and he is the prince of angels. And | am the chief of the
Prophets, and Ja ‘far is the prince of martyrs, and you oh Mu‘awiya are the chief of
the trustees.”

Abii Hurayra said, “By God, after that I never stopped loving him for what [ heard

concerning his virtues from the Messenger of God.”

Ishag « Muhammad b. al-Hasan < Muhammad b. Ahmad b. Ynis al-Zuhri > Ja‘far
b. Muhammad al-Antaki < Zuhayr b. Mu‘awiya < Khalid al-Walabi < Abi Tariq

<« Hudhayfa: I heard the Messenger of God say:

Mu‘awiya will be resurrected on the Day of Resurrection, wearing a sash made from

the light of faith.

Ishaq « Muhammad b. al-Hasan < al-Husayn b. al-Mansitir < Wadah al-AnbarT «—
a man «— Khalid b. Hadan < Wathalah who said the Messenger of God said:
Allah trusted his revelation through Gabriel, myself, and Mu ‘awiya. Truly Mu‘awiya
was nearly sent as a Prophet on account of his excessive forbearance, he was

entrusted with my Lord’s word, Mu ‘awiya’s sins were forgiven and his good deeds



20.

21.

22.

209

were paid in full, he was taught His book, Allah made him rightly guided and

provided guidance through him.”

Rabah b. al-Jarah al-‘Abdi «<— Mas‘Gd b. ‘Imran < Salim b. Salih « al-Zuh1T «
Salim « Ibn ‘Umar who said, the Messenger of God said:

God curse he who insults my companions and my brother-in-laws, and upon him
God’s curse, that of the angels and the people together. Then he said, Oh people, this
Mu‘awiya as he touched his hair: my scribe, my brother in law, the trustee of my

Lord’s word.

Ishaq « Muhammad b. al-Hasan « Ibrahim b. al-Haytham al-Baladi « ‘Affan «
Hamam «— Qatada < Sa‘ld b. al-Musayb «— Sa‘id b. Abi Waqqas who said: al-
Hudhayfa, | weren’t you a witness the day the Prophet said:

Mu‘awiya b. Ab1 Sufyan will be gathered on the day of resurrection and with him
will be a hulla (vestment, ecclesiastic) made from light, its back from mercy, its
inside from silk, it is made proud through the collection of writings of revelation

between the Prophet’s hands, Hudhayfa said, yes.

Ishaq « Muhammad b. al-Hasan « Ibrahim b. al-Husayn al-Kasa'1 in Hamdhan «—
Adam Abi lyyas < Shu‘ba < Suhayl b. Abi Salih < Abi Salih < Abi Hurayra who

said that the Prophet came to Mu ‘awiya and said to him:

“Oh Mu‘awiya, what of you do you entrust to me?”
He said, “My face.”

So the Prophet said, “Allah protect him from the fire.” The he said, “Oh Mu‘awiya
“What of you do you entrust to me?”

He said, “My breast.”
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He said, “May Allah fill it with knowledge, faith, and light.” Then he said, “Oh
Mu‘awiya “What of you do you entrust to me?”

He said, “My stomach.”

He said, “May Allah guard it, like he did that of the saints.” Then he said, “Oh
Mu‘awiya “What of you do you entrust to me?”

He said, “All of me.”

He said, “May Allah forgive you and give you the account, teach you the book, and

make you rightly guided, and provide guidance through you.”

Ishaq < Abt al-Qasim ‘Imran b. Misa b. Fadala al-Sha‘r1 al-Mawsili in Mosul «—
‘Isa b. ‘Abd Allah b. Sulayman « his father «— Isma‘il b. ‘Ayyash < ‘Abd al-
Rahman b. ‘Abd Allah b. Dinar < his father < ‘Abd Allah b. ‘Umar who said that
the Messenger of God said:

“A man from the people of paradise will enter upon you through this door.” Then
Mu‘awiya entered. The next day, he said something similar. Then Mu‘awiya entered
S0 a man said, “Is this him oh Messenger of God?” He said “yes this is him.”, then
the Messenger of God said, “Oh Mu ‘awiya, you are from me and I am from you,

surely you will be pressed with me in the door to heaven like these two.” And he

raised his index and middle fingers.

Ishaq «— Abi ‘Imran « ‘Isa b. ‘Abd Allah b. Sulayman < Na‘Tm b. Hammad «
Muhammad b. Harb < Abi Bakr b. Abi Maryam «— Muhammad b. Ziyad «Awfb.

Malik al-Ashaja‘T who said:

While | was sitting in church of John the Baptist (it was then a mosque we used pray

in), when | was awakened from my sleep and there was a lion walking between my
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arms. So | reached for my weapon. Then the lion said, “Don’t! | was sent to you with
a message for you to spread.”

I said, “Who sent you”
He said, “Allah sent me to you so that you can spread it.”
I said, “Who sent you.”

He said, “Allah sent me to have you send Mu‘awiya [the message] of peace and
inform him that he is among the people of Paradise.”

I told him, “Who’s Mu‘awiya?”

He said, “Mu‘awiya b. Ab1 Sufyan.”

Ishaq < Abu Bakr al-Qursht al-‘Ibadant < Yahya b. Mukhtar al-N1sabiirt < al-
Qasim b. al-Hassan «— al-‘Ala b. ‘Umar « Shayban b. Fariikh < al-Mubarak b.

Fadala « al-Hasan «— Abi Darda who said:

The Prophet went to Umm Habiba, Mu‘awiya was with her sitting on the bedstead.
So he said, “Who is this oh Umm Habiba.”

She said, “This is my brother Mu ‘awiya.”

“Do you love him Umm Habiba?”

“She said, Oh Messenger of God, truly do I love him.”

“Then love him,” he said, “for | love Mu ‘awiya and I love who loves him. Gabriel

and Mika'1l both love Mu‘awiya. And Allah, the Praised and High, is more firm in

his love for Mu ‘awiya than Gabriel and Mika’1l, oh Umm Habiba.”

Ishaq « Muhammad b. “Al1 b. Ibrahim al-Kfi <« Khidr al-Zaman in Kufa < Abi
Mu‘awiya <« al-‘Amsh «— Abi Salih < Abi Hurayra who said:
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I ran out of my house filled with hunger. I said to myself I'll go to Abii Bakr’s house,
then | said ‘Uthman’s food is tastier. So, I went to ‘Uthman’s house when | saw the
Prophet at the door of al-Zubayr b. al-‘ Awwam eating some food. I said, let me show

my face to his. So | showed my face to his.

The Prophet said, “Enter Abti Hurayra, I know from the weakness of your

teeth what | know. Between my hands is some nice food so come close and eat.”

| approached, he was eating melons with dates. | ate with my hands and the Prophet
ate with his, as did al-Zubayr b. al-‘ Awwam. But Mu‘awiya did not extend his hand
nor did he approach the food except when the Messenger of God saw a nice moist

date and took it. He placed it on a piece of melon and put in the Mu ‘awiya’s mouth.

He said, “Eat it, even against your will.”

My night passed until | woke. | went to al-Zubayr and said, “Did you see what the

Prophet did for Mu ‘awiya?”

He said, “He vested him through that.”

I said, “How much do | wish that would be me.” So I said, “Oh Messenger of God, |
have some good food and | would like you to eat from it.”

So he took Mu‘awiya’s hand and said to him, “He is the protector of al-Zubayr b. al-
‘Awwam’s house. So put between our hands the good food. My truth upon you, you

won’t eat until | feed you.”
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Ishaq > Ibrahim b. ‘Tsa «— Ma'miin < Isma‘il...[sic] < Ahmad b. ‘Abd al-Mutallib
« his father «— Ahmad b. Abt al-Sa’ib «— Maymiin b. Mahran « Ibn ‘Abbas who
said

I was sitting with the Prophet. Abii Bakr, ‘Umar, ‘Uthman, and Mu‘awiya were with
him when “Ali b. Abii Talib came. The Messenger of God said to Mu ‘awiya, “Do
you love ‘Ali” Mu‘awiya said, “Do I! By Allah, who there is no God save him, do I
love him for the sake of Allah, a tremendous love.” The Messenger of God said,
“There will be between the two of you (4 )” “And what will there be after that Oh
Messenger of God” asked Mu ‘awiya. The Prophet said, “God’s pardon and his
satisfaction, then entrance to Paradise.” Mu ‘awiya said, “We are content with God’s
decree.” And upon that the following verse was revealed: “Had Allah so willed you

would not have fought, but Allah does as he wills.” [Bagara 253]

Muhammad b. al-Hasan said:

I was on top of the black mountain in Sham at the end of the see when a caller called
me. He said, whoever holds enmity towards Absi Bakr then he is an atheist, whoever
accuses that “‘Umar is in hell he is a (zumr). Whoever insults ‘Uthman, he is an
enemy of the Most Merciful, whoever insults ‘Alf he is the enemy of the Prophet.
Whoever insults Mu ‘awiya in secret or out loud will be drug by the angels of
punishment to God’s relentless fire and thrown in the bottomless pit. A group of
rafidis are deserved of this. Peace be upon the ten who fell in line with Allah and His

Messenger, they are the best of His creation.

Ishaq « Sa‘1d b. al-Mufadil < "Abd Allah b. Hashim « “Ali b. ‘Abd Allah « Jarir

b. ‘Abd al-Hamid «— Mughayra who said;
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When the [news] of ‘Ali’s death came to Mu‘awiya he started to cry and recant.
His wife said to him, “You cry for him and you used to fight him?” He said to her,
“Watch your words, you don’t know what the people have lost in virtue, figh, and

knowledge.

Ishaq «— Abii Bakr al-Qurshi ‘Abadan < ‘Umar b. Ahmad al-Ja‘fi < ‘Isa b. Y{inis
al-Fakhari < Sulayman b. Dawiid «— al-Ahwazi < ‘Abd al-Malik b. Abi Sulayman
«— ‘Ata b. Ab1 Rabah « Ibn ‘Abbas who said:

Gabriel taught the Prophet, he said: Oh Muhammad proclaim peace upon Mu ‘awiya
and mind him well, for he is the trustee of [God’s] book and His revelation. He is

indeed the grace of trust.

Ishaq «— Ibrahim b. ‘Isa al-Mugra’ < Muhammad b. al-Wasiti «— Yazid b. Harlin «

Hamid al-Tawil «<— Anas b. Malik who said:

I came upon the Messenger of God and Abt Bakr, ‘Umar, ‘Uthman, ‘Ali, and
Mu‘awiya were sitting with him. The Messenger of God was eating ripe dates and
they were eating with him. The Prophet was feeding them. Mu ‘awiya said, “Oh
Messenger of God, you eat and feed us?” He said, “Yes, this is how we will eat in

Paradise, we feed one another.”

Abii Bakr Ahmad b. Ibrahim al-Sayyidi < Abii Bakr ‘Al Isma‘1l b. al-*Abbas al-
Warraq <— Ahmad b. al-Haytham al-Bazar al-*AskarT «<— al-Hasan b. Bashar al-‘Ajl1
< ‘Abd Allah b. Ja'far the brother of Isma‘il b. Ja“far al-Madini «— Hisham b. ‘Uwra

« his father «— ‘A’isha who said:
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The Prophet was in Umm Habiba’s house, I entered and when he saw me he said:
What brought you oh Humayra"? I said, “I need for you oh Messenger of God.” He

said, “No, it was jealousy.”

She ‘A’isha said, “We were like that when someone knocked the door.”
He said, “Look who is at the door.”

She said, “Mu‘awiya.”

He said, “Allow him [to enter].”

He entered and started to walk, he hastened his step. When the Prophet saw him he
said, “It is as if | am seeing his two little legs strutted in heaven.”

He got close to the Prophet and had a pen in his ear that he didn’t write with. He said,
“What is on your ear, Mu ‘awiya?”

He said, “I have prepared it for Allah and for the Messenger of God, oh Messenger of
God.”

He said, “Allah reward you from your Prophet, | did not order you to write upon my
own accord. | didn’t order you to write except that [was commanded by] revelation
from the heavens.” Then the Prophet said to him, “Allah the Mighty and Glorious,
will place upon you an over garment.”

Umm Habiba said, “Truly, Allah will do that for my brother?”
He said, “Yes.” She said, “Pray for my brother, oh Messenger of God.”

He said, “Allah protect you from destruction and forgive you in the last and the first.”
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Textual Analysis

In his scathing polemic The Defense against Disasters (al- ‘Awdasim min al-Qawasim),
the Andalusian born Maliki jurist Abt Bakr b. al-‘Arabi (d. 543/1148) systematically
refutes a range of Shite historical claims in order to advance the cause of Sunni

orthodoxy. When reading the text, one is struck with the sense of urgency with which
the author writes. It was not without due cause. During Abt Bakr’s own lifetime the
shi‘ite Fatimid Dynasty had reached its peak in North Africa and the Almoravid
dynasty consolidated its rule on the ruins of the fallen Umayyad house in Spain. It is
no surprise then that one finds a staunch defense of the Umayyads throughout the

text. He says,

It is indeed odd that some people deem the rule of Bani Umayya
inappropriate! The first to grant them leadership was the Messenger of God
for it was he who placed ‘Atab b. Usayd b. Abi al-'Ays b. Umayya over
control of Mecca, God’s sanctuary and his greatest city...And he
[Muhammad] charged Muwiya b. Abi Sufyan as the trustee of God’s
revelation. Then Abtui Bakr placed Yazid b. Abi Sufyan—his brother—as
governor of Syria.?®

By placing the Umayyad house as whole in such an intimate relationship with the
founding moments of Islamic history, Abt Bakr b. al-*Arabi demonstrates its service
to Islam. More importantly however, he sets up rhetorical structure whereby insulting

the Umayyads could be considered blasphemy: “the first to grant them leadership was

Muhammad.”

 Abi Bakr b. al-‘Arabi, al-Qawdsim, p. 341.
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A central rhetorical claim in this strategy is the pervasive Sunni belief that
Mu‘awiya served for some period as a trustee and scribe of Qur’anic revelation (amin
al-wahi), a tradition with a long history. Conventional Sunni scholarship seems to be
conflicted on whether his service was to record the revelation or to simply help with
Muhammad’s documentary needs more generally. Indeed, the exegetical tradition
typically credits Zayd b. Thabit as having functioned as the Prophet’s secretary. More
important, however, than answering whether or rotiyMuactually was
responsible for recording sections of the Qur is recognizing the larger socio -
political implications of such a belief in early Muslim circles. When reading the
various hadith and akhbar that make this claim, it quickly becomes apparent that
embedded within the notion of being Muhammad's scribe is a direct claim to religious
authority. That is, in claiming Mu‘awiya as a scribe the texts are also laying forth the
argument that he maintained a special relationship with the Prophet in particular and
the revelation of Islam more generally and therefore cannot be discredited or
maligned in any way for his encounters with"Ali b. Abtu Talib or his faults as a
leader.

Here we review some of the reports contained in Abt al-Qasim’s compilation
in light of their textual and thematic overlap with similar materials in the Sunni hadith
tradition at large. The aim of this review is to argue that the materials preserved in
Abi al-Qasim's collection dovetail with existing themes and tropes in Sunni tradition
rather than represent an aberration or break from conventional views on Mwiya.

Thus, despite the fact that these materials would be rejected by the guardians of the
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hadith canon and Sunni orthodoxy more generally they represent an ever present
undercurrent to those claims.
To make this argument I begin with a well-known hadith report recorded in

Sahih Muslim. 1bn ‘Abbas says™:

The Muslims used to not look at or sit with Abt Sufyan so he said to the
Prophet, “Oh Messenger of God, grant me three [requests].”

He said, “Yes.”

“l have the best and most beautiful of the Arabs, Whbiba bint Abi
Sufyan, marry her.”

He said, “Yes.”

“And Mu‘awiya, make him a scribe between your hands.”

He said, “Yes.”

“And give me respite (s>=5) until/so | can fight the disbelievers like | fought
the Muslims.”

He said, “Yes.”

The main features of this text that represent a Sunni orthodox view of Mawiya are

Muhammad’s marriage to Umm Habiba and his acceptance of Mu‘awiya as a scribe.
The former earned Muawiya the title khal al-mu’minin as he was described on the
doorways of Baghdad’s mosques according to Aba Bakr b. al-‘Arabi. The latter was

variably expressed, but for those who understood M@wiya’s scribal function to be

0 Muslim, Sakik Muslim: Kitab Fada il al-Sahaba (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al- Tlmiyya, 1992),
vol. 16 pg. 52, # 6362. For a further discussion concerning the authenticity of this hadith see Sharh al-
Nawawr ‘ala Sahih Mudlim (Beirut: Dar al-Fikr, 1995), vol. 16, p. 51-2.
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related to the recording of revelation, he was referred to as katib al-wahi and
sometimes amin al-wahi. The defense of Abl Sufyan in this text and his promise to
“fight the disbelievers” foreshadows the Sunni recognition of the Umayyad’s role in
the early expansion of Islam. These themes when taken as general topoi can readily
be seen in Abii al-Qasim al-Sagati’s text and thus demonstrate the congruous
relationship between the materials therein and those contained in the conventional
Sunni tradition regarding Mu‘awiya.

To begin, the theme of M@wiya’s relationship to Muhammad through the
Prophet’s marriage to Umm Habiba is expressed here in reports 12, 20, 25, 32. All of
these portray an intimate household setting where Miammad expresses his love to
Mu‘awiya by promises or pledges made to Umm Habiba. It is also in these contexts,
however, that Mawiya’s spe cial position in Islam is made clear as piece of
providential will. This is accomplished through the rhetorical combination of
intimacy and religious authority.

In report # 12, Umnilabiba complains about the Companions boasting in
front of Muawiya that t hey offered allegiance prior to Miwiya. Following the
argument set forth by Asma Afsarrudin, the required qualities of leadership according
to emerging Sunni political sensibilities revolved around both capability and
precedent. Thus, here the Sunni ethic of sabiga (precedence) is at stake. The report
establishes that Muawiya had in fact given allegiance to Muhammad “under the
tree,” a reference to the Oath (baya) of the Tree, wherein Muhammad’s companions
pledged to fight the Quraysh to avenge what was thought to be the murder of

‘Uthman. This pledge led to the treaty of Hudaybiya. By establishing Mu‘awiya’s
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presence and participation in that historic moment of the emerging Muslim polity,
this report strengthens the case for his leadership. The report concludes with
Muhammad telling Abta Bakr that “he gave allegiance just as you did and advised just
as you advised. Allah has forgiven him just as he has forgiven you to and permitted
him paradise just as he permitted you.” In report # 25 UmmHabiba is sitti ng in bed
with Mu‘awiya. Muhammad asks her if she loves him. Responding in the affirmative,
Muhammad reassures her that he too loves Mu‘awiya, as do the archangels Gabriel
and Michael, but that God, “is more firm in his love for Miawiya than Gabriel and
Michael.”

In report # 20, Mhammad recites a curse prayer, “God curse anyone who
insults by Companions and my brother-in-laws...,” then introduces Muawiya’s “my
scribe, brother-in-law, and trustee of my Lord’s word.” This theme is expanded upon
in report # 32; the setting is UmmHabiba’s house. The Prophet explains that he did
not choose Muawiya to be a scribe on his own accord, but that it came from a
“revelation from the heavens.” Before continuing to discuss the ways in which
Mu‘awiya is cast as a unique spiritual authority sanctioned by God to protect the
revelation of the Qur‘an and Islam more generally, a few more instances of Mu‘awiya
being protected from criticism on account of the fact that he was a Companion of the
Prophet should be mentioned.

One of the methods of writing Mu‘awiya into the sacred history of early Islam
used by Sunni exegetes was to include him in the category of Companions (al-
sahaba). While an elaboration of this category and a discussion of its origins exceeds

the scope of this chapter, it is important to identify to main characteristics of the
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concept for Sunni sensibilities towards the past. The first is the idyllic vision in which
the mortal conflicts of the past are elided. This is done in part by anecdotes which
portray presumed antagonists reconciling differences or speaking against any sense of
lingering hostility. Hence, the charge against Shiites that they curse the companions
of the Prophet quickly became one of the most distinguishing characteristics of Sunni
polemics and continues today.

In al-Saqgati’s text we see a number of examples of these two features. On
reconciliation between antagonists we find Miwiya sending a beautiful concubine
to al-Husayn (# 4). In another case, ‘All himself is presented as testifying to
Mu‘awiya being chosen by Muhammad and God to be the Prophet’s scribe (#9). Most
importantly, ‘Ali says in this report that he would not have been able to accept such a
notion had it not been from Miammad and God. This is significant as a point of
religious pedagogy: e.g. if'Ali could deal with it, then why wouldn’t his supporters
be able to? An inverse of this example which likely was directed towards a nasibr
audience can be seen in report # 29 where M{awiya is crying over the death of ‘Ali
and the loss of virtue and knowledge that went with him. Jéar b. Aba Talib is also
featured as another presumed antagonist in congenial relations with Méwiya, even
as Mu‘awiya is placed above in station.

In report # 27, the theme of conflict/reconciliation amongst the Companions is
most pronounced. Placed in the words of 1bn‘Abbas, he describes that he was sitting
with Abu BakiUmar, ‘Uthman, and Mu‘awiya when °‘Ali walked entered.
Immediately, one should recognize the sequence of characters as they are presented in

this one sentence: Abt BakiUUmar, ‘Uthman, and Mu‘awiya are presented as a
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singular group. This typology corresponds to the Umayyad vision of a pristine past
discussed in chapter five, wherein Al is not yet included among the rightly guided
caliphs. It may be the case that his report belonged to a class of materials that stood as
intermediaries between the Umayyat/thmanid three -caliph thesis and the more
refined Sunni four-caliph position that developed later.

More important than the possibility of a fragment of this kadith corresponding
to an Umayyad historical vision however is that the report as a whole writes the
conflict between Mu‘awiya and ‘Ali as part of God’s express will. Muhammad tells
the antagonists, “There will be strife between the two of you.” After becoming aware
that this is part of the God’s design, Mwiya says, “We are content with God’s
decree.” On that note, a Quranic verse descends: And if Allah had so wiled it, those
who followed after them would not have fought one with another after the clear
proofs had come unto them. But they differed, some of them believing and some
disbelieving. And if Allah had so willed it, they would not have fought one with
another; but Allah doeth what He will. This is the only time in al-Sagati’s text that an
occasion of revelation (sabab al-nuziil) is recorded.

With regard to the prohibition of cursing or maligning any of Minmad’s
associates, al-Saqati’s compilation also contains relevant materials. In reports # 11
and 15, believers are warned of grueling punishment in hell for those who curse
Mu‘awiya. The former promises a necklace of 300 enflamed devil-adorned branches.
The latter guarantees blue eyed dogs as overlords of a special section of hell for those
who cursed Muawiya. In on e of the most ideologically transparent reports in al-

Sagati’s collection we find Husayn visiting the Damascus mosque while Mu‘awiya is
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delivering a sermon.Husayn testifies to Mu‘awiya being the katib al-wahi and the
uncle of the believers. In the end of the report Muawiya asks him who the true

“shi‘at al Muhammad?” Husayn responds, “Those who do not curse the two shaykhs
Abt Bakr and ‘Umar and don’t curse ‘Uthman, and don’t curse my father, and don’t
curse you, oh Mu‘awiya.”

That some of the materials in al-Sagati’s text were fabricated in the late
third/ninth century seems beyond doubt given that the content corresponds to
doctrines and ideas that likely did not emerge until that time. For example, the first
report in the compilation portrays Mawiya a ppearing on the Day of Resurrection
wearing a silk sash laced with pearled brocade. Written upon it are the names of the
Rightly Guided Caliphs. We also see in report # 12 NMiwiya’s addition to the ten
companions guaranteed paradise (al- ‘ashara al-mubashara). Other materials seem to
have been in fairly wide circulation and were accepted regardless of their seeming
oddity. For example, in report # 24, Awf b. Malik al-Ashaja‘T relates the story of
rising from sleep while at the Umayyad mosque to find a lion speaking to him. The
lion tells him that he was sent from God to tell Awf that Mwiya was among the
people of heaven. Abu al-Qasim b. al-"Arabi testifies to the authenticity of this report
even as sneers that the Miatizilites wouldn’t agree. The theme o f Mu'awiya being
accepted in paradise, however, is pervasive throughout al-Sagati’s text.

Thus far, the materials surveyed do not depart from conventional Sunni
representations of Mawiya; instead, they actually fit within broader Sunni
sensibilities about his place within the early Muslim community. The more striking

features of al-Sagati’s compilation, however, are the depictions of Mu‘awiya as a
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distinguished devotee of Mthammad entrusted by God himself to protect the Qur’an
and Islam. Juxtaposed with the report in Sahih Muslim provided above these reports
can be seen as an elaboration on the Sunni notion that Mwiya was the scribe of
revelation. Whether these materials predate or postdate the hadith reports in Sunni
literature that identify Muawiya as a scribe remains to be seen. Here a few notes on
the unique nature of these reports are provided.

Whereas conventional Sunni representations of Miawiya remain ambiguous
on his status as Mmmad’s scr ibe, the materials in al-Sagati’s text are an
unequivocal testament of Muawiya’s centrality in the divine revelation of Islam. In
report # 6 Mhammad identifies seven trustees ( umana’) of God. On the Day of
Resurrection God begins by asking the Pen to whom he discharged the revelation, the
Pen says that he gave it to the Tablet (al-lawk). This pattern of inquiry continues
through the angels Israfil, Michael, and Gabriel, until it reaches Muhammad who says
that he gave it to Mliwiya. God reassures Muhammad and says that Muawiya is
“trustworthy in this world and the hereafter.” In report # 7, Gabriel delivers a gold
pen to Muhammad sent by God himself from atop his throne. The pen is destined for
Mu‘awiya who is entrusted to record the Verse of the Throne, after which he will
receive blessings every time it is recited by Muslims until the Day of Resurrection.
Report # 10 provides us with a description of Miammad arising from a revelation
searching for Mu‘awiya. Finding him, he calls him to approach until they are sitting
knee to knee. Mthammad then tells Mu‘awiya to record the verse he just received.
Report # 20, depicts a similar level of intimacy with the Prophet brushing Mu‘awiya’s

hair with his hand. Likewise, in report #s 17 and 20, idiamad feeds Mu‘aw  iya
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hand to mouth. In report # 17, he refers to Gabriel as the prince of angels, himself as
the chief of the Prophets, Jdar as the prince of the martyrs, and Mu‘awiya as the
prince of the trustees. In report # 19, we are told that Miawiya was almost sen t as a
Prophet on account of his excessive forbearance.

We began this review of al-Saqgati’s text by presenting a report in Sahih
Muslim that it weaves together the scribal authority of M@wiya with his proximity
to the Prophet through marriage to Umm Hab1iba. We have argued this report contains
themes that converge with materials in al-Saqgati’s text, one of the most clear
examples is in report # 32 in which Muhammad tells Umm Habiba about Mu‘awiya’s
scribal authority. Given their thematic proximity, it would be easy to assume that the
two reports share a similar provenance. Upon review, however, the two reports’
insads show little convergence. Not until a Baghdakfianbali milieu do we see a
shared socio-political context for the reports. A review of the isnads is provided here
in order to show the widespread circulation of pro-Mu‘awiya discourse.

The report in Sahih Muslim demonstrates a largely Basran origin. After Ibn
‘Abbas the report is transmitted by Abti Zumayl Samak b. al-Walid who lived in both
Basra and Kiifa and allegedly recorded from a number of important figures as Ibn
‘Abbas, Ibn ‘Umar, and ‘Urwa b. al-Zubayr and thus served as an informant to early
transmitters and jurists such as the ‘Bfivand the Syrian giant al -AwzaT (d.

157/776).*

¥ Tahdhib al-Kamal, vol. 8, pg. 134
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Hanafi and al-Yamami; the former referring to his tribal affiliation—the Bani al-
Hanifa and the latter to his place of birth. If the link to al-Awza'1 is genuine it likely
occurred while the Syrian jurist served the Umayyads in government service in al-
Yamama (find date).32

The next transmitter in the chain‘Tkrima b. ‘Ammar (d. 159/ --) described in
some as the shaykh of al-Yamama whose prayers were answered (mustajab al-
du‘@).* He lived in Bara, appears as a regular transmitter in Bukhari, and was an
important source to Sufyan al-Thawri, Waki b. Jurah and Shu‘ba. Abt Zura“ al -
Dimashqt who we encountered in the last chapter as having rejected the validity of
‘Al1 b. Abi Talib's Caliphate, defends ‘Ikrima b. “Ammar over criticisms against him
leveled by Bmad b. Hanbal. ** On the next level of the isnad is al-Nadr b.
Muhammad al-Yamami, also described as the Shaykh of the ahl al-Yamama. Though
no death date is given to for him he is credited with having transmitted more than a
thousand of‘Ikrima's reports than anyone else. He shares a hometown with the
previous personalities in this chain, but more importantly he is said to have been a

client of the Banti Umayya.35

The biographers offer little information about Samak’s life or career more

generally other than that he was originally from al-Yamama and settled in Kufa.

2 Al-Awza‘T, EI2
Some ﬁcﬁgﬁﬁb@eﬁfmﬁ,m&t He Risb P84t time in Bea. He is given the nisbas, al-

% Tahdhib al-Tahdhib, vol. 6, pg. 70.
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Report # 32 in al-Sagati’s seems to have been in fairly wide circulation before
it ended up in his compilation. It may have been first recorded by al-Tabarani who
claims to have heard it directly from Amad, though it does not appear in either his
Musnad or his Fadail. 1t is nonetheless likely that Axmad carried the tradition given
that it also appears in al-Khallal's al-Sunna. TheHanbali milicu of pro -Mu‘awiya
traditions expected, it thus was also recorded in al-Baladhuri's Ansab al-Ashraf-

In all of the sources the isnad’s stem which begins wifiisha, continues
through ‘Urwa b. al-Zubayr, and his son Hisham b."Urwa (d. 146/763) branches out
to various transmitters. Hisham of course holds an undisputed place in the sciences of
hadith: Ibn Ma'in allegedly did not distinguish between him, his father, or al-Zuhri.*
Interestingly, after Hisham—the common link—are a group of transmitters®’ who all
share a family relationship with a certain Isma‘1l b. Ja‘far b. Ab1 Kathir. %8 Known as a
the Qari of the Ahl al -Medina and allegedly having heard from influential
transmitters such as‘Abd All ah b. Dinar and Malik b. Anas, he settled in Baghdad
and was considered a reliable by Ahmad b. Hanbal, Abu Zira“, and al-Nisa'1.*

It seems that al-Nadr b. Muhammad is the common-link
or carrier of this report. It is interesting that the report travels along the same socio-

... ®1\bn Hajar, Tahdhib al-Takdhib, Vo). 6, ngs. 137-8. .
political patronage links as {hose |(Jentﬁ?ed1 in the review of the jama'a reports

%" In the isnads of al-Baladhuri and Abi al-Qasim al-Sagafi it is ‘Abd Allah b. Kathir for
disoussed inctiaptdatihée, whitipevese idehtifiet) aaliraayad dboosidinhe isnad of al-
Tabarani it is another nephew, Muhammad b. Yahya b. Abi Kathir, for whom see: Thigat b. Hibban
vol. 7, pg. 596. The figure in Khallal's isnad is yet another nephew, Kathir b. ‘Abd Allah, for whom
little is known.

% Tahdhib al-Kamal vol. 2, pg. 149-50. Tarikh Baghdad, vol. 6, pgs. 216-19.

% Tahdhib al-Kamil, vol. 2, pg. 150. It is important also to point out that he allegedly
recorded hadith from a certain Hamid al-Tawil, who appears on multiple occasions in the isnads of
Abii al-Qasim's text, see...try to find out who he was a tutor (yadabbaan) to? Ali b. al-Mahdi, ibn
Zayta or lbn Zura?
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After the various transmitters associated with Ismail b. Ja“far the insad again
stems out in a number of different directions: through al-Khallal, Husayn b. ‘Abd
Allah who is remembered as a close companion of the top shaykhs ofHhabali
guild such as Abii Mhammad al -Barbahﬁri,40 and Binan b. Yhya who intersects
with al-Sagati’s isnad. The proximity between al-Khallal and al-Saqati’s insads for
this report is to be expected given their shared marginal Hanbali status. In al-Tabarani
the transmitter after the Isma‘1l b. Ja“far link is al -SarT b. “Asim who is discredited by
Ibn Hajar.** It is on al-Sar’s weak status that the report seems to have been
marginalized by Sunni hadith specialist, yet survives in Hanbali circles.

The review of the isnads of these two similar reports shows an uncommon
origin in the first centuries yet a shared convergence in Baghdad later. Why it was the
case that narratives sympathetic to the Umayyads and ‘Mtiya slowly gathered
around the students of Amad remains to be seen. The diverse origins yet similar
content of these two reports indicate, nonetheless, a fairly wide circulation of pro-
Umayyad discourses outside of Baghdad which further affirms our basic contention
that the materials in al-Sagati’s compilation should be seen in continuity with
conventional Sunni tradition concerning‘aMiya rather than in terms of

disjuncture.

“0 Tabagat al-Hanabila, vol. 2, pg. 122.

' Lisan al-Mizan vol. 3, pg. 16
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Conclusion

We argued earlier in this chapter that al-Saqgati’s compilation represented the views of
an opagque movement known to modern historians only through the antagonistic
labels given to them by the Mu %azilites. Known variably as al-Nabita or al-
Hashwiyya, a number of their characteristics were identified. In addition to their pro-
Mu‘awiya leanings, they were said to have been radically anthropomorphic. Al-
Maqdist records an instance when travelling through al-Wasit where he heard a
hadith that portrayed Muawiya sitting next to God underneath a veil and is then
presented to the world.** Though that report does not appear in al-Sagati’s collection,
similar visibly anthropomorphic tendencies are contained in the text. In report # 5 for
example, Mthammad and Mu‘awiya are standing between God’s two hands. God
smiles upon hearing Mhammad’s satisfaction with Mu‘awiya as a trustee of the
world. In report # 13 Muawiya tells his companions in paradise that God had taken
him and enveloped him in his hand as a reward for his service to Islam. It is
reasonable to conclude that al-Sagati’s materials had a number of corollaries around
the early Islamic empire, though they are largely lost to us now.

The Fada ‘il Mu ‘awiya has a long and complicated history. Ibn al-Jawzi, when
commenting on these reports in his book on fabricated hadith, was quick to dismiss
them as pure fabrications intended only to spite the Shiite. While that may have been
the case with many of the materials found in Abtu al-Qasim al-Saqgati’s text, we hope

to have shown that although their provenance may be hard to determine and will

“2 Elon, “Al-Farabi’s Funny Flora,” pg. 240.
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require much more work than is possible here, they are best understood in terms the
consolidation of the Hanbali madhhab in tenth-century ‘Abbasid Baghdad.

The story of the fada il Mu ‘awiya, that is as a long running tradition and not
just al-Sagati’s text, as we have seen however does not end in the tenth or even
eleventh centuries. Instead, throughout Sunni history on various occasions and in
various contexts Mtawiya is turned to as a figure that exemplifies the ethos of
political wisdom, sound administration, and the defense of Islam as an imperial
project. It is perhaps this logic that allows IB®akir to justify writing such an
effusive biography of Mawiya. Indeed, aside fro m treatises discussing forged
hadith reports, the only place one may find a number of al-Sagati’s texts is in Ibn
‘Asakir’s Tarikh Madinat Dimashg. We have also yet to mention the work of lbn
Hajar al-Haytami’s (d. 974/1567), defense of ®uiya, published today as an
appendage to his well known anti-Shi‘ite polemic, al-Suwag al-Muhriga.

In the present day there seems to be a growing resurgence of positive Sunni
representations of Mawiya. Given the sectarian tensions in the Arab world
following the Iranian revolution it may be expected that'@wiya’s popularity
would rise.** However, it is interesting to see that the well-known British convert and
translator ‘A’isha Bewely has recently published a treatise on the founding Umayyad
caliph, Mu ‘@wiya, the Restorer of the Muslim Faith.** The relationship between al-

Sagati’s text, the formation of the Hanbali madhhab, and Sunni historical visions

*® For example see Mahmud Imam Al Muwafi (ed.), Iskat al-Kilab al- ‘awiya bi-fada’il khal
al-mu’'minin Mu ‘awiya (Medina: Maktabat al- Ulam wa-al-Hikam, 2005); Salah Muhammad Shaykh
Ikraiyim, Musnad Mu ‘awiya Ibn Abi Sufyan fi al-hadith al-nabawi (Damascus: Dar al-Basha’ir al-
Islamiyya, 2008).

* Aisha Abdurrahman Bewley, Mu ‘Gwiya: Restorer of the Muslim Faith (London: Dar al-
Tagwa, 2002).
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awaits much needed future research. However, given that many of the sectarian
tensions that are imbued in the memory of Mu‘awiya and early Islamic history, it is
safe to say that given today’s heightened Islamic sectarian environment, the fada il

Mu ‘awiya need not be treated only as an exclusively historical issue.
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VI

Conclusion

In conclusion, | would like to review some of the implications of this study and
identify some untouched areas that should receive further consideration. More
importantly, however, | would like to link this study to ongoing conversations about
the study of Islam in the current political moment and what that might hold for the

direction of our field.

We have argued in this study that the origins of Sunni Islam as a distinct
sectarian identity and collective affiliation must be approached as a protracted,
incremental process that took place along the backdrop of shifting religious and
political circumstances in the middle Abbasid period. In doing so, we explored the
ways in which collective identity is inextricably bound to historical consciousness
and collective memory. We also argued that historical discourse was inherently
agonistic because it constantly forms in dialectical opposition to competing senses of
history. For the purposes of our study Shie narratives of Islamic history provided

that pivot against which Sunni historical discourses eventually congealed. This thesis
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revealed a number of recurring rhetorical patterns of Sunni self-identification and

orthodoxy/heresy formations.

One of the conclusions of this argument was that the appropriation of the
discourse of al-jama‘a by emerging Sunni exegetes in the Abbasid period
simultaneously assumed the political prerogatives of the Umayyad imperial project.
Here, | argued that understanding the concept of orthodoxy in terms of the political
power of an imagined Sunni community tells us more about the endurance of
sectarian boundaries than does an inquiry into creedal formulation or jurisprudential
methodology. Because Shic political challenges remained a constant force
throughout the Abbasid period and beyond, we found in chapter four that the same
concern for jama‘'a unity led historical thinkers in the ninth-century, whether
operating in the fields of history or hadith, to favor narratives about early Muslim
discord that countered Shie claims. Over time this led to the co nvergence of
otherwise disparate narratives and thus allowed for the appearance of new social
formations. For example, ‘Uthmanit discourse as seen in Sayf b. ‘Umar’s compilation
were fused into al-Tabar1’s historical vision and thereafter into Sunni discourse writ
large. A consequence of this was the categorization of Shie critiques of history as

being foreign in origin, anti-jamd ‘a, and perpetually deviated.

In chapter five we saw the way Sunni scholars managed to elide the conflicts
between Mu‘awiya and ‘Al through a range of discursive techniques. Here, we found
that the not only was the idea of the Rightly Guided Caliphs one of the most

pronounced examples of this protracted effort, but that as a discourse of historical
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revision and sectarian identity in and of itself, it is one of the most persistent
examples of Sunni performances of orthodoxy. Moreover, given the way in which
ninth and tenth-century historical categories anachronistically color the historical data
in our possession, we discovered just how difficult it is for modern scholars to write a
positivist history of the first two centuries of Islam. In chapter six we explored the
unmarked category of the “Shiite Mu ‘awiya.” That is, one of the necessary conditions
of the formation of Sunni Islam was the suppression of the pro-Umayyad camp which
seemed to remain in the circles of the ahl al-hadith. By exploring the fada’il
Mu ‘awiya tradition as a way to gain insight into that process we conducted a
historical archeology of sorts which portrayed the founding Umayyad king in a

radically different light than that conventionally depicted by Sunni chronicles.

However, there are many unexplored areas that can further contribute to this
study of Sunni historical category formation. A probe into the discourse of al-jama ‘a
would need to include a discussion of violence and aesthetics—how did the Abbasid
house define the boundaries of the polity and identify and punish outsiders without
laying claim to an imamate or absolute caliphate? In this respect, how did physical
space help define community; how did, for example, Friday prayers correspond to the

emerging ideological and sectarian divisions in Muslim society?

Another area that merits further exploration is the relationship between hadith
criticism and hagiography. In chapter five, we saw the way in which particular
narratives of ‘Ali b. Aba Talib were either suppressed or highlighted based on the

alleged integrity, or lack thereof, of the historical report that described the tradition.
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In doing so we recognized a small example of the way in which hadith served as
revisionist history and counter pedagogy. To explore these findings further an
investigation into the way in which Sunni exegetes manage other controversial
figures at the center of Sunni-Shi‘ite polemics such as Fatima, Hasan, Husayn, and
Abu Talib is needed. While deconstructing these hagiographical profiles, the
formation of conventional narratives will naturally be brought to light. Such a study
promises to shed new light on issues such as the oasis of Fadak and the conflict
between Fatima and Abu Bakr, the religious status of Abu Talib, and the Sunni
reception of Husayn’s death at Karbala. It also will bring to light further examples of
dynamics of rijal criticism and orthodoxy Sunni formation similar to the ways in
which the confusion over the identities of Hammad b. Salama and‘Ali b. Zayd was

demonstrated.

The discourses of the sakaba and the ahl al-bayt in Sunni Islam have also
remained unexplored and deserve further attention than was given to them in this
study. If the aforementioned conclusions can be countenanced, then we must explore
how, when, and in what capacity Muhammad’s family becomes a site of reverence
and devotion in Sunni religious practices. Likewise, the origins of the companions as
a category need to better understood in terms of al-jama‘a in order to avoid reifying
another Sunni historical category. An enumeration of various discourses in Sunni
Islam that can speak to the process of orthodox formation, however, could go on

indefinitely.
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Nonetheless, what can be taken away from the conclusions presented
throughout this study is that the categories of Sunni andt8hfar from being
mutually exclusive and far from developing in isolation from one another are, in fact,
best understood as being mutually embedded in each other’s very formation. These
questions remain important to contemporary students of Islamic history precisely
because of their enduring significance. That is, because Sunni Islam has claimed the
identity of so many adherents around the world for so many centuries and because its
collective impulse remains operative today as an imagined community, it is
imperative that contemporary students of Islam recognize the ways in which patterns
of Sunni discourse reemerge, adapt, and endure throughout history and into the

present.

Moreover, it is obvious that Islamic sectarianism is not simply a historical
problem. While bringing the intimate interdependence of Sunni and Sht'ite discourses
to light could be seen as a means to alleviate sectarian tension, a more uncomfortable
historical pattern seems to be in place. Because Sunni senses of self are so intimately
related to the negation of Shiite claims, the articulation of conventional Sunni self-
understanding retains a constant potential to identify ‘#hm (whatever that may
stand for at various points in time) as an irreconcilable other. At various times
throughout history this rhetoric has contributed to violent persecution. Though all
such moments remain contingent and uniquely contextual, the current political
climate in particular places in the Muslim world such as the Arab Middle East and the
Indian subcontinent seem to be hosts to renewed sectarian discord and communal

violence.
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One of the clearest examples of the reemergence of classical sectarian rhetoric
can be seen in contemporary Iraq. After the United States’ invasion in 2003, Siie
political parties managed to mobilize enough resources and votes to take firm control
of the Iraqi state apparatus. Extremist Sunni political groups who did not recognize
the legitimacy of the new government or the American occupation quickly deployed
existing anti-Shi‘ite rhetorical themes and imagery in order to mobilize forces on their
side of the developing civil war. Radical Sunni insurgents quickly labeled Iraqi
Shi‘ites the “sons of Ibn Algami”—a reference to the infamous Abbasid vizier
Mu’ayyad al-Din Muhammad b. al-Algami (d. 656/1258) who treasonously courted
Hilagi and his troops prior to their pillage of Baghdad that brought an end to the
Abbasid Caliphate.* Not long thereafter, Abi Mus ab al -Zaraqawi (d. 2006), the self-
proclaimed leader of al-Qaeda in Irag made the eradication of Shi‘ites and Shi‘ism a

central axis of his insurgent ideology.

In an insightful article in an otherwise questionable journal, Nibras Kazimi
analyzed the rhetorical foundations and structures of al-Zarqawi’s anti-Shi'ite tirade.’
Drawing upon a variety of sources from classical Islamic texts to contemporary
Wahhabi authors, Kazimi demonstrates how al-Zarqaw1’s alarmism participates in a
long running tradition that links Sh& political ambitions to their Jewish, anti -
Islamic origins. In a haunting echo from the mid-Abbasid period, al-Zarqawi

proclaims,

1J. Boyle, “Ibn al-Algami,” EI2

% Nibras Kazimi, “Zarqawi’s Anti-Shi’a Legacy: Original or Borrowed?” in Current Trendsin
Islamist Ideology, vol. 4, (Nov. 2006), pp. 53-72.
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the roots of the rafidha and the roots of the Jews are one and thus much of the
teachings of the rafidha are highly similar to the teachings of the Jews, and
their secret meetings and conferences and their use of tagiyya [dissembling] to
show something other than what they really harbor towards Muslims, is the
same as with the Jews.... And he who is aware of what came in the protocols
of the Jews and the teachings of the Talmud toward nations other than the
Jews will find a complete overlap with the fatwas of the Ayatollahs and

Seyyids of the rafidha towards the Muslims in particular.’

Without doubt Kazimi’s findings are significant not just for their contemporary

relevance but also for their historical genealogies.

However, the contemporary student of Islamic history and Muslim societies
writing in the current political environment is struck with a variety of options and
pressures when presented with a text like al-Zarqaw1’s. This is especially so in light
of the research conducted in this study. On the one hand, the theoretical tools of
religious studies have allowed us to understand such comments in the longue durée.
For example, one cannot help but be struck by the way in which Jonathan Z. Smith’s
notion of lists in the formation of canon converges with Hayden White’s concept of
emplotment in this example. On the other hand, given the overriding association of
between Islam and violence in contemporary political discourse, the Islamic studies
scholar may be justified in reserving caution when identifying such themes
throughout Islamic history. They may even be compelled to ignore such data

altogether as a subject of inquiry.

® Kazimi, p. 60
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This dilemma of representations and the perennial ethical question of
research’s obligation toward its living subject are precisely where this study began
and where the study of Islam in the contemporary academy currently stands in an
impasse. In a recent and thought provoking essay, the respected scholar of religion,
Robert Orsi, brought to the foreground what many students of Islamic history often
overlook in the research process: the human subjects to which our “data” presumably

correlate. Piercingly, he reminds us,

Scholars of religion think with other people's lives. Sometimes we do this
explicitly; at other times, the lives we think with are hidden deep in our
assumptions and conclusions. But other people's lives are always there, in one
way or another. This is true even when the matters we are thinking about are
huge and abstract, when we ask questions about religion and the state, for
instance, or religion and violence. There are always lives within our
ideas...We go on to make something of other people's experiences and
imaginations that they themselves may not have made and may not recognize
when we are done. This is a risky business. How do we know when we are
making something that we need of them, or that we think the world needs,
rather than describing and thinking about them—and engaging them—in the

particular details of their circumstances?*

* Robert Orsi, “Theorizing Closer to Home Scholars of religion must become subjects again”
in Harvard Divinity Bulletin, Vol. 38, Nos. 1 & 2 (Winter/Spring 2010).
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By focusing on the origins of Sunni identity formation in middle Abbasid period as a
socio-religious discourse at the intersection of myth and history, this study has made
clear, deliberate, and “risky” choices. To be sure, where most Sunni Muslims
recognize little to no influence of the Umayyad Empire on their religious
communitarian sensibilities, 1 have argued that its short reign has, in fact, left an
indelible stamp on Sunni identity. Likewise, | have argued thafit b. Aba Talib,
whom Sunnis recognize as their fourth and last rightly guided caliph was actually a
late appendage to sacred history that served contingent political demands. Along with
many other arguments throughout this study, these claims run counter to what most
“insiders” would recognize as their tradition. In that light, it may the case that a study
like this one would be open to Orsi’s criticism about how scholars use other people to

fit their own ends and agendas.

However, how should scholarship on Islam manage the inherent ethical
tension of representing Muslims and their religious traditions in any instance, much
less the current moment? For is it not the case that any representation of Islam is
determined to be imbued with a range of political and ethical consequences? | do not
believe there is a singular answer to these questions and | will surely avoid trying to
posit one here. Suffice it to say, though, that as public interest in Islam increases and
the demand for both specialists and broadly trained scholars continues to grow, the
student of Islamic societies must be prepared for a variety of pedagogical
environments and professional challenges. More importantly, those conducting
Islamic studies in the field of religious studies must also chart a fairly stable trajectory

of inquiry in order to meet the demands of the current moment.
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If that research agenda is overly determined with answering the many crises
that unfold on newspaper headlines daily then it will surely lose its long-term
relevance. An equal disservice however would be if the research agenda of a new
generation of scholars simply ignores the continuity (and change) between classic
Islamic modes of being and contemporary formations. Likewise, scholarship that does
not engage with the interdisciplinary theoretical conversations that occupy our
colleagues across the social sciences and humanities promises to perpetuate Islam’s
otherness in the contemporary academy, which would be an ironic reflection of the

impoverished state of public discourse.

This study has attempted in earnest to manage the many contradictory forces
at play in the study of Islam today. By combining the theoretical and methodological
insights introduced by the linguistic turn in the last few decades, as well as mining the
textual and historical data of the vast Islamic literary tradition, this study has
attempted to bring together some of the best components a contemporary graduate
education in religious studies has to offer. While the findings of this study will surely
be contested by many, | am confident that it is but a preliminary humble contribution
to an exciting and developing field—a field whose future is perhaps as uncertain as

that of its data.
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