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'This book is dedicated to my children Saadia and Tariq, and to
the memory of their sister Shaira (1996—2012). The standard
biographies of Muhammad recount that seven of his eight chil-
dren died during his lifetime. None of the miracles traditional
sources ascribe to him impresses me more than his having sur-

vived such loss.
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Chronology

Conventional dating (approximate) of key events in

Mubammad’s biography:
570 Muhammad’s birth
580s  Journey to Syria with his uncle Abu Talib
595 Marriage to Khadija
610 Qur’anic revelation begins
615 Some followers seek refuge in Abyssinia
619 Deaths of Khadija and Abu Talib
621 Night Journey and Ascension
622 Migration to Medina
624 Battle of Badr
625 Battle of Uhud
627 Siege of Medina and retaliation
against the Banu Qurayza
630  Conquest of Mecca

632

Muhammad’s death






Introduction

For a man who lived fourteen hundred years ago, Muhammad has
been in the news a lot lately. From the 2005—2006 Danish cartoon
debacle to the 2012 uproar over the Innocence of Muslims viral video,
media coverage has often explained Muslim outrage by referenc-
ing long-standing prohibitions on the depiction of the Prophet
and sensitivity to any insult directed at him. By the time this book
appears there may have been another flash-in-the-pan incident,
with these same tired explanations proffered alongside a portrait
of irrational and fanatical Muslim rage, contrasted with a rational,
pluralist, democratic West.

Rather than plunge into these recent controversies, which rein-
force an unpersuasive clash of civilizations rhetoric, this book ap-
proaches Muhammad as he has been portrayed over the centuries.
It is a book not about the life of Muhammad but about the ways in
which his life has been told.

Biographies of the foundational figures of world religions are
inherently controversial. The faithful prefer one biography, those
outside the fold offer competing accounts, and experts often insist

on other versions based on prevailing scholarly views. Muhammad,
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alternately revered and reviled, has been the subject of hundreds
if not thousands of biographies since his death in the seventh
century.

Far from being uniform or unchanging, both non-Muslim and
Muslim views of Muhammad have been diverse, multifaceted, and
subject to dramatic changes over the centuries. This is widely
known. Less well known is that since the nineteenth century they
have become increasingly interdependent. In the twenty-first cen-
tury, it makes no sense to speak of Muslim views of Muhammad in
opposition to Western or Christian views. Instead, the images of
Muhammad that contemporary Muslims hold fervently and defend
passionately arose in tandem and in tension with western European
and North American intellectuals’ accounts of his life. At the same
time, Muslim sensibilities and beliefs have aftected the way many
non-Muslim authors write his life. This book focuses on these in-
terconnections, the circuitous routes that ideas about Muhammad
have taken as they have circulated, and how these ideas have been
shaped by shifting attitudes about human achievement, the nature
and place of religion, and marriage and sexuality.

Interaction itself is nothing new. Muslims have always adopted
and adapted material from their environments. Civilizational
boundaries have always been porous, and were certainly so during
the first two centuries of Islam’s existence when the first accounts
of Muhammad were written. The rapid evolution of his biography
during the seventh and eighth centuries—shifting from biblical to
Arabian motifs, merging the human and the heroic, engaging in
contentious negotiations over identity and legacy—has its coun-
terpart in the last two hundred years. Syriac Christian polemics
against Islam motivated early refinements in Muhammad’s biog-

raphy.! Colonial-era missionizing by western European Christians
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had a similar effect. There is a striking parallel between the major
and disruptive transformations wrought by the advent of Islam
in late antiquity and the coming of European colonialism to
Muslim-majority societies in Asia and Africa. Specialized schol-
ars are working hard to discover what sort of biography of Mu-
hammad and knowledge of Islam one can retrieve from its first
two centuries. The Lives of Mubammad describes an equally mas-
sive set of shifts in the last two centuries.

Just as boundaries between traditions have always been fluid,
so traditions have always been internally heterogeneous. The na-
ture of prophecy, the status of miracles, and—in a more mundane
vein—the roles of those close to Muhammad are perennial issues
in Muslim thought. These are not just matters of disagreement be-
tween insiders and outsiders, but litmus tests that raise the question
of who is to be considered an insider and what is to count as tradi-
tion. In the modern era, European and American accounts and
ideas are pressed into service for intra-Muslim debates. Under-
standing the multiple, sometimes contradictory, accounts of Mu-
hammad’s life requires close attention to the ways in which writers
read and draw on their predecessors and antagonists: differing from
them, depending on them, appropriating and repurposing their
materials—at times narrowly imitative, in other moments strikingly
innovative, in what Virginia Burrus, a historian of early Christi-
anity, has called “writerly acts of textual recycling.”

A book like this requires authorial choices if it is not to run, as
medieval Muslim histories typically did, to dozens of volumes.
Some decisions are large, such as what to omit. I have chosen,
among other things, Persian poetry, the Danish cartoons—in fact,
any and all visual depictions—and whole swathes of the globe,

including sub-Saharan Africa and Southeast Asia.’ Others are



4 THE LIVES OF MUHAMMAD

smaller, such as how to render foreign words and names, includ-
ing that of the prophet. Earlier English-language authors gener-
ally preferred the French-inflected Mahomet but also wrote Ma-
chomed, Mohamed, Mohammad, Mubammed, and other variants,
with little regard for consistency. Muhammad is now the usual
English spelling, and I use it throughout except in quotations.
Where I translate from modern French texts, in which Mahomet is
standard, I use Mubammad to avoid accidentally imparting an ar-
chaic flavor. (One Indian biographer replaced Mahomet with Mu-
hammad when quoting an earlier British work, “since the word
Mahomet is derogatory.”)* Texts also spell the names of people
close to Muhammad in myriad ways. In quoting sources, I keep
original spellings unless doing so seems likely to confuse readers.
Otherwise, I use simplified versions of recurring names (for exam-
ple, Khadija, Ali, Aisha, Abu Bakr). I usually skip the honorifics
and blessings Muslim authors invoke at every mention of Muham-
mad and other prophets, and Muhammad’s wives, close relatives,
and associates. One becomes inured to these formulae when reading
Arabic or devotional texts, but they distract those unaccustomed.
Yet since their presence, especially in texts in European languages,
tells about the intended audience for a work, I include them when
it seems relevant.

I'mostly dispense with diacritics in the body of the book, though
quotes, notes, and bibliography retain full transliteration.

I draw primarily from English, Arabic, and French sources, oc-
casionally dipping into works in other languages. I rely on published
translations when appropriate; other translations are mine. (Where
the nuances of the original language seem particularly relevant, I
excerpt the key portion in the endnotes.) I do not read Persian,

Turkish, or Urdu (or Dutch, Danish, or Latin) and am thus, like
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many before me, at the mercy of translators when I consult texts
composed in those languages. Translations themselves have been
of major importance in the production and dissemination of
knowledge and ideas about Muhammad, reshaping works in re-
vealing ways. I discuss such changes, too, as one more way in
which Muhammad’s Lives proliferate, entering new spaces, reach-
ing new audiences, and contributing to the voluminous literature
about a man variously known as the Messenger of God, the Ara-
bian impostor, an arch-heretic, an antichrist, a false prophet, the
founder of Islam, Mahound, God’s beloved, a hero, a Great Man,

and—in the modern era—simply Muhammad.



Chapter 1
The Historical Muhammad

'The conventional narrative of Muhammad’s life goes something
like this:

Muhammad was born in Mecca in 570 CE to a father, Abdul-
lah, from a poor but noble background. He belonged to the
Quraysh tribe. Abdullah died while Muhammad was still in
the womb of his mother, Amina. She in turn died when Mu-
hammad was about six. He was taken in by his grandfather
Abd al-Muttalib and, after the old man’s death, by his pater-
nal uncle, Abu Talib, who raised him with his own sons. These
cousins included Ali, to whom Muhammad grew close. Once
grown to young manhood, Muhammad accepted employment
on a trade caravan to Syria for a wealthy older widow, Khadija.
The caravan prospered; on his return to Mecca, she proposed
to him. He was twenty-five and she was forty. They married
and were, by all accounts, happy. Muhammad took no other
wife. They had two or three sons, who died in infancy, and
four daughters. He also freed and adopted a male slave named

Zayd, whom Khadija had given him.
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After some years of married life, Muhammad took to medi-
tating in a cave near Mecca. When he was forty, in 610, he had
an experience during one such retreat: Muslim accounts say that
an angel visited him and ordered him to recite what became the
first verses of the Quran. He sought solace and reassurance
from Khadija. Once convinced that he was receiving revelations
and not going mad, in part through confirmation from a local
Christian, he began to spread the message slowly. Its key points
were the oneness of God—a rejection of Mecca’s rampant
polytheism—and the coming of a day of reckoning when all
people would be held accountable for their deeds. His preach-
ing, with its egalitarian undercurrents, attracted converts among
the disadvantaged and hostility from local elites, in part because
his nascent religion threatened the economy, which depended
on pilgrims visiting the Kaaba, a bastion of idolatry.

Hostility turned to persecution after the deaths in 619 of
both Khadija and Abu Talib, who had protected him. He
remarried—Sawda, a widow, and Aisha, the young daughter
of his close friend and follower Abu Bakr. The latter marriage
was not consummated until after his flight, in 622, to Medina,
accompanied by his family and followers. In Medina, Mu-
hammad led the community politically as well as religiously.
His years in Medina were turbulent, with periodic flare-ups of
trouble from insincere converts to Islam, alternating coopera-
tion and bloody conflict with local Jewish tribes, and periodic
raids and pitched battles with Meccan opponents. He married
several more times, including his (adoptive) son Zayd’s ex-
wife Zaynab. He captured Mecca in 630, encountering little
resistance. He died in Medina two years later, Islam already

dominating much of the Arabian Peninsula.

7
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Today, most biographies—whether in Arabic or English,
whether by Muslims or non-Muslims—cleave to this outline,
providing more or less detail as the genre demands.! Wikipedia
follows this general order. So do newspaper reporters and text-
book writers and documentary filmmakers and authors of popu-
lar biographies. Hostile biographers weave a tapestry of improper
actions around this weft, while pious accounts supplement it with
evidence for Muhammad’s prophethood and the authenticity of
the revelation entrusted to him by God. But important difterences
in tone notwithstanding, polemicists and apologists and journal-
ists and many scholars follow its contours.

'This ubiquitous narrative is relatively recent, though. Most of its
particulars can be found in Muslim accounts dating back to the
eighth century, but the arrangement of these snippets into a birth-
through-death narrative, which pauses at marriages, battles, and
revelation, only became standard a century or two ago. Before
that, Muslim and Christian accounts differed dramatically, not
only on the question of whether Muhammad was a true prophet
but in terms of what information was relevant, how it should be
interpreted, and what weight—if any—should be given to alternate
accounts. Medieval European polemics commingled “information
from Muslim sources and defamatory legend.”? Fact and fabrica-
tion coexisted happily, in proportions that varied from place to
place, time to time, and author to author. Some “pseudo-historical”
accounts aimed at accuracy as part of a broader project of refuting
Muslim doctrine. “Literary” presentations of Muslims and Mu-
hammad served different purposes.> None was concerned with
presenting a full narrative of his life.

Muslim accounts likewise varied, some telling an encyclopedic

but roughly chronological tale, others selective, thematic, and devo-
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tional. All mixed miraculous events with daily interactions with
family, followers, and foes.* These tales elevated Muhammad’s
stature. They also exalted particular factions, promoted distinc-
tive theological positions, and even served as a bulwark against
Christian and Jewish apologetics. The range of concerns mani-
tested in most works was broad, but they did not revolve around
historical accuracy or source reliability, nor did most explicitly
engage with anti-Muslim propaganda.

'This tailoring of accounts for various audiences should not be
surprising. Stories always serve purposes. Narrative, writes Chris-
tian Smith, “arranges human actions and events into organized
wholes in a way that bestows meaning on the actions and events
by specifying their interactive or cause-and-effect reactions to the
whole.” What Smith says about narrative in general applies to bio-
graphy in particular. By placing the events of Muhammad’s life
“in a single, interrelated account,” biographers “always have a point,
are always about the explanation and meaning of events and actions
in human life.” The stories told about Muhammad’s life have served
a variety of purposes. At some point, however, the story itself—

and its component parts—came to be called into question.

'The Early Sources

Well into the twentieth century, scholars proceeded as if, in Ernest
Renan’s infamous phrase, Muhammad was “born in the full light of
history.”® Orientalists confidently claimed to distinguish a factual
biographical core from the overlay of legend or the underpinning of
political-sectarian bias.” Alford Welch pronounced the Quran “ut-
terly reliable as a historical source, if it is properly interpreted,” and

drew from it a portrait of Muhammad’s self-understanding.® But in
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recent decades, scholars have renewed their scrutiny of early
Muslim history and turned a more skeptical lens on the textual
record. The historian F. E. Peters has concluded that unlike schol-
arship on the historical Jesus, the “quest of the historical Muham-
mad” is unlikely to yield many certainties, because so little can be
known for certain about the Arabian Peninsula of that era. Whereas
the big wins of Jesus scholarship have to do with context, this is
precisely what is missing from the sources for Muhammad’s life.”
Contemporaneous Arab sources are scanty, non-Arab sources are
polemical, and Muslim sources are late and possibly untrustworthy.
All attempts to radically rewrite the history of Islam face an uphill
battle.

'This, of course, has not stopped scholars from trying. Although
the sanguine version of Muhammad’s life story—an orphan of
noble lineage challenging his tribe and the powers that be to pro-
claim God’s oneness in an idolatrous wilderness—is widely ac-
cepted, there are reasons to question its accuracy. To begin with,
Muhammad, “the praised one,” sounds more like a title than a
personal name.’ And in an Arabia typically thought to have been
suffused by paganism, it is odd that Muhammad’s parents bore
monotheist names: Abdullah means “servant of God” and Amina
means “faithful one.” One hypothesis, which requires only minor
adjustments to the standard account, is that biographers white-
washed Muhammad’s life to remove any pagan stain. And, indeed,
the Muslim tradition preserves occasional traces of a Muhammad,
who, before donning the mantle of prophet, worshipped in the
manner of his people.! An isolated anecdote suggests that he once
ate meat sacrificed to Mecca’s idols.!? Of course, most versions of
the story tell precisely the opposite tale: even before his experi-

ence of revelation, he abstained from idolatry-tainted sacrifices.



The Historical Muhammad 11

Whether or not Muhammad ate the meat makes a great deal of
difference to claims about his religious purity, but both variants
reinforce the conventional view of Mecca as a hotbed of idolatry.

Other scholars, though, question this too, upending the stan-
dard narrative entirely. In 1977, Patricia Crone and Michael Cook
published Hagarism, which, refusing to rely at all on Islamic
sources, questioned the basic outlines of early Muslim history.
Many of Hagarism’s suppositions have been convincingly refuted,
and others more convincingly argued, but the basic questions it
posed remain open: What can we really know about Muhammad,
and how can we know it?"® Did Muhammad exist? As to the latter
question, though it is asked in the title of a new book by polemicist
Robert Spencer, the answer, according to self-described “infidel”
skeptic Cook, is an emphatic yes.* Even setting Muslim sources
aside, early Greek and Syriac sources give sufficient evidence to
remove “any doubts as to whether Muhammad was a real per-
son.” Yet these same sources—themselves polemical—raise many
other questions about Islam’s early history. Scholars’ theories are
frequently incompatible. For instance, Gerald Hawting has ar-
gued that the Qur'an’s references to idol worship and associating
partners with God should be understood as intra-monotheistic
polemic and not a description of an actual pagan environment.!®
Speculation of this sort understandably raises hackles.

Without seeking to discard the entire chronology and geography
of early Islam, the historian Fred Donner argues that Muham-
mad’s preaching was both apocalyptic and ecumenical, a move-
ment of “believers” rather than “brand-name” Muslims.”” Donner’s
view dovetails with other scholarship that sets Islam in a mono-
theistic context straddling the Red Sea.!® He argues that Mu-

hammad’s community only later became a separate Arabo-centric
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religion—capital I Islam, rather than islam, the ongoing human
phenomenon of submission to God. At stake in these debates
are not just particular biographical details but the validity of
Islam as a religion and the viability of early Islamic history as an
academic specialization.

Even among specialists who accept that the early Muslim
sources have their own complex agendas, debate rages about how
or, indeed, if one can use them for a reliable account of Muham-
mad’s life.”” There is a stalemate in the field.** Some hold that
traditionally transmitted texts are tissue of fabrications, mere
“salvation history.”*! Repetition, no matter how frequent, does not
amount to corroboration. Others—though not accepting faith
claims about the literal truth of these accounts, or even necessar-
ily agreeing with the conventional story—remain optimistic about
the prospect of retrieving an essential historical nucleus to Mu-
hammad’s biography from extant or reconstituted sources.?> One
specialist asserts that “we should be able to reconstruct without fan-
fare an outline of Muhammad’s life that can withstand all but the
most extreme scholarly criticism.”? Writing for a general audience,
another remarks, “If we were to restrict ourselves entirely to the un-
disputed facts of Muhammad’s biography, we would run out of in-
formation after only a few pages.”?* This seems overly strict to him,
and he proceeds to write an entire book; others, however, doubt one
could fill even those few pages with indisputable information.

Two recent studies centering on Muhammad’s life illustrate
the major challenges faced by revisionist projects. One centers on
Muhammad’s death date; the other, his sonlessness. In 7he Death
of a Prophet: The End of Mubhammad’s Life and the Beginnings of
Islam, Stephen Shoemaker, a historian of early Christianity, revisits

early Arabic and non-Arabic sources to argue that Muhammad
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may have lived through the conquest of Jerusalem in 634. When
that conquest failed to bring about the large-scale conversion of
its Christian and Jewish populace, the narrative of his life was
rewritten to make Muhammad an Arabian prophet and to place
his death before the conquest.”” Like Donner, Shoemaker sug-
gests that “during the century that elapsed between the end of
Muhammad’s life and the first recoverable narrative of Islamic
origins,” there was a “shift from an immanent eschatological be-
lief focused on Jerusalem to . .. a sacred geography centered on
the Hijaz.”?® (The Hijaz is the region of western Arabia encom-
passing Mecca and Medina.) In a different vein, scholar of early
Islam David Powers argues that the doctrine of the finality of
Muhammad’s prophethood developed over a period of approxi-
mately fifty years following the Prophet’s death.?” After marry-
ing, Muhammad had reportedly adopted a grown man named
Zayd, making him the Prophet’s sole male heir, his biological
sons having reportedly died in infancy. Powers argues that Zayd’s
new status posed a challenge on two fronts: first, the issue of po-
litical succession, and second, the emerging doctrine of the final-
ity of prophecy. Zayd would have arguably had a stronger claim to
the caliphate than either Abu Bakr or Ali; more importantly, he
would have been a prophet—compromising the doctrine that
Muhammad was the last prophet. Powers argues that believers
formulated two stories that, taken together, remove both chal-
lenges. One was the story of Muhammad’s infatuation with, and
eventual marriage to, Zayd’s (ex-)wife Zaynab. Before marrying
his (former) daughter-in-law, the Prophet repudiated Zayd, in ac-
cordance with a new Quranic passage declaring that “Muham-
mad is not the father of any of your men.” The other story, that

Muhammad appointed Zayd commander of a military expedition
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and sent him to certain death—and martyrdom—on a battlefield
in southern Jordan, served to establish that Zayd predeceased the
Prophet. Scholarly reaction to the books by Donner, Shoemaker,
and Powers, like those of other scholars of early Islam, has been
mixed, alternately appreciative and deeply critical.

For all their erudition, these scholarly squabbles have had
little effect on how Muhammad’s story is told and retold. This is
so even though modern accounts of Muhammad’s life by Mus-
lims and non-Muslims alike claim to rely on historical sources,
and debates over the reliability of early sources permeate even
nonspecialist engagement with writings about Islam. To wit: an
online reader review of a general-audience book, 7he Future of
Islam, criticized the author, Middle East studies scholar John
Esposito, for omitting discussion of the earliest extant Muslim
biographical account (by Ibn Ishaq), which, alongside his “quite
laudable” qualities, “reveals Muhammad as a man that slaughtered
captives, robbed caravans, sold women and children into slavery,”
and performed a litany of other abuses. Another reviewer replies
that Ibn Ishaqg’s biography may say these things but the accusa-
tions are “unwarranted and baseless” because a “matured and dis-
cerning” reader would not accept its claims at “face value.” Not
only was it written at least a century and a half after Muhammad
lived, but in that era, it was typical for facts to be presented “in [a]
highly emotional, embellished, fanatacised [sic] and exaggerated
manner, primarily to appeal to the emotions of the listeners rather
than to leaving hard historical records for posterity.”?® The review-
ers’ opposing stances on one source’s reliability result in their di-
vergent assessment of Muhammad’s character, but both agree that
one derives knowledge of Muhammad from early texts, properly

read.
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'The reviews share, too, the unspoken assumption that the pres-
ent and future of Islam cannot be understood apart from its ori-
gins, which are inextricable from Muhammad’s life. Thus, debates
about Muslim origins form an inescapable backdrop for the mod-
ern Muhammad, whose biographers, Muslim and non-Muslim
alike, portray a figure of human rather than cosmic import. How
did we arrive at the common version of his life we have now? When
and how did the Muslim and non-Muslim accounts become im-
possible to disentangle—indeed, in some cases impossible to dis-
tinguish?? To begin to answer such questions, we must address
the sources themselves.

In his history of Western life writing, Nigel Hamilton informs
readers that Islam is “a religion that eschewed individual life de-
piction as insulting to the majesty of Allah.”*® By employing the
Arabic name for God and avoiding the simple possessive—“the
majesty of Allah” rather than “God’s majesty”—Hamilton con-
jures alien-ness and archaism. We, like our classical Mediterra-
nean forebears, value individual lives; zey single out only the
deity to set apart from the mass of interchangeable humanity.

As it happens, Hamilton is flat-out wrong. Muslims have a
voluminous biographical literature. Indeed, in one scholar’s es-
timate, “No premodern civilization has ever produced so many
biographies or biographical sketches of its men and women.”! Bi-
ographical dictionaries, which the historian Hamilton Gibb calls
“a wholly indigenous creation of the creation of the Islamic Com-
munity,” assemble notices for groups of people.3? The earliest sur-
viving collection is the 7abagat (Generations) of Ibn Sa‘'d (d. 845).%
In addition to its biography of the Prophet, it has entries for Mu-
hammad’s wives, relatives, and Companions—those Muslims

who had contact with him during his life.>* Its entries, “arranged
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more or less by religious importance,” give genealogies and tell
how people met the Prophet and when they became Muslim, in
addition to other noteworthy facts. Later collections, of which
there are many, focus on other groups: scholars of a particular city
or intellectual subfield, notables of various types, or members of
Sufi orders; each of these works contains hundreds or thousands of
entries. Apart from these compendia, hagiographical works laud
individuals, including founders of legal schools and local saints, or
“triends of God.” Rulers merited their own fawning biographies.
Thousands upon thousands of pages depict lives singly and in ag-
gregate. There are even medieval autobiographies.®

'The Prophet stands at the center of these forms of life writing,
often explicitly, otherwise implicitly. He is the paradigm of sanctity,
the exemplar of manhood, the paragon of leadership, the model of
devotion. His example is further fleshed out in the sirz literature.
'The first such mostly continuous narrative is the “arabesque biogra-
phy”¥ by Ibn Ishaq (d. 767), who lived a century before Ibn Sa‘d. It
was not a life story in the conventional sense. Its first book began
with creation and the long lineage of biblical prophets, stretching
back to God’s first deputy on earth, Adam. Ibn Ishaq presented
Muhammad as the culmination of that legacy, “plac[ing] Muham-
mad in the context of the history of the salvation of the world.”®
As Gordon Newby, a historian of religion, summarizes, “The
form was universal history; the content was a mixture of Jewish
Haggadah, Arab legend, and Christian martyrology; and the ef-
fect was hagiography and prophetology.”? Ibn Ishaq’s work sur-
vives primarily in a ninth-century epitome by Ibn Hisham (d. ca.
833). He viewed the entire first book as largely irrelevant and,
more importantly, compromised by its extensive reliance on Jewish

and Christian sources; thus, he cut it.** Ibn Hisham, like many
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later biographers, did not discard these models or stories alto-
gether but emphasized authentically Arabian contexts, and spe-
cifically Islamic theological and political rationales.* This work in
turn was very successful; one scholar observes, “In the edition of
Ibn Hisham, Ibn Ishaq’s biography of Muhammad has acquired
almost the status of a sacred book all over the world of Islam.”*
Yet it was not without its detractors, and the veracity of some of its
stories was debated well before an Amazon.com reviewer took it
on: “Muslim regard for his biography has never risen to the level
of canonicity.”®

'The question of how to refer to the text has given scholars pause.
Scottish Orientalist and Bengal Civil Service official William
Muir referred to the work as Hishami; Michael Edwardes, work-
ing from the handwritten translation of a Hungarian-born, India-
based scholar, completed in 1898 and given to the Royal Asiatic
Society, refers to it simply as “Ibn Ishaq’s Life.” He cut the text
substantially, removing the poetry that abounded in the original
and providing occasional connective paragraphs; a handsomely
bound version appeared in 1964 from London’s Folio Society.** Al-
fred Guillaume, in his 1955 English translation, attempted to segre-
gate the two men’s words, exiling Ibn Hisham’s additions to the
end of the work and restoring some of what he had excised by
ferreting out portions preserved by other authors.* For better or
worse, the text as it has circulated for over a millennium is an amal-
gam; I occasionally have recourse to the cumbersome designation
Ibn Ishag/Ibn Hisham but, where possible, follow the attribution
in the Arabic text as to what content belongs to which man.

Roughly contemporaneous with this reconstituted biography
are the “expeditionary” writings or “war memoirs” of the historian

Muhammad ibn Umar al-Wagqidi (d. ca. 822), for whom Ibn Sa‘d
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served as scribe.*® These recount Muhammad’s military ventures,
including minor skirmishes and major battles with Meccan op-
ponents, and a protracted siege ending in brutal reprisal against a
Jewish tribe.*” Not exactly a biography, Wagqidi’s Book of Cam-
paigns is full of stories about Muhammad, his Companions, and
their neighbors and antagonists. Bernard Lewis describes writ-
ings of this type as “subjective and episodic, presenting a series of
heroic figures and incidents without concern for chronology, se-
quence, or consistency—in a word, saga rather than history.”*® Its
recent English translator describes it as “a work designed to show
the role of Muhammad as the chosen messenger of God whose
work led to the fulfillment of the will of God in establishing his
community of Islam. It portrays . .. his image as a prophet and
his status as a statesman.”* If Ibn Ishaq had taken biblical motifs
and themes as his model, Wagqidi “works within typical models of
story-telling devoted to continuing and enhancing cultural no-
tions of heroes and legends.”® Arab intellectual historian Tarif
Khalidi’s comment about other biographical works applies to
Wagqidi: the agglomerating impulse records “thousands of . ..
men and women whose life stories were intertwined with Mu-
hammad’s own. . . . It is as if some early Christian Gospel writer
had decided to fill out the Sermon on the Mount and the feeding
of the five thousand with the names and life stories of every single
one of those who were present, together with some account, long

or short, of their life and subsequent fate.”!

Muhammad through the Centuries

Although these early sources, along with one or two slightly later

histories, provide a canon around which contemporary controver-



The Historical Muhammad 19

sies center—even among competing online reviewers—and which
contemporary writers draw from, Muslim writing about the
Prophet flowered bountifully through the centuries. Ibn Hisham
and the rest were certainly known to scholars, but they did not de-
termine or constrain the many and varied accounts of Muham-
mad’s life and person, nor did they directly influence most lay
Muslims. Muhammad’s role as intercessor for Muslims on the day
of judgment and his status as “the original light in creation,” God’s
beloved, and the “perfect mirror of Divine Beauty,” among simi-
lar attributes, “were far better known to the medieval Muslims
than the historical facts of the Prophet’s life.”

Though the facts of Muhammad’s life may not have been the
most important things to be known about him, some scholars
pursued biography or sira seriously. In his Images of Mubammad,
Khalidi divides Muslim biographies of the Prophet into three
stages. First, in the late eighth through the early tenth centuries,
there was the “Sira of primitive devotion,” comprehensive in its
impulse to preserve everything, including even “stories or anec-
dotes that may offend the sensibilities of Muslims.” Khalidi argues
that its “founding fathers”—the men mentioned earlier in this
chapter plus historians Ahmad ibn Yahya al-Baladhuri (d. 892)
and Muhammad ibn Jarir al-Tabari (d. 923)—"fixed the order of
the Sira and determined much of its content for all later biogra-

753 Khalidi may overstate his case; Muslim authors through

phers.
the centuries drew extensively on these thinkers but not uncriti-
cally. Indeed, in a second stage, “the Muhammadan Sira was sub-
jected to critical assessment in order to prune it of superstition and
heresy,” resulting in a biographical tradition that was “canonical,
moral, exclusivist, and rationalizing.”>* Though Khalidi refers to

rationality and superstition, these biographies often presumed
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“Muhammad’s superhuman qualities—his pre-eternity, miracu-
lous powers, and sinlessness™—as well as his suitability as “an ob-
ject of love and devotion.” Khalidi’s final stage, which he dates
from the late nineteenth century, is “the polemical Sira, written
largely to defend Muhammad’s reputation against the attacks of
the European Orientalists.” It is this last period, and this genre,
with which this book is primarily concerned. Not all present-day
Muslim writings about Muhammad form part of “the polemical
Sira.” Other Muslim writings about Muhammad exist, including
popular devotional works, compilations of adith recounting his
deeds, and works of guidance and reflection composed by lay
believers and authorities of various sorts. Internal Muslim de-
bates about who constitutes an authority, what role precedent
plays, where it is reliably found, and who is qualified to interpret it
are vibrant, vigorous, and sometimes vitriolic; these debates occur
in sermons, online, and in a wide array of books, including biogra-
phies. To understand this modern Muslim approach to Muham-
mad’s biography, we must know more about the millennium of
writings about Muhammad’s life that preceded it.

Like Christian writings about Muhammad, Muslim accounts
of the Prophet’s life were neither uniform nor static. Muslim
thinkers engaged in subtle arguments and vigorous debate over
such matters as the status of miracles and the relative prominence
of various factions in Muhammad’s community. Muslims told
tales of the Prophet they required. Early texts depict Muhammad
not as a psychologically unique individual but as a type, an exem-
plum, a manifestation, of a universal model. He represents an
ideal: the “perfected human being” whose conduct people should
try to emulate. Incidents and precedents drawn from his exem-

plary practice—snippets of life as reported, through authenticated
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chains of reporters, in accounts called hadith—overlap with bio-
graphical retellings.

Birth and death inescapably bookend every human life, but not
all life writing starts with the subject’s birth or ends with her death.
Muhammad’s early Muslim biographies tend to start with his ge-
nealogy; his immediate lineage includes noble Arabs but stretches
back through biblical prophets to the first human being, Adam.
Some accounts tell of a light his father bore, shining, until Mu-
hammad had been conceived; in some versions, this light was car-
ried from father to son through the generations until it passed to
Muhammad. His pregnant mother was granted a dream-vision,
announcing the birth of a son; a light shone from her—or from
the infant, after his birth—all the way to the castles of Bostra in
Syria. These stories echo and amplify Qur’anic stories and, in the
case of the annunciatory dream, have obvious parallels in biblical
accounts.”® Just as European polemicists mixed fact and fancy in
their catalogs of Muhammad’s failings, so, too, Muslim authors
alternated between what we might think of as empirical (if un-
verifiable) fact—names, dates, kinship ties—and the aura of the
miraculous, particularly surrounding Muhammad’s birth. These
events would form the centerpiece of devotional works associated
with the mawlid, or celebration of his birthday.

Medieval Christian accounts say little of his birth but get
mileage from his (usually humiliating and shameful) death.
During the twelfth and thirteen centuries, Christians viewed
Muhammad as “disgusting in life and, most of all, in the man-
ner of his death.”” Authors wrote Muhammad an undignified
death—perhaps drunk or even murdered, in one account, by a
cuckolded husband—and lingered on the dismemberment or

desecration of his “smelly corpse™® by (unclean) animals, often
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pigs or dogs.” This “ignominious death . . . followed by the desecra-
tion of his corpse” aimed to engender disgust.”®® These themes per-
sisted into the early modern era, repeated in fifteenth-and sixteenth-
century English works, one of which had him “gnaven by swine”
after collapsing drunk.®! Authors sought to provoke repugnance and
also to highlight “the permanence of the ‘pseudo™prophet’s death
in contrast to Jesus’ escape from decay through resurrection.”®?

Other hostile accounts drew on Muslim sources to link Mu-
hammad’s death to the ingestion of poisoned mutton. The poi-
soning by a Jewish woman allows critics to view Muhammad as
bereft of God’s protection and therefore clearly not what he
claimed to be: “notwithstanding the Intimacy he pretended with
the Angel Gabriel, and the continual Revelations which he brag’d
that he received from him, he could not be preserved from thus
perishing by the Snares of a silly Girl.”®3 Those Muslims who fa-
vored the account used it to prove his martyrdom at the hands of
one of Islam’s enemies: an additional blessing by God.®* In this
and many other details, Muslim accounts aimed to depict an ex-
emplary death. How Muhammad died had implications for the
community he left behind. Sunni and Shi‘i versions diftered as
to whether he had died in Aisha’s arms—the version followed in
nearly all Western biographies—or Ali’s, and whether he had
called for someone to record his words on succession. Accounts also
differed as to who washed his corpse, how it was shrouded, and
who lowered it into the grave.®” These details indicated intimacy
with the Prophet; they also bore on questions of proper procedure
for later Muslims to follow and were thus found in legal works as
well as biographical ones.

In comparing Islam with Christianity, historian Chase Robin-

son suggests that religious foci determined the emphases of early
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narratives about Muhammad and Christ. It was Christ’s death
and resurrection, not “his birth or miracles,” that held most sig-
nificance for early followers; by contrast, “it seems that the earli-
est Muslims were principally interested in Muhammad’s charis-
matic career as God’s prophet,” not in “his childhood or career as
a merchant.”® (His gestation, birth, and infancy, including his
fostering by a Bedouin woman, were central in maw/id texts, but
less important in other sorts of works.) These elements “were cen-
tral to their identity as Christians and Muslims” and therefore
garnered the most attention within their respective communities.
But “doubters and skeptics” questioned and probed, seeking stron-
ger, more complete answers. Robinson writes that “having entered
a market of competing ideas and polemics, early Christians and
early Muslims eventually came to tell the whole story. What they
could not remember they duly provided in the form of legends,
myths, conjectures and reasonable guesses, all about things they
had no real memory of, since they had not really mattered be-
fore.”®” Even though “by the standards of most historians, this is
making things up,” such details emerged in the eighth and ninth
centuries to flesh out narratives.*®

It was not necessarily Christian “doubters and skeptics” that
Muslim biographers sought to convince, although interreligious
debates and conversations were indeed taking place, and materials
on miracles may have been oriented toward possible Christian au-
diences.®’ The primary audience for Muslim thinkers over the cen-
turies has been other Muslims. Not as much effort was centered
on the emerging sectarian divide between Sunni and Shi‘a as one
might expect; Shi‘i authors focused on Ali and his descendants,
the Imams, whom they believed were the rightful, though dispos-

sessed, leaders of the community.”’ Sunni authors likewise praised
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the members of Muhammad’s household, including Ali, Fatima,
and their offspring, whom later Shi‘a would venerate.

Rather than produce a sectarian Muhammad, the biographical
tradition gradually shifted from a prophet in the biblical tradition
to an Arab hero, suitable for the imperial context developing as
Muslim rule spread throughout the near east, across the Mediter-
ranean, and into Asia. The “progression from signs to miracles,
from eschatology to history, from figurative description to the lit-
eral,” happened as part of this broader hero-building project.”

Over the next centuries, images of Muhammad oscillated be-
tween emphasizing Muhammad’s saintly qualities and focusing on
his humanity.”? But it was not only biographers who remembered
and celebrated Muhammad. In each field of Muslim intellectual
endeavor, the Prophet was a central figure to be reckoned with.

Scriptural commentators fleshed out their interpretations of
Qur’anic passages with copious references to Muhammad’s life.
Where was he when this verse was revealed? What circumstance of
his life prompted this passage? How did he understand and apply a
particular edict? Tabari, whose History is a prime source for pro-
phetic biography, composed a massive Qur'anic commentary that
provides much material on Muhammad, as it elaborates the back-
story for events the Quran describes only elliptically and allusively.

Jurists, too, drew on numerous specifics about Muhammad’s
life as they delineated norms to govern ritual, personal, and com-
munal conduct. From the way he washed before prayer to how he
treated his wives to what he liked to eat to how he commanded
troops in battle, no detail was insignificant. Some material had
direct legal effect. For instance, how many nights Muhammad
allocated to his brides helped determine standard doctrines on

the question of a new husband’s duties. Because Muhammad’s
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reported practice was central to ongoing debates among jurists,
Joseph Schacht, a legal historian, suggested that “a considerable
part of the standard biography of the Prophet in Medina” arose in
response to these debates and is “without independent historical
value.”” Yet other biographical details yielded guidance rather than
rules. His favorite foods and manner of eating provided material for
pious emulation rather than legal rulings. The deep concern of
Muslims with emulating Muhammad’s behavior in every area of
life meant that jurisprudence—an enterprise intertwining legal
and ethical realms—was deeply informed by the prophetic model.

Pietistic movements developed alongside other forms of Mus-
lim scholarly and popular activity. Storytellers and preachers re-
counted the lives of Muhammad and other prophets, combining
entertainment and edification. Such stories could inspire a “mild
asceticism” firmly grounded in law and ritual practice or, for oth-
ers, lead to a preference for spiritual athleticism.

Sufi or mystical thinkers saw Muhammad not merely as some-
one whose balanced asceticism was to be imitated for the develop-
ment of a virtuous character but as someone whose very existence
suffused the cosmos with light, someone who served as a channel
for grace and intercession.” The traditional response to quotation
of the Quranic verse pronouncing Muhammad “a man like you”
was to both accept and qualify this statement: “Yes, but like a ruby
among stones.”” Some mystical thinkers developed elaborate
prophetologies, with Muhammad at their apex. Although allegori-
cal and symbolic works of this sort were intended for the reflec-
tion of a small elite, this disposition toward the numinous was
widely shared among premodern Muslims, including the idea
that Muhammad was more than an ordinary man and that the

universe contained more than was visible to the eye.
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One type of vision widely believed to convey true knowledge was
dreams. Sufis saw significance in dreams, but so did—and do—
others.”® As in many parts of the ancient and medieval Mediterra-
nean, it was widely presumed that dreams were an accurate and
important means for conveying information. They were available to
pious laypeople, suggesting a breakdown of boundaries “between
the exceptional few and the supposedly ignorant masses,” though
interpretation often relied (like legal queries) on expert guidance.”’
Some Muslims today continue to seek analysis from a spiritual
authority; others post dreams to religious websites, offering them
for collective comment and reflection. Dreams of the Prophet, per-
ceived as a sign of the dreamer’s piety, have always been particu-
larly desirable, with various techniques employed to induce them.
Such dreams were widely retold in hagiographical works about
saintly figures, rulers, and scholars as a means of legitimation.”® A
widely quoted prophetic statement holds that anyone who sees
Muhammad in a dream really sees him; Satan cannot take his
form. Vision was a matter not only of the actual eyes but also of the
“awakened heart.””’

Dreams and pious emulation continue to shape Muslim belief
and practice in many places and periods.®’ Yet a large swathe of
Muslim thinking has been profoundly desacralized. This desa-
cralization, contested in some quarters, is reflected in many bi-
ographies.®! Although Muslims still put stock in dreams of the
Prophet, unlike “true” dreaming’s central role in Ibn Ishaq’s
biography, in which “dream accounts serve as narrative units . . .
clearly integral to the themes of concern to the early transmis-
sion of traditions surrounding major events of the emerging
Muslim community,” contemporary biographers tend to pay it no

mind.8?
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'The demotion of dreams from a place of prominence is only one
of many changes Muslim biographies have undergone. The
ground for many of these transformations was laid by the Protes-
tant Reformation, with its influential critique of authority struc-
tures, its assumptions about the accessibility of texts and the ap-
propriate procedures for reading them, and the rise of vernacular
scriptures. The composition of new sorts of Lives of Muhammad
was precipitated, too, by European scholarship, beginning in the
early modern era but developing under the aegis of Western Euro-
pean colonial power. German Jews and British Protestants engaged
in the retrieval of early Muslim sources and, in doing so, shaped
specialist, polemicist, and popular interest in Muhammad’s life in
the nineteenth century. From this point forward, Muslim Lives—
engaged directly and indirectly with Western scholarship—are in-
creasingly preoccupied with issues of achievement and historical
significance. In order to understand these developments better, it
will be helpful to know something about non-Muslim accounts of

Muhammad up until that time.

Non-Muslim Accounts, from Late Antiquity
to the Enlightenment

Nineteenth-century scholars were intent on discovering accurate,
early information about Muhammad; their medieval counterparts
were, for the most part, not.

During the first centuries of Islam’s existence, many Europeans
knew little and cared less about accuracy in their portrayal of Mu-
hammad, whom they associated, as in the French epic Song of
Roland, with paganism and idolatry. (As one might expect given
their geographical proximity to early Muslims, Syriac Christian



28 THE LIVES OF MUHAMMAD

polemics against Muhammad were more informed than European
ones, if no less hostile.) As paganism became less of a concern
than dissent and heresy, Muhammad was refashioned a heresiarch,
an antichrist, a false prophet, and, eventually, a fraud. John Tolan,
preeminent historian of European views of Muslims, points out
the “carefully construct[ed]” nature of such medieval accounts:
“Rather than presenting an inept hodge-podge, these authors forge
clever and coherent—although inaccurate—polemics.”® Writers,
often clergy, tailored their accusations to current local theological
and social worries, using Islam as a foil to address their preoccu-
pations. For instance, Embrico of Mainz wrote his Latin life of
Muhammad at a time when clergy worried about heretical “wan-
dering preachers.” Muhammad appears as “a trickster and a
scoundrel, not an Antichrist but rather an anti-saint.” He “feigns
holiness and performs bogus miracles through magic and sleight-
of-hand, hoodwinking the gullible Arab masses into deeming
him holy.”# Equating the reviled prophet of Islam with “itinerant
visionaries closer to home,” Embrico tars both with the same
brush. For a feat like this, Embrico needed few concrete details.
Fewer still were required by Alexandre du Pont for his twelfth-
century Old French Romance of Muhammad. Adapting a Latin
clerical rejoinder, the poet deliberately tweaked Muhammad’s
story to provide details and themes that would meet a lay audi-
ence’s expectations.®

Around the same time, a translation project sponsored by Peter
the Venerable, the abbot of Cluny, sought to improve knowledge
about Muslim doctrines to combat heresy more effectively.®® Rob-
ert of Ketton translated the Quran into Latin. Though Ketton’s
1143 translation was free from deliberate distortion, its title, 7he
Law of the False Prophet Muhammad, makes clear its framing.’’
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(Muhammad’s role as lawgiver was stressed on and off for cen-
turies, to varying effects. At one end of the spectrum, a late-
fifteenth-century English text emphasizes “the falsity and fakery
of Mahomet’s ‘lawe,” while at the other, Muhammad appears
with other lawgivers on the U.S. Supreme Court frieze.®) Other
texts provided further information about Muslim doctrines and
history. Even as they increasingly drew on Muslim sources for tid-
bits about Muhammad, Christian authors told dramatically differ-
ent stories from their Muslim counterparts.?” Neither lay nor
scholarly Christian narratives tried to understand Muhammad or
retell his life in full. His life was interesting only insofar as it il-
luminated the beastly nature of Islam as a religion and Muslims
as a group. Selected incidents of Muhammad’s life appeared “in a
way meant to ridicule and discredit his followers.”® Such works
followed, in a way, the classical Western biographical tradition of
treating “the individual persons portrayed [as] moral exempla,
which should be followed or avoided, as the case might be.””! But
unlike the accounts of illustrious men composed by Suetonius and
Plutarch, there was a metonymic dimension to biographies of Mu-
hammad: he was both cause and example par excellence of the
failings of Muslims as a whole.

In places where Muslims and Christians had ongoing contact—
such as the Iberian Peninsula, which Arab armies had conquered
in the early eighth century and where Christian control remained
patchy through the fifteenth century—texts condemning Islam
and Muhammad were sometimes meant to reassure Christians of
their religion’s superiority. Chronicles of Muhammad’s life sought
to demonstrate “the illegitimacy of Muslim dominion” by proving
him “a heresiarch and a false prophet.”? At other times, the usually

fruitless aim was to convert Muslims, either directly or by giving
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missionaries talking points “to demonstrate the superiority of
Christianity.””® A third function was to strengthen the “far from
watertight” social barriers between Christians and Muslims by
instilling “mutual repugnance.”®* Thus, Pedro Pascual’s early
fourteenth-century On the Mubammadan Sect “manipulates tradi-
tional anti-Muslim polemics, seeking to inspire in its readers hatred
and disdain for Islam, in order to prevent them from crossing over to
the rival faith.” It also seeks to dissuade those Christians who “were
ready to share their beds with the infidel.” Although Muslims
had been expelled from the Iberian Peninsula by the end of the
fifteenth century, this gate-barring function was increasingly im-
portant as Muslim-ruled empires threatened Christian dominance
in Africa, southern Europe, and western portions of Asia.

In Europe, from the fifteenth through the seventeenth centu-
ries, one crucial way this happened was to portray Muslims—
Muhammad chief among them—as monstrous. This might in-
volve association with Jews, which “served a twofold polemical
purpose, demonizing Judaism through its association with Islam,
yet incorporating Islam into a grand Christian history through its
connections with Judaism. Their shared monstrosity,” Matthew
Dimmock argues, “coalesces around two factors: the first, a con-
tinuing denial of the divinity of Christ . .. which transmuted in
both cases into a responsibility for the murder of Christ, the sec-
ond, the associated part both were to play in the events of apoca-
lypse and revelation.”

'The enemy within and the enemy without were two sides of the
same coin. Especially after the start of the Protestant Reforma-
tion in the early sixteenth century, writers drew on Muhammad
and Muslims for intra-Christian polemics. The accusations of de-

bauched conduct launched against Muhammad had counterparts,
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sometimes even more virulent, against purportedly heretical
Christians. The Protestant/Catholic split, a “bitter dispute of unpre-
cedented geographical range and chronological endurance,”
prompted a “level of vitriol [that] was, if not unprecedented, then
not surpassed either.””® Islam and Muhammad played a crucial
role. Generally, theological enemies were likened to Muhammad
or Muslims, but occasionally Islam or Muhammad were com-
pared favorably to the opponent in question, to make the enemy
seem worse. As Tolan suggests, “European discourse concerning
Muhammad is often best understood as a deforming mirror.”%’
If Muhammad had been the antichrist for some medieval crit-
ics, for Protestant polemicists, so was the Pope. The connection
with Muhammad intensified anti-Catholic insults. A sixteenth-
century Swedish church painting shows St. Christopher rescuing
the Christ child “from the water in which the Pope and Muham-
mad perish. . . . The drowning, nameless pope is humiliated by
being associated with Muhammad and Islam.””® A Swiss tract
from the same era against a Catholic monastic order bears the ti-
tle The Franciscans’ Qur'an.”® Catholics, too, used Muhammad and
Islam to denigrate Protestants, equating Martin Luther and other
errant pastors to Muhammad and comparing “Calvinist and
Muslim treachery.”%° Sixteenth-century French scholar Guil-
laume Postel put it particularly bluntly: “The spiritual sons of Lu-
ther are the little bastards of Mahom.”%! As Jonathan Lyons ob-
serves, “Each side in the European struggle over the Reformation
sought to tar the other by rhetorical association with the violent
and dangerous “Turk.”%2 Yet anti-Catholic and anti-Muslim sen-
timents were more consistently interwoven, perhaps because Lu-
ther himself had penned a condemnation of Islam and its

prophet.!® These associations between Muhammad and the Pope,
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sometimes styled twin antichrists, persist well into the nineteenth
century.1%

Not only could Muhammad be marshaled to criticize Chris-
tian enemies, but he could also be linked rhetorically to Muslim
political and military opponents. Renewed fears of Ottoman mil-
itary advances led to villainous portraits of Turkish emperors.
They were likened in their bad qualities to “the Arab pseudo-
prophet Mohammed,” to whom Philippus Meyerus’s 1594 poetic
Latin life assigns ruthlessness, cruelty, and a “diabolical combina-
tion of political astuteness and military strength.” Other “dubious
qualities in which the Ottoman sultans were perceived to emulate
the founder of their religion were an extravagant lifestyle and
sexual debauchery.”1%

The Ottoman threat revived the theological quandary Islam
had posed centuries earlier for figures like Peter of Cluny. If
Christianity was the true religion, why were Muslims enjoying
worldly success? One answer was that God was punishing Chris-
tians for their failings; the catastrophe of Muslim military victory
and widespread conversion to Islam was not because God had
switched allegiance but because Muslims, just like Christians,
were subject to God’s broader plan.

This plan of God was under threat, too, from enemies closer to
home. The early modern era, approximately from the Reformation
to the French Revolution and the rise of Napoleon at the end of
the eighteenth century, saw a series of intellectual and religious
movements that challenged long-held ideas about God, humanity,
and reason. The Enlightenment sought to replace irrationality and
superstition with rationality. In addition to the Enlightenment’s
hostility toward religion generally, there was criticism of central

Christian beliefs, including the Trinity, and widespread concern
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with religious fraud. Given that, as Ziad Elmarsafy notes, “the
Enlightenment holds a privileged position in the making of mo-
dernity writ large,” the shifts it engendered were deeply influential
in how Muhammad’s biography came to be written.1%

Imposture was the early modern era’s characteristic preoccupa-
tion. William Bedwell’s 1615 Mohammedis imposturae; that is, A
discovery of the manifold forgeries, falsehoods, and horrible impieties of
the blasphemous seducer Mohammed leveled the charge of fraud,
which picked up steam as the seventeenth century wore on.1” By
the turn of the eighteenth century, three overlapping bodies of
literature converged on the idea of the false prophet: Orientalist
scholarship, Enlightenment thought, and Christian apologetic
and polemic. As theology ceded some ground to secular human-
ism, some tried to set all religions and their founders on the same
playing field, while others worked to exalt one religion by deni-
grating others. It was precisely this recognition, in some spheres
unwelcome, that there were competing “religions” and not merely
distortions or usurpations of the one true faith that marked the
shift from medieval to modern ways of approaching Others. In
the developing study of world religions, European scholarship on
Islam was influential in forming the category of religion. Histo-
rian Guy Stroumsa argues that prejudices against Islam changed
in the seventeenth century, allowing the “gradual emergence of a
new, more open attitude that was most significant for the birth of
the modern study of Islam.”% The entry on Muhammad in Barthé-
lemy d’Herbelot’s Bibliothéque orientale begins, “This is the famous
Impostor Mahomet, Author and Founder of a heresy which called
itself Religion, and that we call Mahomedan.” Oxford Ara-
bist Edward Pococke (1604-1691) applies Maimonides’s notion
of the false prophet to Muhammad, though he also holds that
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“Muhammad should nonetheless be considered a remarkable man
who brought moral reform to his people.”!°

Enlightenment thinkers extended the criticism of false proph-
ets far beyond Muhammad, considering all religions equally false.
The existence of and proofs for prophecy in general had been a
significant topic of debate among philosophers and theologians
for centuries, and Muslim figures had joined the fray between the
ninth and eleventh centuries, with rationalist figures arguing that
claims of revelation did not survive logical scrutiny. Defenders of
Muhammad’s role often found themselves laying the groundwork
for their claims about him by arguing for the authenticity of pre-
vious prophets.!!!

'The famous treatise on 7he Three Impostors, which the historian
George Minois has called “an aggressive work, a frontal attack
upon religion,”? takes the anti-revelation view to its logical end.
'This book was born of rumor and innuendo; a thirteenth-century
pope accused the Holy Roman emperor of the time of having
written a book condemning Moses, Jesus, and Muhammad. The
emperor denied the accusation, but the shadow book persisted for
four centuries: “nobody had seen it, nobody had read it, but al-
most everybody believed in its existence.” Eventually, “it became
such an obsession that it ended up by existing.”!3

Its basic premise was that Moses, Jesus, and Muhammad and
their religions were equivalent, “full of hoaxes, trickery, and illu-
sions that knock out critical thinking and cause senseless massa-
cres.” Their Gods were false, and the prophets, frauds. Zhe Three
Impostors was undoubtedly quite a different work than it would
have been had it emerged from “virtual” to tangible existence two

or three centuries earlier. Still, its references to central Christian,



The Historical Muhammad 35

Jewish, and Muslim figures continued the “triangularity of re-
ligious discourse” at evidence since the late seventh or eighth
century.!4

Whereas some antireligious tracts argued for the essential same-
ness of all religious teachings and religious founders, other thinkers
clung to a bright division between true religion on the one hand and
falsehood on the other. One Catholic cleric, for instance, sought to
rehabilitate the reputations of Moses and Jesus but affirmed that
Muhammad and Zoroaster had been impostors.

Accusations of fraud could also be levied against dissenters
within a tradition. A concern with “simulation and dissimulation,
pretending to be what one was not, concealing one’s real identity
and convictions,” was everywhere. Writing about a seventeenth-
century Catholic Italian laywoman, Cecilia Ferrazzi, Anne Schutte
notes that the inquisitors who prosecuted her did not begin from
the assumption that women (or anyone) claiming certain kinds of
spiritual distinction were possessed or inspired or “deluded by the
Devil,” as would have been the case two centuries earlier. But “If
the Devil could not have inspired them . . . they must be held re-
sponsible for fabricating, consciously and deliberately, evidence of
a holiness they did not possess.”!>

Similar concerns guided the most famous early modern treatise
on Muhammad: Humphrey Prideaux’s Tbe True Nature of Impos-
ture Fully Display’d in the Life of Mahomet, published in 1697. Pride-
aux was an Anglican clergyman, serving as dean of the cathedral
in Norwich, then England’s third-largest town. Not himself an
Oriental scholar, his treatise was “a pungent and polemical com-
pilation of the oriental translations and researches of others.”!1®

Prideaux’s book straddles two worldviews. It echoes medieval
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accusations that Muhammad is an antichrist while debunking
several popular legends and rejecting the enduring accusation
that Muhammad was demonically possessed. Instead, Prideaux
charges Muhammad with deliberate fraud.

Prideaux’s treatise on Muhammad was mere preface to the real
point: the accompanying refutation, long since fallen into obscu-
rity, of Socinianism. Precursors of the Unitarians, Socinians levied
radical criticisms of Trinitarian doctrine, prompting obvious com-
parisons to Islam and Muhammad. In the twenty-first century,
Unitarianism has a reputation as wishy-washy liberalism. Prideaux,
though, perceived Socinians as a major threat to his preferred
kind of Christianity. The upstart Christians who were Prideaux’s
target were among those who viewed Islam and Muhammad pos-
itively—at least to a point. Muhammad’s reformist monotheism
was sufficiently distant that it could be used to critique Christians
closer in for their irrationality and convoluted doctrines. Pride-
aux, too, used Muhammad to make his point because he was not
admired by those Prideaux was attempting to persuade.

Within a century of Prideaux’s polemic, shifting geopolitical re-
alities sometimes enabled a more generous and nuanced apprecia-
tion of Muslims and Islam. Although “in regards to western views
of Islam, the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries must be consid-

"7 there was no

ered a prominent cultural and historical frontier,
clear transition from hostility to admiration. For one thing, earlier
centuries’ views of Muhammad were not entirely negative. Close
study of earlier texts typically reveals more nuance than broad
generalizations about Western portraits of the Prophet usually ad-
mit; even Théophane le Confesseur’s early ninth century Chronog-

raphie treats Muhammad and Islam with relative “sobriety and
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objectivity.”!® Early modern English texts contain more than “un-
changing and relentless vitriol towards the Prophet.”” Nor were
generally positive eighteenth-century texts entirely praise filled.

Grand claims have been made for the originality of various
texts’ positive presentation of Islam and Muhammad. For in-
stance, the Comte de Boulainvilliers 1731 Life of Mahomet, which
praised Islam and its prophet “above all [as] a way of denigrating
Christianity and favoring deism,” has been called “the first
frankly pro-Islamic text produced by European culture” and “the
first genuinely sympathetic western biography of Muhammad.”'?°
Thomas Carlyle’s “The Hero as Prophet,” a century later, most com-
monly receives such accolades, with one scholar calling it “star-
tlingly revisionist.”!?!

Even if these declarations overstate the newness of the authors’
approaches, failing to recognize traces of more inquisitive and less
condemnatory work scattered through earlier European accounts
of Muhammad, the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries did mark
a change. Opposed approaches to the study of Muhammad and
Islam came to coexist: recognizably positive, or at least deliberately
non-hostile, alongside harsh condemnations. Scholarship on Ara-
bic and Islam in western Europe played a key role in this process.
To give just a few examples, André du Ryer published a French
translation of the Qur’an, which was in turn rendered into a “less
learned” but more widely read English version in 1649.1%? The next
year, Pococke published Specimen historiae Arabum, a Latin edition
of a medieval Muslim history, which included a brief sketch of
Muhammad’s life; it remained a vital resource for scholars into the
nineteenth century.!?® This spate of publications continued into the

first decades of the eighteenth century, with Boulainvilliers; Jean
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Gagnier’s 1723 translation of a medieval biography, followed by his
multivolume Lifée; and George Sale’s 1734 English translation of
the Qur'an.!?*

Accompanying this growth of scholarly interest in Arabs and
Islam was a shift in European perceptions of Muslims. In con-
trast to the beginnings of “the European relationship to the
Orient . . . when . . . that relationship was one of anxiety and awe
on the part of the Europeans,”? by the eighteenth century, “Fear
of the Turks gave way to contempt, fascination, and a sort of
cultural and historical tourism.”'2¢ (French Marxist scholar Max-
ime Rodinson, whose 1961 biography of Muhammad was stricken
from syllabi at the American University of Cairo, viewed the rise of
“romantic exoticism” as the result of “a change within Western sen-
sibilities” rather than as the outcome of changes in broader rela-
tionships between East and West.)!?’

Although serious scholarly work on Oriental languages and
texts had begun centuries earlier, including that by monks intent
on refutation of rival dogmas, it increased commensurately with
European colonialism in Arab and Asian lands. Johann Fuck
divides European scholarship on Arabic and Islam into two peri-
ods. From its twelfth-century monastic origins through the late
eighteenth century, with “rare exceptions” a “‘Christian agenda’”
governed such work, though for many scholars, a nominal profes-
sion of Christianity was sufficient to allow their work to have “fun-
damentally neutral content.”’?® From then on, “modern scholarly
studies of Arabic” came to dominate within a university system.!?’
Most German researchers involved in the study of Arabic, Islam,
and the Middle East worked in Oriental-language positions. Their
research was “distinguished not only by an impressive number of

outstanding scholars, but also by a heavy and persistent focus on
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issues of language (in its classical form) and the early Islamic pe-

riod.”130

In British universities as well, the study of Oriental lan-
guages, including Sanskrit and Arabic, ramped up dramatically.

Fascination with the East was by no means limited to universi-
ties. British and continental writers were drawn to partly known,
mostly imagined exotic realms. The Romantic era, which spanned
the last quarter of the eighteenth century and the first half of the
nineteenth century, radiated out from Britain to affect much of
Europe and “saw a crucial transition between an Enlightenment
world view and the values of a modern, industrial society.”’3! Ro-
manticism was “a literary movement, and a profound shift in sen-
sibility.”? Early modern thinkers tried to unmask the impostor;
Romantic thinkers instead aimed to reveal the genius. Concern
with inner and outer, which had been focused on revealing the
true hidden beneath the false, shifted to individuals’ interior lives,
not outward forms. Genius was the animating core of the Roman-
tic vision, and its “prerequisites,” in one early articulation, “were
originality, passion, and enthusiasm.”

Ideas about genius and inner nature affected biography, a genre
enjoying new popularity in Britain. Muhammad’s biographers
aimed to convey something of his “personality,” as biographers did
more generally. Beyond this concern for capturing a certain indi-
vidual essence, biographers focused on Great Men and their Im-
portant Deeds. Military heroes (and antiheroes) figured large in
the European imagination, and biography increasingly conveyed
this information to a reading public. Philip Almond sums it up
succinctly in his survey Heretic and Hero: Muhammad and the Vic-
torians: “The Victorian penchant for great men coupled with the
Western fascination for an exotic east engendered a sympathetic

environment for the rehabilitation of Muhammad and Islam.”13*
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As the next chapter will show, “rehabilitation” is too simplistic.
Medieval obsession with disgust gave way to a modern scrutiny of
deeds; concern with legend became preoccupation with fact. At
the same time, churning away in the background were old ideas
about Muhammad’s calculating formulation of a false religion—
and the even older notion, expressed in the view of an American
clergyman who also served as Harvard’s president, that “Muham-

mad had received his revelations straight from the devil.”'¥



Chapter 2
A True Prophet

Orphaned of father then mother, bereaved of the
grandfather who had taken him in, young Mubammad
passed into the care of his paternal uncle Abu Talib. Not
long thereafter, when he was nine or a little older, he
accompanied his uncle on a caravan journey to Syria,
during which he was miraculously shaded from the harsh
desert sun. ‘Ihe caravan stopped at a monastery in Bostra,
but Mubammad remained hidden until a monk asked
Abu Talib to produce him. The monk, Bahira, questioned
Mubammad closely and saw the seal of prophecy between
his shoulder blades. Before sending him on his way, he
predicted Mubammad’s future greatness and warned Abu
Talib to protect him from those who would harm him.

Muslim tradition views this encounter with Bahira as but one in
a series of supernatural and non-Muslim affirmations of Mu-
hammad’s special status and future promise.! Extraordinary oc-
currences punctuated his life. Radiant light spilled from his fa-
ther’s forehead before his conception. His mother dreamed of
illumination. Angels came and washed a speck from his breast
when he was a boy in his foster mother’s care. Classical sources
elaborate at length on these portents, which surrounded Mu-
hammad’s birth and childhood with the luminous aura of the
divine. Like the monk’s recognition of the “seal of prophecy,” which
toreshadowed eventual confirmation of Muhammad’s revelation by

Khadija’s Christian cousin Waraqa, these events indicated divine
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favor and linked the nascent faith to the tradition of biblical
prophecy.

'The Bahira story has a distorted reflection in early Christian
works, which often unspooled from this fateful encounter. In Syriac
sources, a renegade monk usually called Sergius plots with Muham-
mad to deceive his compatriots. In European sources, the monk was
often Nestur or occasionally Arius, attesting to the intertwining of
ideas about Muhammad with Christian heresies.? Rather than serv-
ing as independent witness to Muhammad’s legitimacy, as he does
in Muslim accounts, the monk, sometimes alongside Waraqa or
other Meccan Christians, is complicit in his scheme.

Early Muslims used biblical categories, proof texts, and miracle
stories to affirm Muhammad’s prophethood and the superiority
of Islam, just as Christian opponents of the growing Muslim tra-
dition used the same texts to affirm the opposite.® Early followers
compared Muhammad to other prophetic figures in a bid to le-
gitimate Muhammad in prevailing terms and, later, to prove his
superiority. Once Muslim success was a fact, adherents of other
traditions recast their foundational figures in Muhammad’s image:
Zoroastrians reimagined Zoroaster as a lone bearer of scripture.*
'The images of Muhammad held by Muslims altered and accreted,
as did the images held by Christians—both Arabs who lived along-
side Muslims and those in Europe who had never met one.

'The question of the relation of Muhammad to other religious
traditions, particularly Christianity, remained central even as me-
dieval concern with heresy became early modern preoccupation
with imposture. The Enlightenment critique of religion, the
growth of academic Oriental studies, and the rise of colonialism
led to increased connection between Muslim and non-Muslim
accounts of Muhammad’s life. A steady trickle of books on Mu-
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hammad had appeared in western Europe during the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries, but the number of publications in-
creased dramatically in the nineteenth century. In England and
America—increasingly a locus of missionary fervor—popularizers
supplemented scholarly publications based on newly available
early Arabic sources with books and tracts targeting missionaries
and general audiences. Although perennial themes persisted—
miracles, sex, violence—non-Muslims posed new critiques of Mus-
lim accounts and, even more fundamentally, focused attention on
historical accuracy. The quest for correct information about Mu-
hammad had precedent in the work of early clerical opponents of
Islam, who aimed to know Muslim doctrines the better to refute
them. In this era, however, a set of questions about historical fact
came to dominate Western approaches to Muhammad’s life. Their
preoccupations intersected with those of Muslim religious thinkers,
traditional scholars, and Western-educated reformers. In a series of
exchanges, mostly occurring in English, among British scholars
and missionaries, Indian Muslim elites, and Hindu reformers,

new visions of Muhammad were hammered out.

The Original Sources

'The battle over Muhammad’s image was fought on the contested
ground of history as preserved, more or less reliably, in “original
sources.” Despite significant disagreement over what kind of man
Muhammad was and how he fit into narratives of biblical proph-
ecy and world history, a set of largely implicit agreements came to
govern claims about his life. Early texts gained new prominence;
new methodological presuppositions fundamentally reshaped the

way Muhammad’s biography was written.
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Historical chronicles and biographical dictionaries, like more
straightforward biographies, use complex organizing principles
and coded language to assert authoritative versions of events, even
as they include information that is unlikely, contradictory, or un-
flattering. Today, those who study these texts tend to analyze the
literary practices behind them, seeking to understand how their
subjects, including Muhammad, were understood by those who
wrote about them, fully aware that in many sources “the lines be-
tween outright history and devotion are blurred.” In the nine-
teenth century, however, scholars influenced by scholarship on the
historical Jesus (and the historical Buddha) were primarily inter-
ested in ferreting out what was “true” or “untrue.”

European biographies written in the previous century had re-
lied on a small number of primary sources, including Jean Gag-
nier’s 1723 Latin/Arabic edition of the biography of the Prophet by
the Syrian Abu’l-Fida (1273-1331). That Abu’l-Fida’s text became
so central owed to the vagaries of manuscript circulation rather
than any preeminence for medieval Muslims. Print made it avail-
able to Arabists who had no comparable manuscripts to consult;
Latin made it accessible to scholars who did not read Arabic.® The
Episcopal cleric William Murray published an English version
for subscribers (The Life of Mohammed Translated from the Arabic of
Abulfeda), probably in the 1820s, accompanied by a scathing in-
troduction and conclusion, together equaling the length of the
translated source.” It found some use in the hands of Christian
apologists but did not supplant Gagnier’s Latin version.

Though Abu’l-Fida’s text had not previously enjoyed great re-
nown, it shared features with important medieval texts, such as
the chronicle of Ibn al-Athir (d. 1233), on which it depended heav-
ily, and through it, the standard early biographies.® Such chroni-
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cles, in which Muhammad’s life was only one element, were
eclipsed in popularity among Muslims by highly stylized medita-
tions on Muhammad’s perfection, including devotional texts com-
posed for celebrations of his birthday, which spanned the popular
and the scholarly. One scholar notes that “among Muslims, the
popularity of Muhammad’s biographies is based not on the his-
torical evidence that they include but on their didactic, edifying,
propagandistic, and entertaining features that address the needs of
readers and listeners on various educational, psychological, and
artistic levels.”” This is certainly true for the premodern period,
when “softer-edged Prophetic biography” was “in near constant
demand by literate Muslims at large.” The Shifa’ of Qadi ‘Iyad, an
Andalusian contemporary of these historians, was “an immensely
popular compilation—indeed, arguably the single most popular
Prophetic biography of the entire tradition.”" To take a later ex-
ample, in eighteenth-century Egypt, a collection of blessings and
prayers for the Prophet by a fifteenth-century Moroccan Sufi “was
the most commonly owned book after the Quran.”"? European
scholars were largely uninterested in these sorts of texts; they wanted
to know the facts of Muhammad’s life, as closely as they could.
When Gustav Weil published his biography Mubammad the
Prophet, His Life and His Book (1843) in German using Arabic
manuscript sources, it ushered in “an entirely new era in Islamic
studies in Europe.” It was the first major advance in about a cen-
tury. (Weil, who was among a number of important Jewish Is-
lamicists working in Germany, would go on to publish a two-
volume German edition of Ibn Ishaq/Ibn Hisham, a history of the
early caliphate, and a German translation of the Arabian Nights,
which ended up being excerpted for American student use because

it was, the editor said, “good modern German of an easy kind.”)*
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In the next two decades, the number of sources at the disposal
of Europeans increased rapidly. Scholars working in India, where
in some regions a Muslim minority constituted a ruling elite,
were largely responsible for these developments. Europeans were
instrumental in editing and publishing manuscripts of early texts,
sometimes with accompanying translations.”® Additionally, their
own biographical writings drew on early sources, a fact advertised
in their titles. Aloys Sprenger, an Austrian medical doctor who
joined the British East India Company and became principal of
Delhi College, wrote The Life of Mohammad from Original Sources,
which the Presbyterian Mission Press published in Allahabad in
1851 A longer German version, with extensive source material,
appeared later but garnered substantially less attention from Mus-
lim readers. Indeed, scholarly work in German—which had recently
replaced Latin publications for university careers in Germany—was
mostly read by other Europeans.”” Despite their pioneering role in
research on Muhammad’s life, scholars like Weil were neglected
by Indian and Egyptian authors, who were far more likely to read
works in French or English. Sprenger was widely read in India in

part because his Life appeared in English.

Anglo-Muhammadan Lives

Tarif Khalidi argues that two British Lives of the nineteenth cen-
tury “haunt” modern Muslim biographers.!® The first is Thomas
Carlyle’s 1840 lecture “The Hero as Prophet.” Carlyle began by ex-
plaining, “We have chosen Mahomet not as the most eminent
Prophet; but as the one we are freest to speak of.”" He addressed an
audience likely to be amenable to his claim that they were free to

discuss Muhammad because “there is no danger of our becoming,
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any of us, Mahometans.”?° His presumption that there was no
danger of conversion was not entirely accurate—there were com-
munities of Muslims in Britain, and a handful of Europeans did
convert over the course of the nineteenth century—but unlike me-
dieval Christians who had sought to reinforce boundaries, Carlyle
considered a defensive stance unnecessary.?! His view was not uni-
versally shared; less generous appraisals of Muhammad’s life di-
rected to Protestant missionaries in India or Sunday school chil-
dren in America circulated widely. Carlyle, though, presumed a
secure identity that would be neither offended nor threatened by
any perceived slight to or glorification of Muhammad.

Carlyle delivered his lecture, in which he pronounced Muham-
mad “a true prophet’™—if not the truest—in the heyday of British
imperialism. The French invasion and occupation of Egypt in
1798 had marked a decisive shift in British and French colonial pat-
terns. Western European provincial power struggles, such as the
Napoleonic wars, played out on the world stage. French control
spread in Africa and receded in India; the British expanded their
control throughout India while maintaining African and Asian
colonies. Eventually, the British came to dominate in Egypt as
well, invading in 1882 and establishing a protectorate that, as the
Ottoman Empire declined and eventually collapsed, took increas-
ingly stringent measures to secure British commercial, diplomatic,
and military interests. As later chapters will show, this interlude was
decisive for the establishment of a colonialist party line on women
and Islam, which is still broadly influential, and came to affect how
people thought about Muhammad’s marriages.

Biographical writing on Muhammad was also deeply shaped by
the increasing popularity of the biographical genre in western

Europe, particularly England, as well as by European scholarly
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interest in the historical Jesus. The former, related to the country’s
national-heroic story line, concerned military figures of various
sorts. The latter, part of a new biblical studies agenda, sought to
integrate archaeology and critical textual methods with historical
scholarship. Interwoven with these developments was a romantic
sensibility.

Carlyle, deeply influenced by the German writer Goethe, linked
ideas of genius with notions of greatness. Muhammad’s unspoiled
natural genius allows him to do things that will aftect the world.
Carlyle emphasized the primitive, the lack of artifice and artifici-
ality, in his thinking about Muhammad’s relation to environment
as well as to his inner self. Muslims were not his target audience,
though he became “the favorite author of all Islamic modernists
in India.”?? Muslim authors appropriated his praise for apologetic
purposes, a trend that only increased after the 1911 translation of
his lecture into Arabic. An early twentieth-century Muslim au-
thor writes that “Carlyle unveiled, as it were, the beauty of the Holy
Prophet to the Western eye.”” Conventional wisdom deems his
lecture, which includes its share of negative remarks, “a vehement
and unusual rehabilitation of Muhammad.”** It was not entirely
unprecedented in its generally positive view of Muhammad; in
addition to French works like that of Boulainvilliers, 4n Apology
for the Life and Character of the Celebrated Prophet of Arabia, Called
Mohammed, or the Illustrious by Godfrey Higgins predated it
by more than a decade.? Yet is has become a touchstone for Mus-
lims seeking Western support for their claims about Muhammad’s
greatness.

Carlyle was less interested in Muhammad himself than in what
the Prophet allowed Carlyle to say about humanity as a whole. As

he wrote to American essayist Ralph Waldo Emerson, describing
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his lecture: “Beautiful people listened with boundless tolerance,
eager attention” to his telling them that “man was still alive, Na-
ture not dead or like to die; that all true men continued true to
this hour” Muhammad—Ilike Odin, “the Lama of Thibet,” and
others—was a “true” man. Truth was neither bound to Europe
nor exclusive to Christianity. He was aware that in this latter
claim, he was not merely stating an agreed-upon truth: “The Lec-
ture on Mahomet . . . astonished my worthy friends beyond mea-
sure. It seems then that this Mahomet was not a quack? Not a bit of
him! That he is a better Christian, with his “bastard Christianity,”
than the most of us shovel-hatted? I guess than almost any of
you!”%¢ Still, though Christianity might not have a monopoly on
truth, it remained the byword for human morality: to say that Mu-
hammad is “a better Christian” here means not that he accepted
specific dogmas but that he embodied praiseworthy qualities.

If Carlyle synthesized the Romantic genius and the great man,
William Muir represented the “Missionary-Orientalist complex.”?’
It is widely recognized now that there was no one Orientalism.?
Missionary, scholarly, and imperial aims were in tension and
sometimes in conflict, both writ large and in individual lives.
Muir’s career intertwined evangelism, Orientalist scholarship, and
service to the empire. He was a committed Christian, a serious
Arabist, and a member of the Bengal Civil Service, serving nearly
four decades in India (1837-1876) in former Mughal territory in the
northwest, rising to the position of provincial lieutenant governor.
He was good at his job, networking with other colonial officials—
particularly those who shared his evangelical bent—and with “na-
tives,” including members of the Muslim scholarly class known as
ulama. He skirted the formal policy requiring colonial officials’

religious neutrality by supporting missionary activities in regions
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where he was posted with both his money and, more importantly,
his pen. An early article on “The Mahommedan Controversy,”
published in the Calcutta Review (1845) less than a decade into his
stay in India, argued that the time was ripe for evangelism, since
“at every point of contact with Islam, Christianity has the tempo-
ral ascendancy.” His rousing challenge was aimed at conversion of
Hindus and Muslims alike: “Britain must not faint until her mil-
lions in the East abandon both the false Prophet and the Idol
shrines, and rally around that eternal truth which has been brought
to light in the Gospel.”?

The evangelizing intent behind Muir’s Life was no secret. Muir
tells how the Reverend Karl Pfander, stymied in his efforts to
convert Muslims, implored him to write a biography suitable for
evangelism. Muir reviewed extant missionary Lives and found
them sorely wanting: error riddled and off-putting in tone.** Their
outmoded or offensive ways of presenting Muhammad hampered
conversion efforts. Pfander originally desired, and Muir set out to
write, a synthetic, sensitive, Christianizing life in the vernacular.
'The project took on a life of its own, though, expanding and shift-
ing in intent and audience as well as language.

The collision of Muir’s evangelical aims and scholarly approach
resulted in the magisterial four-volume 7he Life of Mahomet
from Original Sources. Published between 1858 and 1861, and in
abridged form in 1878, Muir’s Life has been a major resource and
reference for scholars and lay readers. Though ultimately unsuited
for use as an evangelical tract, it was widely read by missionaries
and by Indian Muslims with sufhicient English competence. In
1905, nearly a half century after its publication, Muir’s obituary
called it “the standard presentment, in English, of the Prophet of

Islam.”¥ At the same time, it has come to symbolize what is bad
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about Orientalist views of Muhammad.3? Muir’s biography was
based on meticulous primary-source research as well as engage-
ment with extant scholarship, but though he was faithful to his
sources, he presented information gleaned from them in unflat-
tering ways: “It is precisely because of its deadly accuracy,” Khal-
idi writes, “that Muir’s Life was found so distasteful by Muslim
readership.”

Though Muslim writers have explicitly criticized Muir’s ap-
proach and conclusions, the publication of his Life forever altered
the enterprise of pious biography. It wove a handful of topics—
authenticity of revelation, character, behavior with women—into
a source-critical narrative history, fusing polemic and scholarship.
What Muir ultimately accomplished was a grand restatement of
Muhammad’s life in his Arabian setting, grounding his study as
firmly as possible in historical materials. Though far from aiming
at any sort of apology, he rejected “the medieval polemic based on
limited sources and an irrational bias against Islam and its
prophet.”** He sought to overcome both obstacles, though he was
more successful at mining new sources than eliminating “irrational

bias,” at least in the views of his Muslim critics.

Muhammadan Controversies

'The evangelical movement of which Muir formed part was far
from the only religious contestation occurring in India. The nine-
teenth century was fertile ground for religious controversies and
new identitarian movements both within and between religious
communities. In keeping with broader currents of reform in the
Arabian Peninsula and Arab world, Indian Muslims were engaged

in debates over authority, tradition, and the proper approach to
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matters of worship. Broader revivalist currents, including move-
ments originating in the Arabian Peninsula, reverberated among
Muslims in India.?* The formation of the scholarly community at
Deoband, as well as the Barelvi movement, resulted in internecine
struggles and a flowering of scholarly and popular output. The
proper way to celebrate Muhammad’s life was one crucial node in
those discussions.

The Ahmadiyya have their origin in the same period in the
work and life of Mirza Ghulam Ahmad (1836—1908). Ahmad, from
Qadian in India, came to prominence in the 1870s as a scholar and
controversialist, who “attained wide fame in the subcontinent as
one of Islam’s foremost champions against the inroads of colonial
missionaries and similar groups critical of Islam or committed to
the conversion of Muslims.”3¢ He debated other Muslims, Hindu
reformers, and Christians. Eventually, his claims to be the prom-
ised messiah alienated many of his supporters, but he continued to
have active followers in colonial India. After his death, the move-
ment split over whether he also fulfilled a prophetic role; both
groups have proselytized actively, especially in the United States
and Europe.

To discuss these as intra-Muslim shifts, as I have just done,
already misrepresents the situation because it presumes that Mus-
lim and Hindu were neatly distinguished at the outset and then
fractured further. In fact, the development of these religious iden-
tities was less the precondition for than the outcome of nineteenth-
century developments.’” Some medieval Bengali tales of Muham-
mad’s birth “placed the event within the all-embracing Indian
religious scene by having Brahma, Vishnu, and others foretell the
Prophet’s coming.”® In a Gujarati poem from the turn of the sev-

enteenth century, a Brahmin gives the newly born Muhammad
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his sacred thread.® Ronit Ricci finds similar congruences in
seventeenth-century Tamil texts.*® To call this “boundary blur-
ring” implies that there were boundaries to be blurred rather than
a complex topology of the sacred. Beginning in the eighteenth
century, exclusivity and purity as religious values came to be in-
creasingly celebrated by at least some elite thinkers, resulting in
less crossover.!

New mechanisms for print interchange were intertwined with,
and facilitated, these developments. A swifter process of polemical
exchange in periodicals, pamphlets, and other print media charac-
terized the middle decades of the nineteenth century. Hindus had
vigorous interchanges concerning widow remarriage and other
topics.*? Intra-Muslim debates took place through the press, too.
Print media facilitated the regular exchange between Indian Mus-
lims and Europeans, as in the published fallout from and follow-
up to the 1854 debates between missionaries and Muslim scholars.

In these writings, all parties presumed shared norms about evi-
dence, facts, and proof, and appealed—intermittently—to ideals
of objectivity, tolerance, and universalism. Though the transition
was not without its rough moments, there came to be a shared no-
tion that accuracy and insult were relevant categories for assessing
portraits of Muhammad. One consistent key in modern Muslim
treatments of Muhammad is the perceived need to combat nega-
tive portrayals—or, as one author puts it, “the misleading teach-
ing and willful misrepresentations which are so common.”*

The theme of rebutting (Western) misconceptions has become
ubiquitous in studies of Islam, even those aimed primarily at Mus-
lims.** This stated aim is such a predictable feature of writing about
Islam in the twenty-first century, by both Muslims and sympa-

thetic non-Muslims, that it is difficult to imagine that it once was
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not so. Yet for centuries, people engaged in polemics felt free to
point out the “errors” or “lies” of their opponents. Some Muslim
writings still take this tone and refer to “refuting Orientalist
calumnies™—often those by Muir. But the dominant approach,
which has its origins in the nineteenth century, suggests that one’s
opponents are not so much in outright error as merely and sadly
mistaken, and that if the facts can be clearly illustrated, they will
abandon their “preconceptions” and recognize the legitimacy of
Muslim assertions. As reformer Syed Ameer Ali puts it, the aim
is “to disabuse the minds of many readers of false impressions and
false prejudices.”® Such claims may be partly rhetorical flourish,
but they also indicate a (perceived) agreement on standards of
proof to which one can appeal, and an ongoing dialogue—or the
pretense of it—between Muslim and non-Muslim authors.*
Attempts by Muslims to correct Western “misunderstandings”
also provided a means by which other objectives, including scor-
ing points in internal Muslim debates and power struggles, could
be pursued. Two of the authors whose engagement with Muir
was most important were also deeply involved with projects for
Muslim reform. The first, Syed Ahmad Khan (1817-1898), was a
traditionally educated civil servant with whom Muir had a “close,
complicated, fraught yet finally symbiotic relationship.”# Ahmad
Khan—who eventually became “Sir Sayyid™—was by birth a
member of the Muslim scholarly class and by profession a member
of the colonial service. Although he eventually became known as a
modernist and an advocate of European-style education, founding
the Mohammedan Anglo-Oriental College (now Aligarh Muslim
University), Ahmad Khan had a fairly typical inculcation into the

tradition, even penning a devotional text celebrating the Proph-
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et’s birthday. The second, Ameer Ali (1849—1928), was among the
most prominent Indian Muslims who sought to talk back to their
British colonizers—to rebut their claims about Islam in general
and Muhammad in particular. Both men’s English-language writ-
ings merged biography and polemic and, especially in Ameer Ali’s
case, became important resources for Muslims in India and else-
where, including Egypt. British authors also read these works,
though European authors did not engage with Muslim authors
in nearly the proportions that the reverse happened. As Susan
Buck-Morss has noted, “colonized people,” including “Muslim
intellectuals,” have been “routinely required” “to argue for [their]
beliefs on truly foreign, and in many ways unpalatable, discursive

terrains” since Napoleon’s invasion of Egypt in 1798.48

Tales of the Prophet

Three main things were at stake in nineteenth-century biogra-
phies. One was a matter of theology: Where (if anywhere) did Mu-
hammad fit in a history of prophets sent by God to guide human-
ity? The second, without necessary confessional commitments,
was where Muhammad fit in the history of human reformers or
leaders. The third crucial issue, on which answers to the others
depended, was epistemological: How do we know? What sources
are available? Are they trustworthy? How should they be used, and
by whom? As one might expect, European authors, most of whom
were Christian, and Indian Muslim authors had varying views on
the theological issues. Debates tended to hinge on the second and
third points, with Muslim critics of scholars like Muir often argu-

ing that their religious commitments biased them so strongly that
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they could not use the sources properly, leading them to an unjust
verdict on Muhammad’s merits. Muslim authors also disagreed
with one another about these questions.

'The major problem for Muir and other British thinkers was
how to understand Muhammad’s claims to have received revela-
tion from God. Ideas about demon possession were no longer in
vogue, and claims of deliberate and total fraud were less easily
accepted than they had been when Prideaux was writing a hun-
dred and fifty years earlier. Few were, like Carlyle, willing to ac-
cept Muhammad’s complete sincerity and attribute his revelations
to a welling up within him from deep in nature. George Lathom
Browne’s question in his 1856 The.4ra of Mahomet, is more typical:
“Was this madness or imposture?”# Others refused these dichoto-
mous positions and saw Muhammad as confused or conflicted.
John Davenport, who collaborated with Ahmad Khan and whose
1869 An Apology for Mohammed and the Koran has been cited by
Muslim authors, declares it “more than probable that he really and
conscientiously believed himself to be the divinely inspired Apos-
tle of God.”®

Muir, on the other hand, believed that whatever legitimate stir-
rings of a prophetic impulse Muhammad may have once had, he
made a fateful choice to present his proclamations as God’s speech.
'Thus, a salutary reform effort became twisted by his ambition for
worldly success. Muir connects Muhammad’s “temptation” and
slippage into believing himself a prophet of God with the tempta-
tion of Jesus by Satan: Jesus “rejected the suggestion, and through-
out his life on earth refrained from bringing the divine power
which he possessed to the relief of his personal wants.” Muham-
mad, by contrast, “arrogated a spiritual power which the records of

his life too plainly prove that he misused to subserve his personal
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necessities and even his erring desires.”! Here, though, Muir hes-
itates: Muhammad was “not, indeed, possessed of any supernatu-
ral energy,” but perhaps his “early doubts . . . and his suspicion of
being under the influence of genii or evil spirits, suggest the en-
quiry whether that suspicion rested on any real ground, or was the
mere creation of a nervous and excited fancy.”? The comparison
with Jesus allows Muir to note that Muhammad claims to con-
tinue the legacy of the biblical prophets, among whom he num-
bers Jesus, but in fact clearly diverges.

Muhammad’s mission is intimately connected with the Qur’an,
about which nineteenth-century writers were not particularly
complimentary. In this, they followed in the footsteps of their En-
lightenment predecessors. As Swedish scholar Tor Andrae notes,
“Voltaire called it ‘an incomprehensible book which violates our
common sense upon every page, and since Voltaire most Euro-
pean readers have found that the Koran is the most boresome
reading that can be imagined.”? This notion that non-Muslims are
likely to be left cold by the Qur'an has wide currency, perhaps
owing to historian Edward Gibbon’s influential formulation: “The
harmony and copiousness of style will not reach, in a version, the
European infidel; he will peruse, with impatience, the endless in-
coherent rhapsody of fable, and precept, and declamation, which
seldom excites a sentiment or an idea, which sometimes crawls in
the dust and is sometimes lost in the clouds.”* Gibbon’s words
are self-fulfilling: others have called it “inexpressibly tedious” and
“a mostly impossible book.”

Even Carlyle, convinced of the Quran’s merits, denigrated its
style, calling it “[a] wearisome confused jumble.” This is fitting,
though, since it is not really a book but “a bewildered rhapsody”

whose “primary character” is “genuineness.”® The unpolished
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nature of the text corresponds to the unrefined messenger who
brought it: “The rude message he delivered was a real one withal;
an earnest confused voice from the enthusiastical unknown
Deep.” In this view, Carlyle was influenced by Goethe, for whom
“untamed, spontaneous authenticity was everything,” and who de-
clared, “The only true art is characteristic art. If its influence arises
from deep, harmonious, independent feeling, from feeling pecu-
liar to the self, oblivious, yes, ignorant of everything foreign, then
it is whole and living, whether it be born from crude savagery or
cultured sentiment.”® Carlyle valued Muhammad’s authentic bar-
barian originality.

Carlyle’s view of the Quran as “a fiery mass of Life cast up
from the great bosom of Nature herself” was not widely shared.”
Most held more prosaic accounts of the Qur’an’s origins. Muslim
dogma, disdained only by some philosophers, held that the Quran
was God’s verbatim divine speech, delivered to Muhammad
through the agency of the angel Gabriel.? Needless to say, non-
Muslims rejected this characterization, though some accepted the
Muslim belief that Muhammad was illiterate.®! They were left
with two options: either it came from inside Muhammad or out-
side. Medieval scholars who depicted Muhammad as a heresiarch
favored a demonic origin. Muir entertains this option from time
to time, but does not insist on it; some parts of the Qur’an may be
explained by “the natural workings of the Prophet’s mind,”®? and
others clearly derive in some part from biblical sources or mono-
theist communities.

Jewish scholars mostly assumed that Muhammad took a sig-
nificant portion of the Qur’anic text as well as his religious ideas
broadly from Jews, either those living on the Arabian Peninsula or

those he encountered on his journeys. German Jewish Orientalist
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Abraham Geiger even titled a study What Did Muhammad Take
Jfrom the Jews? Susannah Heschel observes that like many of his
colleagues, “Geiger was remarkably sympathetic to Islam: Mu-
hammad was a genuine religious enthusiast, not a seducer or fraud
»63

or epileptic.”®> German Jewish scholars tended to view Islam pos-

itively—in part because, she argues, “imagin[ing] an Enlightened
Islam” became a means “to insist on a ‘purified, rational Judaism.”®*
For these scholars, Islam’s Jewish origins were to be celebrated.

In strong contrast, Christian scholars typically thought Mu-
hammad had help from errant Christians—like the Syrian
monk and Khadija’s cousin Waraqa—and believed his religion a
perversion of Christianity, not a demonstration of its vitality and
adaptability.®®

Sometimes what was problematic about Muhammad’s use of
Christianity was not just his rejection of its main doctrine, the
divinity of Christ, but also its confusion of Christianity with other
sources: the admixture itself was impure and dangerous. Echoing
medieval condemnations of Muslim monstrosity, which insisted
on Islam’s “unnatural hybridity,” Browne refers to “the plausible
creed which the fanatic concocted out of the idolatry of his native
tribes, and the vagaries of the numerous Christian heretics with
whom he met in his commercial journeys.”®® American Baptist John
Walton thought Islam “was partly borrowed out of the Christian
Bible, and partly hatched out of the enthusiastical Brain of Ma-
homet.”®” Tom Stecker, in his 1900 drama, puts his own view in
the mouth of a merchant speaking to camel drivers. He describes
“a curious mongrel creed / Concocted from the morsels he hath
stolen / From Christian, Jew, and Gentile.”®® In The False Prophet,
prepared for the Massachusetts Sabbath School Society, Harvey

Newcomb listed perverted Christian dogma, Jewish scripture, and
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Arabian superstition as Muhammad’s sources.®” Longtime mis-
sionary S. W. Koelle viewed Islam as “a compound of Jewish
fanaticism and Roman despotism.””

Wohatever its origins, few doubted that the Qur’an could be at-
tributed to Muhammad himself. Stanley Lane-Poole, writing for
a popular audience, was categorical: “The Koran is known beyond
any doubt to be at this moment, in all practical respects, identical
with the prophet’s words as collected immediately after his death. . . .
Its genuineness is above suspicion.”” By “genuine,” he means that it
records Muhammad’s own words, not that it is revelation. Lane-
Poole saw the Qur’an as the product of “a simple enthusiast con-
tronted with many and varied difficulties and trying to meet them
as best he could by the inward light that guided him.””? Browne,
also writing for generalists, was in the dubious minority: “Of the
Koran as given out by Mahomet, we have no means of judging.
"That Qur’an from which alone we have to decide, what is or is not
the Islam faith, was the work of another generation, and no doubt
grossly interpolated and corrupted.””

Muir’s assessment falls in the middle. Though noting the care-
less way early Muslims collected and preserved written copies of
its verses, he believes it was effectively safeguarded in the tena-
cious memory of early Muslims, whose culture cultivated memori-
zation. He is confident of its essential reliability: “I have examined
the Coran and admitted its authority as an authentic and contem-
porary record.”” Though the Qur'an went through a complex and
uneven process of compilation, it was reliable as a record not only
of Muhammad’s words but also of his life. Prophetic traditions
were to be less easily trusted, but unlike Lane-Poole’s judgment
that Muslim methods were worthless (“a totally useless and pre-

posterous criticism”),” Muir endorses them up to a point; tradi-
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tion, properly scrutinized, can provide important facts about
Muhammad’s life and career. Still, he subordinates them to the
Qur’an: “The sure light of the Corin will be the pole-star of the
historian; and by it he will judge tradition.””

That these accounts for scholars and the general public explic-
itly discussed source reliability is striking. Even if Lane-Poole
was ultimately casual in how he chose Aadith (“those which strike
the attention and do not seem peculiarly improbable”), he none-
theless described the process for his readers.”” Books about
Islam, Muslims, and Muhammad targeted to lay audiences ran
the gamut from novelistic renderings—such as that by Wash-
ington Irving (1783-1859), which also included occasional foot-
notes—to toned-down scholarly offerings. The abridged version
of Muir’s opus (1878) ran to 613 pages, not counting the index;
more than a tenth was devoted to “Sources for the Biography of
Mahomet.” This essay had come at the beginning of the original
edition, indicating its primacy; its inclusion in the abridgment,
even relegated to an appendix, shows that lay readers could be
expected to take an interest. When the third edition appeared
in 1894, Muir put it back at the beginning. In his preface, he
reasons that it should come first, “as the value of a history de-
pends entirely on the credibility of the evidence on which it is
based.””

Historian of colonial South Asia Avril Powell suggests that the
removal of some of the technical source apparatus from “later edi-
tions reflects the Life’s transition from a serious scholarly chal-
lenge to Muslim readers into a popular reference book for readers
in Britain.”” The book was indeed popular, but it is precisely its
“challenge to Muslim readers” wherein Muir made his most en-

during impact, occasioning rejoinders.
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The Muslim reaction of “amazed horror” to biographies by
Muir and Sprenger spurred responses.’ Ahmad Khan’s came in
the form of A Series of Essays on the Life of Mubammad and Subjects
Subsidiary Thereto. Composed in Urdu while Ahmad Khan was in
England in 1869, it was published in 1870 in English; an expanded
Urdu version appeared later.®! A lengthy essay on Arabian geog-
raphy and topology kicks off the compendium, followed by an
essay on Muhammad’s ancestry. Later essays discuss Muslim
“tradition” mostly hadith books and methods, Muslim “theologi-
cal literature,” the Prophet’s birth, and the impact of Islam on
humanity. Ahmad Khan’s Series of Essays is not “a fully-fledged
counter-biography.”® Instead, the topics align with those Muir
addressed. Ahmad Khan asks the same sorts of questions that
European scholars were asking: Was Islam on balance beneficial
to humanity? How does Islam compare to other religions? (This
assumes, already, that there are discrete entities called “religions”
that can be compared on their merits, whether doctrinal or his-
torical.) And, most importantly, how does Muhammad compare
to other prophets?

No incident better encapsulates the disagreement between Muir
and his critics than the so-called Satanic verses controversy. Dur-
ing a period in Mecca when he was under pressure from elites,
Muhammad reportedly pronounced a passage from the Qur'an
that attributed intercessory powers to three Meccan goddesses
who were known as “daughters of Allah”—Allah being, in pre-
Islamic Arabia, the name of a major deity. According to Muslims
who believe this incident happened, Satan cast these verses into
the Prophet’s mind; God, however, could not allow such corrup-
tion to stand, and revealed new verses that reject the very idea of

God having daughters or other subordinate deities.
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Such are the main features of the story as found in early and
classical sources. Muslim tradition wavered as to whether to ac-
cept it as true. The problem of the Satanic verses is bound up with
the question of the integrity of the Qur’anic text, the reliability of
the hadith literature, and the deep theological issue raised by the
Prophet’s seeming fallibility.%® Some, such as the fourteenth-
century Syrian Ibn Taymiyya, saw in the ultimate resolution of
this incident the proof of God’s guarantee of safeguarding the
Qur’an from corruption.®* Modern Muslims, too, disagree about
what really happened. Their debates take into consideration
Western interlocutors and the fact that their writings might pro-
vide fodder for criticism of Muhammad and Islam.

For Muir, the story’s inclusion in early books serves as guarantor
of its truth—up to a point. Rather than seeing any Satanic inter-
vention, he attributes these verses instead to Muhammad’s attempt
to placate the Meccans. However, when Muhammad eventually
realizes that their content will compromise his core mission and
message, he repudiates the verses and replaces them with the cur-
rent set.% Referring to “the narratives of Wackidi and Tabari,”
Muir writes: “Pious Mussulmans of after days, scandalized at the
lapse of their Prophet into so flagrant a concession, would reject
the whole story. But the authorities are too strong to be impugned.
It is hardly possible to conceive how the tale, if not in some shape
or other founded in truth, could ever have been invented.”®® Un-
like Sprenger, who believes that the biographical texts sometimes
include wholesale fabrications about miracles and other unlikely
goings-on, Muir sees a “kernel” of historical truth in all such sto-
ries, no matter how fantastical.®” Ahmad Khan, on the other hand,
rejects it wholesale, despite its presence in early biographies. He

reasons that accounts of the supposed event contradict each other.
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Their irreconcilability points to their untrustworthiness; they are
not to be taken as authoritative.8® In these debates, then, the
question of source methodology is paramount.

At the opposite pole from the anxiety-provoking Satanic verses
incident, the night journey and ascension are for Muslims a uni-
formly positive moment in Muhammad’s life, perhaps the pinna-
cle of his prophetic experience.®’ Stories and images of the ascen-
sion were a central—perhaps #4e central—element of Muhammad’s
life story over the centuries. One night, not long before his mi-
gration to Medina, Muhammad lay down to sleep in his cousin
Umm Hani’s home; during the night he was transported to “the
farthest mosque,” traditionally situated in Jerusalem, and from
there to the heavens, where he encountered past prophets, con-
versed with angels, and negotiated with God over the daily prayer
obligations of Muslims—bargaining God down from fifty to five.
Unlike the Satanic verses incident, which according to him has
no reliable support in traditional texts, Ahmad Khan sees Quranic
grounding for the ascension.”® Was the ascension “a mere vision”
or a “bodily” journey? Muslims have long debated this question.”?
Sprenger overstates the case when he declares, “All historical rec-
ords are for the latter opinion; the former is upheld by some skep-
tics only.”?? Sprenger paints Muslims as credulous and the tradition
as unreliable. But it is true that those who claim the journey was
a vision were a minority.

Whether agreeing that it “really” happened or not, to focus on
this point obscures earlier ways of treating the ascension. Mus-
lims were attentive to the beauty and sublimity of the story itself
and the spiritual truths it conveyed. Authors fleshed out the narra-
tive in myriad ways. It figured prominently in preaching and pros-

elytizing as well as sectarian conflict among Muslims.”® It told



A True Prophet 65

about the relation of Muhammad to other prophets, particularly
Abraham and Moses. Its affirmation of Muslim ritual worked
also to establish the superiority of Muhammad to other prophets,
in part through narrating, though circumspectly, his vision of God.
Mystics adopted the model of the ascension to describe spiritual
progress. In a twist, the story of the ladder by which Muhammad
ascended to heaven was known to medieval Europeans, includ-
ing the author of the Divine Comedy.”* “How ironic,” renowned
Islamic studies scholar Annemarie Schimmel observes, “that the
hero of the true [ascension], the Prophet Muhammad, should
have been placed by Dante among the schismatics in the lowest
part of Hell!”*

'The same dynamics at play in the story of the ascension also
apply to the lesser-known story in which the boy Muhammad
was playing near his foster mother’s home when two angels ap-
proached him, held him down, opened his chest, and removed a
miniscule black speck. This purified him and made him fit to
receive the Quranic message. Non-Muslim scholars have some-
times seen this legend as an example of how Muslim tradition
has sought to fill narrative gaps in the Qur’an, which alludes to
having “opened [his] breast,” by inventing stories to explain its
obscure passages. Muslim tradition treats the Qur’anic statement
as a reference to a real event, though Muslims again disagree
over whether to understand it literally.”® Muir, too, views the
Quran and other early accounts as generally reflecting actual
events of the Prophet’s life: though his miracles are “puerile fab-
rications . . . we can generally trace in tradition some real inci-
dent on which they were engrafted, which prompted the idea,
and gave to fancy a starting-point for its fairy creations and illu-

sive colouring.”””
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'The opening of the breast, which Ahmad Khan discusses in
conjunction with the ascension, provides a useful counterpoint to
the story of the seal of prophecy: in one account, something ex-
traneous is removed from Muhammad’s body; while in the other,
something extra on his body is recognized not as superfluous or
dangerous but as meaningful. The seal of prophecy—a bodily
mark, mole, patch of hair, or “fleshy excrescence” the size of a pi-
geon egg—was between his shoulder blades. Ahmad Khan, like
other modern Muslim scholars, downplays the role of this mark,
but like the encounter with Bahira, it confirms objectively Mu-
hammad’s status as prophesied messenger.

As he interprets various facts about Muhammad’s life, Ahmad
Khan repeatedly attacks Muir’s methods—from which sources he
uses to how he interprets the materials he finds there. According
to Ahmad Khan, Muir uses unreliable sources when it suits his
purposes and repeats stories of miraculous occurrences or quali-
ties credulously, when the right kind of Muslim would not accept
them; he fails to grasp the more relaxed standards for biographi-
cal reports than for prophetic traditions with legal implications.”®
Just because accounts are inc/uded in the biographies does not
mean that a good scholar will depend on them; the compilers’ job
was to collect, not to sort or discard them.”” Sprenger, like Muir,
depends on untrustworthy sources: “two Moslem authors (Wakidi
and his Katib [i.e., Ibn Sa‘'d]), regarded in the Mohammedan
world as the least trustworthy and most careless biographers of
Mohammed.”?° By contrast, he himself relies “on the writings of
Ibn-Hishim and Ibn-al-Athir. The former, in spite of the ani-
madversions of Muir, will always continue to occupy the position
of the most careful and trustworthy biographer of the Prophet.

'The latter,” Abu’l-Fida’s main source, as noted earlier, “for his
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critical acumen, the simple and chaste elegance of his style, and
the extensive erudition displayed throughout his splendid history,
might justly claim a place in the rank of the greatest historians of

101 How quickly Ahmad Khan moves from condemning

Europe.
Muir’s misapprehension of the Muslim biographical tradition to
holding up European scholars as the standard to which Muslim
authors must be compared!

In Ahmad Khan’s view, by accepting the wrong sorts of Mus-
lim sources—out of ignorance, incompetence, or malice—Muir,
Sprenger, and others come to erroneous and unwarranted conclu-
sions about Islam.1? Take a banal example, which Ahmad Khan
approaches with absolute seriousness: Did the Prophet dye his hair?
Muir sees contradictions within the tradition literature on this
point. Ahmad Khan instead reconciles the various accounts, some
of which suggest henna use and others that reject it. Muir’s inabil-
ity to reconcile the texts shows that he is unqualified to use them 1%

Ahmad Khan may not consciously have been aware of the un-
derlying problem. He was from a scholarly family, trained in tradi-
tional ways of reading texts. Although he makes unorthodox ar-
guments in the course of his Series of Essays and other writings, his
criticisms assume that Muir is hampered by not having a teacher
to walk him through the texts, to point out what is to be trusted
and what is not, to explain that mere inclusion does not guarantee
reliability. As Timothy Mitchell puts it, discussing medieval his-
torian Ibn Khaldun, “The entire practice of Arab scholarship re-
volved around the problem over overcoming the absence in writing
of the author’s unequivocal meaning.”** The same is the case—
indeed, is perhaps even more the case—for texts that are compila-
tions, such as traditional biographies and Aadith collections. Read-

ing them involves more than an ability to decode the words.
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Ahmad Khan does not articulate this point explicitly, instead
appealing to methodological principles that he presumes Muir
shares, including objectivity. Neatly reversing Muir’s practice of
taking unflattering or critical things from the Muslim tradition
as unwilling witnesses, for Ahmad Khan, if antagonistic Chris-
tian scholars say something flattering about Muhammad, they
are to be taken at face value.!” Since they would not acknowledge
it were it not indisputable, it can thus be taken as a given.!’® In
incorporating European sources into his book, Ahmad Khan si-
multaneously bolsters his own authority by arrogating theirs and
undermines (other) Indian and Muslim authors by favoring West-
ern statements as authoritative. Use of non-Muslim sources by
Muslim authors is, of course, an old tactic. Early Muslim authors
used not only biblical models but also biblical passages as “sources
of attestation.””” Ahmad Khan follows in their footsteps, citing
Western praise and also arguing for Muhammad’s prophethood
based on biblical scripture.!%

His attempt to generate evidence for Muhammad’s prophetic
role on the basis of biblical texts was largely disregarded by Chris-
tian controversialists, who preferred to argue on other grounds,
especially the Muslim biographical tradition. Where Ahmad Khan
might claim that a particular fact about Muhammad’s life, attested
in the Quran or authentic traditions, illustrated his fulfillment of
biblical prophecy, Muir read the same sources differently: either
the event was not credible or it did not mean what Muslims wanted
it to mean.!” In particular, Muir dismissed arguments that pre-
sumed any supernatural influence on Muhammad (though he did
not entirely rule out the possibility of demonic interference). Ah-
mad Khan insisted that Muir unfairly rejected stories about Mu-

hammad similar to those that he accepted in the life stories of
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Jesus and Moses. (This was the obverse of the argument found in
The Three Impostors: “Whenever there is the same reason as in the
case of Mahomet for charging any person with imposture . . .
they should be placed in the same category. And, for example, in
the case of Moses, there is the same reason.”)!0

Muir errs, in this view, by not approaching Moses and Jesus with
the same skepticism that he brings to stories of Muhammad.
Rather than undertaking “an unprejudiced and candid investiga-
tion [using] fair, just, and legitimate reasoning,” Muir approaches
the tradition literature prepared to find it affected by (in Muir’s
terms) “superstitious reverence” and “fond devotion,” which dis-
torted stories and inaccurately invested Muhammad “with super-
natural attributes.”!! Ahmad Khan asks, with a great deal of vim,
“May not all the miraculous deeds of Moses™he lists quite a few—
“be considered as only so many amusing tales, invented and fabri-
cated by that prophet’s ardent and zealous followers™? Or, for that
matter, “What would become of Jesus and his devout and zealous
followers were everyone to discard, as merely so many fabrications
and idle inventions, the traditions which represent Christ as rising
from the dead” and so forth?'*> Muhammad must be treated with
the same impartiality. 7he Three Impostors argues for the men’s equal
fraudulence; Ahmad Khan argues for their equal validity.

Ameer Ali takes Ahmad Khan’s work in a slightly different
direction. Comfortable in English—he studied law in England,
spent time there oft and on for more than three decades, and then
lived in England after his retirement from his position as a judge
in India—Ali wrote several books, among them a popular History
of the Saracens and works on Islamic law, including one about
women. His two studies of Muhammad’s life garnered him world-

wide notice among Muslims. A Critical Examination of the Life and
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Teachings of Mohammed first appeared in 1873.13 A revised and
edited version appeared in 1891 as The Life and Teachings of
Mohammed, or the Spirit of Islam, it is by The Spirit of Islam that the
book is commonly known.* Orientalist David Margoliouth
thought it “probably the best achievement in the way of an apol-
ogy for Mohammed that is ever likely to be composed in a Euro-
pean language.”®

Ameer Ali situates Islam on the world stage and in an interre-
ligious framework that is more cosmopolitan than that of Ahmad
Khan. Where the latter argues that one must treat Muhammad
in the same fashion that one treats Jesus or Moses—that is to say,
within an Abrahamic, biblical paradigm—Ameer Ali’s broader
canvas includes Buddhists and Hindus in the religious history of
the world. He focuses on human progress and universal norms.
Some of Muhammad’s seemingly questionable actions are per-
fectly understandable in context. Given the circumstances of time
and place, he had to make certain compromises in order to ac-
complish what he did. His accomplishments are proof not only of
his prophetic mission but of his superiority to other prophets in
that he brought to fruition his vision. Muhammad was the last
prophet, and there is no need for further prophecy, but there is a
need for additional reform. Humanity’s trajectory is toward en-
hanced freedom and vitality. Ameer Ali was among the first gen-
erations of people to be seduced by the idea of history as progress,
laid out in the closing years of the eighteenth century by the Mar-
quis de Condorcet. This view of history as forward movement
merged with ideas about Muhammad as the “seal of the prophets,”
the last divinely sent messenger.

Muhammad’s Muslim biographers would have experienced a

tension between this model of Muhammad as a figure from the
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past and that of Muhammad as someone to whom Muslims
should relate in an eternal present. What was the relationship be-
tween the Muhammad of history, increasingly at the center of
interreligious debates, and the Muhammad of devotion? Ahmad
Khan’s own life illustrates a shift in emphasis if not a change of
heart: in his early twenties, he wrote a devotional text for the
Prophet’s birthday celebration with the evocative (and, in the orig-
inal language, rhyming) title “The Polishing of Hearts through
Remembrance of the Beloved One.”M® Although this text may
have had a reformist bent, the commemoration of Muhammad as
God’s beloved is a strategy for individual spiritual progress; Ahmad
Khan’s later work reflects a concern with Muhammad as someone
whose “benefit to humanity” can be determined once one sorts out
questions of evidence and bias.!'” Thinking of Islam as a religion
benefiting humanity in the sense of measurable human progress,
stacking civilizations up next to one another and comparing the re-
forms they wrought is a very different sort of strategy for human
betterment than is meditation on prophetic virtues as a tool for spiri-
tual self-improvement.

Through the decades chronicled here, devotional texts, the sort
that Muir dismissed as “the veriest inanities which, by any possi-
bility, could be imagined,” continued to be written and to circu-
late.!® At the same time, the language of humanity and progress
was widely adopted. Writing in India, probably in the 1930s,
Mohammad Ali Salmin writes that “the Great Holy Prophet . . .
worked for the benefit of humanity. . . . He identified himself en-
tirely with his work for Humanity.”""” Such concepts did not entirely
displace effusive content; rather, “devotional” and “modernist” ap-
proaches came to coexist.'?® Salmin’s biography, mostly apologetic

and engaged in contesting negative portrayals of Muhammad,
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opens with a set of Arabic and English blessings on the Prophet,
which evoke a believer’s longing for closeness to him: “On account
of the exceeding desire of seeing you, we have almost reached the

point of death. . . . My poor heart . . . is now a martyr of love for

the Prophet.”?!

“Competitive Hagiography”
Hybrid biography flourished with the ongoing proximity of

Christians and Muslims in India and elsewhere.!?? The nineteenth
and twentieth centuries may have their only parallel in the first
two centuries of Islam, in terms of the speed and scope of trans-
formation. The exchanges were not a one-sided imposition but a
mutual if lopsided process.!”® And, indeed, it was not merely a
two-player game: Hindu polemicists participated as well, as in
the famous debates held, as public spectacles, in Shahjahanpur in
northern India in 1875 and 1876. Sponsored by the British au-
thorities, three men took the stage to argue for the truth of their
religions—a Protestant scholar and school administrator; a Hindu
reformer whose Arya Samaj movement played a crucial role in the
transformation of Indian religion in the nineteenth century; and
Qasim Nanautvi, a founder of the famous college at Deoband and
“a towering figure in the intellectual history of Islam in South
Asia.”?* (On other occasions, Arya Samaj representatives debated
with Ahmadi controversialists; as noted previously, India’s reli-
gious landscape was complicated with numerous lines of fracture
within as well as between “religions.”)!?*

Although the point of the Shahjahanpur convocation was to
decide “the true God”—which, as SherAli Tareen points out, as-
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sumes that the way one defines religion has to do with a set of
dogmas and doctrines that can be logically argued, and moreover
to which a public audience is crucial—participants debated the
merits of their respective revered figures. When Muhammad’s
miracles came up for discussion, Nanautvi affirmed not only
that Muhammad performed miracles well beyond bringing the
Qur’an but that his miracles were superior to those performed by
Jesus.

Nanautvi’s emphatic praise for Muhammad’s miracles was part
of a long tradition. Comparisons between Jesus and Muhammad
were not new, nor was the central place of miracles in those com-
parisons.’?® Byzantine Greek polemics against Muhammad had
insisted that “Mahomet performed no miracles; his supposed
miracles are the fruit of the imagination of his crude and barbaric
adepts; the Qur’an, far from being one [that is, a miracle], is an
incoherent and contradictory assemblage of doctrines borrowed
from here and there; as to Mahomet’s moral conduct, it is a tissue
of debauchery, of carnal pleasures, of lies and of blood”; such ac-
cusations constitute “the ideological infrastructure under which
concrete biographical elements are grafted.”'?” Medieval Euro-
pean comparisons were likewise unflattering to Muhammad and
agreed that he did not perform legitimate miracles.!”® One early
Eastern polemic insisted that “of the three founders of religion,
Moses, Jesus, and Muhammad, only this last did not perform
miracles which have confirmed his status as God’s envoy.”'?’ Both
the growth of miracles in the Muslim biographical tradition and
the denial of those miracles by Christians were spurred by the

desire to enhance or detract from Muhammad’s stature vis-a-vis

other biblical figures and Christ himself.3° (For Muslims, Christ
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fit into the category of biblical prophet, not more special than
others; for Christians, obviously, the case was different.)!!
Ahmad Khan had objected to the unequal treatment of Mu-
hammad and these other foundational figures in his Series of Essays.
Yet he emphasized the natural nature of prophecy and Muham-
mad’s humanity, seeing miracles as “unnecessary” and irrelevant to
Muhammad’s mission as God’s messenger.3? In this, he followed
other Indian thinkers, such as the eighteenth-century figure Shah
Wali Allah, who had begun to shy away from the miraculous ele-
ments of Muhammad’s life. Muslim critique of the “extravagan-
zas’ and “fables” found in traditional accounts of the Prophet’s
life gained steam in the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries.'®
Numerous Egyptian modernists would reject miracle stories as
colorful additions to the biographical tradition. They had prece-
dents among earlier Muslims, a minority of whom have always
held that Muhammad’s only miracle was the Quran, although
various special signs and portents attached themselves to him.
By the mid-nineteenth century, many European authors looked
on claims of miraculous deeds dismissively—not just by Muham-
mad but by anyone. They used Muhammad’s reported insistence
that he did not work miracles to critique their own traditions. Al-
though Muhammad’s (supposed) lack of miracles figured promi-
nently in evangelical anti-Muslim tracts, other European thinkers
treated Islam as a more rational religion precisely because it (sup-
posedly) minimized miracles. Higgins did not deny that many
Muslims attributed miracles to Muhammad, but he absolved the
Prophet himself for any such claim: “some of his followers, long
after his death, believing that he performed miracles, declared
that he professed to have that power: a thing he certainly never

pretended to.”3* In fact, he “totally denied from the beginning any
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supernatural endowment of this kind . . ., and in the Koran the
working of miracles is repeatedly disclaimed.”®

The (minority) denial of miracles by Muslims was used by
polemicists, who always exploit divergence within a tradition to
their advantage, as evidence that Muhammad was not a legiti-
mate prophet. Though popular Muslim belief clung to the notion
of prophetic miracles, learned Muslims rejected them, and Mu-
hammad himself had equivocated or temporized or denied them
altogether.3® Another strand of argument was that Muhammad’s
miracles were only trickery. Christian evangelists in nineteenth-
century India continued to cite Muhammad’s lack of miracles as
proof that he was not a prophet.’” (When the miraculous status of
the Qur’an was raised, non-Muslims, not particularly complimen-
tary about it, scoffed.)

Koelle compares Muhammad and Jesus in his 1889 Mohammed
and Mobammedanism Critically Considered.}®® He declares that only
from the viewpoint of the superior religion—that is, Christianity—
can one truly judge Islam, since “only by the light of the higher
religion can the lower be rightly estimated.”®* The missionary’s
task of conversion is made more difficult by “the transcendent halo
of the mythical Mohammed.”*? Muslims must be brought to real-
ize “that all the boasted equality or superiority of Mohammed to
Christ rests on mere fiction, devoid of all foundation in fact.”*¥
Like recent historians who attend to the early Muslim biographi-
cal literature, Koelle focuses on the ways in which Muhammad is
modeled after Jesus and, more broadly, on using Muslim sources
“to illustrate how the glowing imagination and devout admiration
of the Moslem believers have metamorphosed him, and enveloped
the genuine natural original in the fictitious halo of a dazzling ra-

diance and a supernatural glory.”*? Koelle laments not merely the
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invention of miracle tales by credulous followers (encouraged, in
his lifetime, by Muhammad himself) but their fantastical excesses
in comparison to biblical miracles." The bible’s “wonders resem-
ble beautiful flowers of Paradise, springing up from a purely ethi-
cal ground,” while “Mohammedan marvels look like unreal phan-
toms of the air, produced for the purpose of ostentatious display,
and result from an unethical trifling with the supernatural”#*
Thus, these exaggerated accounts of Muhammad’s miracles pre-
vent Muslims from recognizing the true glory of Jesus.!*
Muhammad’s miracles also had staunch defenders, and the
arrival of the East India Company and missionaries at the turn of
the nineteenth century prompted some to highlight them.!46
Nanautvi, the Deobandi representative at the Shahjahanpur festi-
val, waxed eloquent about Muhammad’s miracles. Not only did he
perform miracles like Moses and Jesus, as Ahmad Khan had sug-
gested, but his miracles were superior to theirs. What Koelle had

seen as exaggeration in this case indicated the superiority not only

of Muhammad but of Islam.

Evolution of Religion

The Shahjahanpur festival, juxtaposing Christian, Hindu, and
Muslim arguments for the superiority of each faith, took place in a
context in which new ideas about hierarchies of religious life
framed debates. The Bombay Tract and Book Society’s Life of Ma-
homet, a work Muir panned for its scholarly inadequacies, placed
Islam on a spectrum of non-Christian religions arrayed by relative

147

sophistication."” Instead of understanding Islam as being worse

than paganism because its manner of being false allows it to be
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mistaken for truth, here Islam is perceived as better because it is
closer to Christianity (and Judaism, having drawn from both of
them), while both Hinduism and Greek mythology are further
from the truth. American Baptist missionary Frances Mason held
a similar attitude: Islam was superior to idolatrous Hinduism.!*

This view of Islam as better than pagan religions because it is a
step on the path toward Christianity stands opposed to earlier
centuries’ view of Muhammad as an antichrist. The Antichrist is
dangerous precisely because his seeming closeness to the true faith
allows him to lead believers astray. An evolutionist logic, elabo-
rated further over the course of the nineteenth century, helped
portray Islam as an improvement, but a partial and incomplete
one, over non-monotheistic faiths.!*’ As Irvin Schick points out,
“Europe’s exploration of the world during the colonial age was al-
ways productive of power asymmetries” that functioned “within
an evolutionist hierarchy.”** Even if the Bombay Society mission-
aries would have rejected Darwin’s hypothesis, they were shaped
by many of its constituent ideas.!!

In contrast to Christian views that positioned Islam as having
begun to ascend the ladder of monotheism toward Christianity,
some Muslim authors predictably situated Islam at monotheism’s
apex. Ameer Ali, for instance, concludes that Islam represents
monotheism’s fullest flowering. “Neither Christianity nor Judaism
had succeeded in raising” the debased “moral and religious condi-
tion of the Arabs.”™? (He quotes Muir at some length to support
this claim.) Both idolatry and human sacrifices were practiced by
pre-Islamic Arabs.!® Muhammad used the folklore and legends
“floating among his people” and “adopted them as the lever for rais-

ing the Arabs as well as the surrounding nations from the depth of
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social and moral degradation into which they had fallen.”>* Yet
Ameer Ali does not proclaim that Islam supersedes Judaism and
Christianity doctrinally. Such a tactic would ill suit his audience
and betray the universal creed he rhetorically espouses. Instead, as
Chapter 3 will explore further, Ameer Ali is among those using
Muhammad’s success in social transformation to elevate Islam

over other religions.



Chapter 3

Eminent Muslims

Five years after the emigration, Muslims in Medina
Jfaced ongoing hostilities with Meccan opponents. When
the Meccans threatened to attack, the Medinan community
was struggling with hypocrites—untrustworthy nominal
Mouslims—and fickle Jewish allies, whose support could
not be ensured. The Muslims were grossly outnumbered
and outmatched in horses and weapons. How could they
hold off the Meccans? A Persian convert suggested a
strategy new fo the region: dig a trench to supplement
Medina’s natural fortifications. It was backbreaking
work, in which the Prophet assisted, but it paid off when
the ditch stymied the attacking cavalry. The Meccans
tried to persuade an allied Jewish tribe, the Banu
Qurayza, to attack on another front, but Muhammad
thwarted that plan. The Meccans eventually lifted their
siege, and the Banu Qurayza were punished for their
treachery: an arbiter they chose ordered the women and
children enslaved and the men executed.

In Medina, Muhammad was not only a prophet but also—and in
some contexts, primarily—a community leader and military
commander. These latter elements of his role were long taken for
granted by Muslims. His military expeditions were among the
earliest stories recorded; Waqidi’s Book of Campaigns was devoted
to them. In thirteenth-century Egyptian Sufi Muhammad al-
Busiri’s famous Burda (“Cloak Ode”), an edition of which was

printed in Leiden in 1761, the Prophet’s “military achievements are
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elaborated in gruesome detail.” He leads “an ocean of an army on
floating steeds / That threw up clashing waves of heroes / Each of
them entrusted to God and expecting heavenly reward / Assail-
ing, and completely devoted to the extirpation of idolatry.”? Al-
though al-Busiri spends far more time enumerating Muhammad’s
matchless excellence (“ascribe to his person whatever you want in
terms of nobility / And ascribe to his power every greatness you
want”) than his battle prowess, it was Muhammad leading war-
riors that permeated anti-Muslim writing; the claim that Islam
was spread by the sword recurred in Christian polemics through-
out the centuries.?

In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, however, a few es-
sential things changed.

First, Lives of military heroes and other “great men” came to
form a regular part of British biography. Second, and in tension
with the first development, the use of violence came to be seen by
large sections of the educated public and scholars as illegitimate
unless justified by a compelling interest, such as self-defense (a no-
toriously elastic concept). The first meant that Muhammad’s mili-
tary exploits and, far more importantly, his and his followers’ suc-
cess in conquering and ruling large swathes of territory made him
a figure of interest. The second meant that Muslim accounts of his
military endeavors sought to justify his use of force in terms that
would resonate with European Christian and other critics who
charged that he was too wrapped up in worldly ambition and plans
for military domination. In tension with this attempt to downplay
Muhammad’s military victories and to play up his defensive use
of force, Muslims subject to foreign occupation treated Muham-
mad as a successful general partly as a way to envision alternative

realities for subject peoples.
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It was not just Muhammad. Early Islamic figures, including his
successors, were relevant to problems of leadership that bedeviled
modern Muslim societies chafing under colonial rule. Heroic
figures—for Sunnis, Abu Bakr, Umar, Uthman, and Alj, the four
so-called “rightly guided” successors to Muhammad who ruled
from 632 to 661—were models for action. These men’s success in the
politico-military sphere made them tempting subjects, and their
religious credentials mattered as well. Just as Europeans of earlier
centuries had struggled to comprehend how Muslims, so clearly in
the wrong religiously, could have managed to wrest away the Holy
Land and, from the city formerly known as Constantinople, threaten
the heart of Europe, Muslims in northern Africa and South Asia
were confronted with the loss of sovereignty to powers they had, not
long before, seen as barbaric and inferior. Some Muslim thinkers
responded, just as medieval Christians had, by criticizing their own
societies for moral and other failures that had led to foreign domina-
tion. In a new twist on old patterns of reformist thought, some
Sunni thinkers turned to ideas of a pristine early tradition, before
it was corrupted by improper innovations and the accretions of a
scholarly tradition that, they thought, was collapsing under its own
weight. Salafism, which prioritized the purported conduct of the
first Muslim community, was a broad trend that developed into
both Islamic modernism and puritanical Wahhabism. Both reform
movements owe a profound debt to Protestantism, including its
assumptions about authority and texts. These movements and ten-
dencies predated and coexisted with colonialism, and developed
alongside Orientalist scholarship and in engagement with it. Its
assumptions affected those modern accounts of Muhammad and
his Companions. Alternately sectarian and ecumenical tendencies

among Muslims led to the glorification of early figures in ways that
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consolidated and affirmed preferred versions of early Muslim his-
tory, including the roles of Muhammad’s wives and kin, which reso-
nated with the new emphasis on Muhammad the man as well as

Muhammad the prophet.

Success and Succession

Perhaps paradoxically, given that Christian Europeans were now
in power over vast tracts of Muslim-inhabited land, Islam’s
worldly success was a major preoccupation for Muhammad’s bi-
ographers from the mid-nineteenth century to the mid-twentieth
century. William Muir repeatedly warns his readers not to adopt
the commonsensical view that Muhammad’s success validates his
religion. Although Muhammad’s teachings had obvious and im-
mediate impact on the world, whereas Jesus’s career did not lead
swiftly to perceptible external change, one should not take this
for an indication of the relative importance of the two figures.
Jesus “ministered . . . among the Jews, whose law he came not to
destroy but to fulfill, and in whose outer life, therefore, there was
no marked change to be affected.” In other words, the lack of vis-
ible social change actually attests to Jesus’s success. By contrast,
Muhammad’s success in winning adherents and dramatically re-
shaping the practices of “a nation of idolaters sunk in darkness
and vice” is to be taken for granted, since “converts to exhibit any
consistency whatever must go forth with a bold and distinctive
separation.” Muir dismisses or highlights Muhammad’s real-
world legacies where it suits him, downplaying the end of idolatry
but lambasting the interconnected evils of polygamy and slavery,

which he attributes to Muhammad.
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Aloys Sprenger approaches the spread of Islam differently,
granting the premise that the faith’s success has some bearing on
the merit of those responsible for it. If Muhammad himself had
led a revolution, he would have had an “irrefutable” case for his
religion: “we should be obliged to acknowledge his doctrine as
absolute truth because it was victorious.” But the “false religion”

had other historical causes for its success,*

most notably in the role
of a group of advisors, foremost among whom was Abu Bakr. As
he describes it, “after his death they founded an empire which
surpassed that of the Romans.” Rather than being “hot headed
fanatics,” these men used “wisdom and perseverance” and “were
guided by the most consunmate [sic] prudence and by cool reflec-
tion; and their objects were in most cases noble, and the means
which they employed were rarely objectionable.” Broadly, where
Muir is suspicious of worldly success—an odd position for one in
the employ of the British Empire—Sprenger connects it to virtue.

Unlike Sprenger, Ameer Ali attributes Muslim successes to
Muhammad himself rather than to his successors. Like Muir,
success for Ameer Ali is manifested in Muhammad more than in
Jesus, but this is a good thing rather than a sign of corruption.
In an extended passage, Ameer Ali quotes Muir regarding the
“spiritual torpor” of Arabia at the time of Muhammad. Previous
monotheistic revelations had worked but “slight and transient
influences . . . upon the Arab mind” and “people were sunk in su-
perstition, cruelty, and vice.” (The words are Muir’s.) Muir notes
the “arousing of spiritual life” reawakened for the first time “since
the days when primitive Christianity startled the world from its
sleep and waged a mortal conflict with Heathenism.” Muham-

mad, according to Ameer Ali, completed his “Mission,” and
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in this fact—the fact of the whole work being achieved in his
life-time—lies his distinctive superiority over the prophets,
sages, and philosophers of other times and countries;—Jesus,
Moses, Zoroaster, Sakya-Muni [i.e., Buddha], Plato, all had
their notions of Realms of God, their Republics, their Ideas—
through which degraded humanity was to be elevated into a
new moral life. All had departed from this world with their as-
pirations unfulfilled, their bright visions unrealized; or had be-
queathed the task of elevating their fellow-men to sanguinary
disciples or monarch-pupils. It was reserved for Mohammed to
fulfil his mission and that of his predecessors. It was reserved for

him alone to see accomplished the work of amelioration.®

In praising Muhammad’s elevation of “degraded humanity . . .
into a new moral life,” he ignores Muir’s arguments in favor of
Jesus’s goodness and Muhammad’s rank ambition and instead
uses Muir’s dismal portrait of pre-Islamic Arabia to highlight the
immensity of Muhammad’s task and, therefore, the glory of his
accomplishments. He goes further, however. Muhammad is more
impressive than Jesus not only because he manages to fulfill his
mission during his own lifetime but also because he finishes the
job that earlier messengers, including Jesus, had left incomplete.”
In emphasizing Muhammad’s accomplishments, Ameer Ali also
tries to refute criticism of his methods in accomplishing them,
explaining Muhammad’s use of force through the measures of
man in wide circulation at the time: He acted in self-defense.
Had he not, he could have held lofty principles but not made a
dramatic change in the world, bringing his vision to fruition.
Muhammad was justified in using force not because he had God

on his side (though he did), but because his movement required
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lifting a people out of ignorance. To do this in the face of Meccan
opposition necessitated defensive military action. He undertook
social reform and betterment, using force in legitimate ways, and
was ultimately successful. He was, in other words, a great man of
history by the categories of the British overlords. Indeed, accept-
ing the use of force for social amelioration, and viewing its success
as proof of the greatness of those who wield it, might seem to
tacitly justify British rule over India. In his assessment of Mu-
hammad’s goals and means, Ameer Ali may have had in mind
John Davenport’s summary: “Mohammed, a simple Arab, united
the distracted, scanty, naked, and hungry tribes of his country
into one compact and obedient body, and presented them with new
attributes and a new character among the people of the earth.”® But
Davenport sees Muhammad as a happy medium between the ex-
cessively spiritual (and therefore impractical) Christianity and the
example of Moses, who not only had a more limited mission but
also employed rough means to achieve it.?

Davenport’s Apology fits within a spectrum of diverse publica-
tions on Islam appearing in Britain; in the United States, Christian
tracts dominated. In the newly independent United States—in the
early nineteenth century the country was but a few decades old—
few Americans had met Muslims. American authors of evangeli-
cal works on Muhammad and Islam were not bound by the same
imperative as British missionaries in India not to offend lest they
lose out on converts. Most American books about Islam and
Muhammad were addressed to other Christians, and Islam was
often a foil for promoting the superiority of Protestantism—or
one branch of it—over other traditions, particularly Catholicism
within the United States and other forms of Christianity outside
of it.
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As the nineteenth century progressed, American missionizing
in the Middle East increased dramatically. The official stance of
the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions was
not unlike that of many other American Protestants concerned
with proper doctrine: “the great pillars of the Papal and Maho-
metan impostures are now tottering to their fall.”® When they
did go on missions to convert those whom Palestine-bound Bos-
ton missionary Pliny Fisk called “the followers of that artful im-
postor, who arose in Arabia,” they were often equally concerned
with making converts from local forms of Orthodox Christian-
ity.! Very few Muslims converted, and in one estimate, “probably
only a few hundred eastern Christians became Protestants.”?

Even once Americans became concerned with real-world Mus-
lims, they lagged far behind Europe in the production of scholar-
ship on Islam and Muhammad. Instead, publishers in New York
and Boston churned out popular accounts, the best known of which
was probably George Bush’s Life of Mohammed. Bush, a Methodist
preacher and a distant relation of the presidents Bush, followed
Humphrey Prideaux closely in much of his content, but his fram-
ing was very different. Prideaux, whose work had appeared in sev-
eral American editions, had been concerned with heretical Chris-
tians; Bush, like early modern English authors, saw in Muhammad
and Islam the fulfillment of biblical prophecies about the end
times.

Take his explanation of Islam’s success, for example. Rather
than attributing it to either the sincerity of its founder (Carlyle) or
the virtues of his successors (Sprenger), or deeming it unimportant
when compared to Christ’s purity of motives (IMuir), for Bush,
how “an obscure individual, sprung from the roving tribes of Ara-

bia, following no higher occupation than that of a caravan-trader,
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possessing no peculiar advantages of mental culture, nor distin-
guished in the outset by any pre-eminence of power or authority”
came to found a religion and empire that swayed millions and
has persisted for more than a millennium “presents a phenomenon
which increases our wonder the more steadily it is contemplated.”
It can only be explained, in Bush’s estimate, by “the intended
providential bearings of the entire fabric of Mohammedan delu-
sion upon the church of Christ.””® That Muhammad’s success
must be understood as part of a divine plan that will ultimately
result in the triumph of Christianity is echoed by Murray in his
translation of Abu’l-Fida."

The Man Mahomet

'Though Bush is strongly negative toward Islam—at least as much
as anyone can be when convinced it is part of a divine plan—he,
like Muir, allows Muhammad some virtues. Bush views him as
“by nature a man of a superior cast of character,” but according to
a relative rather than an absolute measure: “the age and the coun-
try in which he arose and shone were rude and barbarous; and the
standard which would determine him great among the roving
tribes of Arabia might have left him little more than a common
man in the cultivated climes of Europe. Men’s characters are
moulded as much by their circumstances and fortunes as by their
native genius and bias.””

In addition to basic virtues of honesty, chastity, truthfulness,
and resolve, there was the more complicated question of manli-
ness. Stanley Lane-Poole saw Muhammad as effective in his
exercise of power, displaying “manly bearing under obloquy

and reproach,” but also as effeminate and having a “nervous and
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excitable” disposition.!® This combination of “weakness and
strength” was, for him, one of “the inevitable inconsistencies of
a great man.”” Sprenger believed Muhammad “unmanly” and
even prone to hysterical oversensitivity.!® According to Sprenger,
he was very sensitive to bad smells, having a surprisingly “delicate
constitution” for one of “semi-barbarous habits.”” Muir objected
to Sprenger’s characterization of the prophet as “of weak and cun-
ning mind,” since that sort of man “could never have accomplished
the mighty mission which Mahomet wrought.”?® Yet he alternated
between terming him womanish and linking him with the mascu-
line virtues of the Arab wilderness.?! Such vacillation carried over
from early modern European thinking about “Turks” (largely “syn-
onymous with Muslim and Islamic”): indeed, one scholar suggests
it was the “principle of inner-contradiction, of inconstancy,” that
defined views of the Turkish character.?? This allowed “Turks™—
and by extension, Muhammad—"“to represent for European men
both a self-denying virility that was appealing, and yet also every-
thing they imagined themselves not to be.”?

For these nineteenth-century thinkers, his status as “The Ara-
bian Prophet”* helps to account for Muhammad’s genius: his au-
thentic, pure, uncosseted character developed in and was suited to
the austere and wild Arabian desert. Yet barbarity (or “rudeness”)
only tells part of the story. Contradictory visions of Muhammad
coexisted. Just as he could be weak and hysterical while also being
strong and virile, simplicity could coexist with luxury.?®> With
“Muhammad” as a metonym for Muslims in general and Muslim
leaders in particular, Arabian harshness and defiant Bedouin in-
dependence morph into decadent palaces and harems and silks
and tyrannical sultans. Muhammad and the Abbasid caliphs and

the Ottoman sultans blended into one another, the decadence and
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corruption and lust of one explaining, justifying, and exemplify-
ing the same qualities in the other. In the East, sexuality was
tied to power, and power to (potential) immorality. Passion im-
properly channeled was kin to, or perhaps even led to, power im-
properly wielded. Yet passion, simplicity, and even a measure of
savagery informed what spiritual merit Muhammad possessed.
These two models—austerity versus extravagance, wilderness
versus urbanity—clashed, but the power of the model was not in
its coherence but in the authority of the author to impose (his)
authority over it, to define people and places authoritatively for
his audience.?®

Muir vacillates in his presentation of Muhammad, cataloging
Muhammad’s virtues but only to make the reader accept more
readily his ultimate conclusions about his lapses. For Muir,
Muhammad—perhaps led by a good impulse early on—comes to
believe in his divine commission and thus is led to commit various
acts out of “the grand conception that he was destined to be the
Reformer of his people and of the whole world.”?” Praiseworthy
descriptions occupy several sections: He displays “unwavering
stedfastness [sic]” at both Mecca and Medina, where he offers a
“denunciation of polytheism and idolatry.” But despite the “ear-
nestness and honesty of Mahomet at Mecca,” “at Medina, worldly
motives mingle with his spiritual objects,” with “rapid moral de-
clension: the natural consequences.”?® Following Edward Gibbon,
Muir links the gradual decline of Muhammad’s character and
morality to the shift from Mecca to Medina. As Peirce Johnstone
remarks, “as his power grew, his character suffered.”” Muir ulti-
mately renders the sweeping verdict, moving from Muhammad’s
(inconsistent) character and actions to Islam as a whole. By acknowl-

edging Muhammad’s “moral courage” and personal qualities, he
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aims to lead the reader to trust his judgment, so the reader will
accept his verdict that Muhammad’s vices outweigh his virtues
and that the “benefits of Mahometanism” are “outweighed by its

evils.”30

Like Napoleon, but Better

Although these biographers aimed at a comprehensive assessment
of Muhammad’s character, they were preoccupied by his achieve-
ments. British biographers had come to measure a life largely by
impact: territory conquered or governed, making one’s mark on the
map. No longer did goodness or sanctity or proximity to the divine
merit attention. Lives of military heroes such as Nelson or Wel-
lington were largely concerned with their subjects’ accomplish-
ments, including the world-changing reverberations of their deeds;
character was important but primarily in relation to actions.’!
Even antiheroes such as Napoleon were vital for people to under-
stand. British authors may have deplored Old Boney, but he also
inspired a certain awe.

By the twentieth century, time and distance had dimmed Na-
poleon’s association with evil, leaving untarnished his reputation
for military and political brilliance. This reputation spread be-
yond Europe. During his student years, the Pakistani scholar
Fakir Syed Waheed-Ud-Din was assigned a brief biography of
Napoleon, which led him to a long-standing fascination with and
admiration for the general. Many years later, Waheed-Ud-Din
read a biography of Muhammad, which led him to a similar fas-
cination. Describing these encounters with books in the preface
to The Benefactor—his Urdu biography of Muhammad and the
first four caliphs—Waheed-Ud-Din affirms that he came to judge
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the Prophet superior to Napoleon, since the former combined
achievement with religious merit.*> Works such as Zhe Benefactor
reflect a century’s accumulated shifts in view of Muhammad’s
significance—and, indeed, the significance of any prominent fig-
ure. Though Muhammad’s political and military deeds, as well as
his acts in community, had been the subject of a great deal of re-
flection and retelling, especially by Muslims, they were not why
he mattered for most of Muslim history.

In his study, translated into English in 1964 and published by the
Nation of Islam, a Black Muslim religious movement, Waheed-
Ud-Din emphasizes social rather than spiritual achievements. Z5e
Benefactor was among a number of Pakistani-produced Islamic
books that were sold and circulated by members of the Nation of
Islam in the 1960s.* Aiming at “the lay reader, both Muslim and
non-Muslim,” Waheed-Ud-Din avoids, according to the transla-
tor’s foreword, “apocryphal and theological controversies,” focusing
“instead on those progressive and social values which motivated the
early Muslim community and its outstanding leaders”—most cen-
trally, Muhammad, but also his rightly-guided successors.3*

Though obscure in comparison to some other twentieth-century
biographies of Muhammad, Waheed-Ud-Din’s book showcases
some key features of hybrid Lives, including the increasingly global
nature of intra-Muslim conversations, in which English-language
publications, such as those by South Asians, played a growing role.
The Benefactor targets a mixed audience, stakes a position on when
a life is of merit, and illustrates the interplay of reading and writ-
ing in the formation and transmission of ideas. We may well begin
with the book’s explicit address to both Muslim and non-Muslims.
Pious biographies of the Prophet were clearly written for Muslims.

Medieval tracts against Muhammad were read primarily by
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non-Muslims looking for useful arguments and strategies, even if
those arguments were theoretically aimed at Muslims.® Like the
Bombay Tract and Book Society’s anonymously authored and
generally unremarkable Life—by 1856 in its third edition—7he
Benefactor’s claim to a mixed audience is unlikely, certainly before
it was translated into English but even after that; still, we should
note its assumption that the same work cou/d be meaningful to
and appreciated by Muslims and non-Muslims.
Waheed-Ud-Din’s address to both groups is plausible only be-
cause there has come to be common ground about what makes a
life significant. He sets the religious dimensions of Muhammad’s
mission aside and focuses on social values. This goes beyond the
idea that Muhammad was historically significant, which Carlyle
and others had agreed about. Waheed-Ud-Din contends that
Muhammad’s program of social reform and betterment ought to
elicit approval from non-Muslims. It is not (only) as prophet that
he can be evaluated but also as statesman.3¢ In a similar vein, Gh-
ulam Malik titles the final chapter of his late twentieth-century
biography “Greatness,” meaning both prominence and social im-
provement. He writes, “Muhammad’s mission was not confined
to religion alone, but included other germane roles he played as a
soldier, statesman, teacher, reformer, and prayer leader. He estab-
lished social justice by introducing socio-economic reforms. He
banned alcohol, gambling, prostitution, and usury; also he did
away with the abominable female infanticide.” Moreover, Muham-
mad anticipated abolition, human rights (“the Universal Declara-
tion of Human Rights, proclaimed by the United Nations in 1948,
echoes the Quran about the inalienable rights of human beings”),
and women’s rights: “The Prophet Muhammad pioneered and rec-

ognized women’s rights in the Islamic society.”’
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Concern with improvements wrought in society has always
been present in the sira literature to some degree, and these mer-
its are inextricably bound up with Muhammad’s personal acts. It
finds anchor in the Qur’anic statement that Muslims have in God’s
messenger “a beautiful example.”® In the last two centuries, this
notion of ethical exemplarity has become bound up with the no-
tion of historical importance. Muhammad acted in ways that one
can use as a template for one’s own behavior, as Muslims have al-
ways held, but he also Zid great things that are out of reach for
ordinary people. Yet Waheed-Ud-Din is not just writing about
Muhammad the great man; he is writing about Muhammad the
reformer. He was a man with a plan, and that plan will reshape so-
ciety in positive ways.

Omid Safi observes that modern biographers have focused on
“Muhammad as a community leader and social engineer,” whose
role as “nation-builder” has overshadowed the “cosmic and mysti-
cal” role that he played in previous centuries. Rather than a “cos-
mic being whose intercession is to be hoped for, a channel of mercy
and grace to this world,” Muhammad is a “great man,” a “genius,”
and a different sort of model.

'The most important modern biography of Muhammad reflects
this transformation. Like 7he Benefactor, Muhammad Husayn
Haykal’s Life of Mubhammad stands at the intersection of two bod-
ies of literature and is deeply influenced by ideas about “greatness.”
Unlike 7he Benefactor, it has itself become a classic text. It draws on
early Arabic sources, but the textual underpinnings of Haykal’s
Life are modern and Western, in details like the choice of topics
and phrases and more fundamentally in assumptions about what
makes men great. Haykal’s Life of Muhammad marks a watershed

moment, the point at which Western and Muslim writings have
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become so intertwined that one can no longer speak of influence

or reaction but interaction and fusion.

India, Egypt, and British Rule

There were key linkages between the Indian subcontinent, where
Waheed-Ud-Din wrote, and Egypt, where Haykal did. British
rule in India shaped the occupation and governance of Egypt,
both because many officers had experience in India and because
“the Indian experience provided the only real model for ruling
people understood as having an ancient civilisation and deeply
entrenched, stable forms of self government.”*® Although French
became and remained the language of elite Egyptian social dis-
course until sometime in the twentieth century, English was in-
creasingly important in intellectual life from the late nineteenth
century on, providing a vehicle for Indian Muslim texts to have
an impact beyond the circles of Urdu readers.

Building on the engagement with prophetic biography of
figures like Ahmad Khan, Ameer Ali, Qasim Nanautvi, and
Ahmadi leader Muhammad Ali, Indian Muslim writers expressed
themselves in both languages from the late nineteenth century
through the interwar period: “Between the two World Wars, in
the subcontinent the market was flooded with biographies of Mu-
hammad written in both Urda and English. The Sirat movement,
which started in the Panjab in the 1920s, made a deep impression
throughout all of India. The movement was designed to glorify the
civilizing mission of Muhammad.”" Scholars marshalled tradi-
tional learning for new pedagogical purposes. Urdu was taking on
a religious cast, used increasingly as a vernacular language for

Muslims rather than only for Persian-speaking literati.*” Among
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the most influential works for later generations of Muslims in the
Indian subcontinent was the multivolume biography by Shibli Nu-
mani (d. 1914), completed and published posthumously by Sule-
man Nadvi (d. 1953). It was eventually translated into both Arabic
and English, but the immediate influence of Urdu publications
on Egyptian intellectuals was negligible. South Asian Muslim
scholars often read Arabic because of its centrality to religious
scholarship, but the reverse seldom occurred. Haykal and his
cohort continued to read Ameer Ali and other Indian works
composed or published in English. They also read the European
interlocutors—mostly French and English—with which their In-
dian Muslim counterparts engaged, particularly Carlyle, Muir,
and Washington Irving.*® Gustav Weil was occasionally cited but
rarely read.

English and, to a lesser extent, French were used to communi-
cate not only between Europeans and colonial subjects but also be-
tween and among colonized peoples who did not otherwise share a
language. Arabic had long served this purpose for Muslim schol-
ars, much as Latin had for medieval Christian scholars. The shift
owed in part to the rise of a new class of Muslim intellectuals,
some of whom had no formal religious scholarly training. Their
approaches to prophetic biography challenged the monopoly of the
traditional scholarly classes, and experimented with new forms.
'These authors, some of whom had studied in Europe, were exten-
sively engaged with European writers in European languages.**
Well into the twentieth century, female writers, even those whose
primary spoken language was Arabic, sometimes bypassed literary
Arabic in favor of French. Another factor was the rise of new read-
ing publics: even if important Indian sira authors could read and

write in Arabic, their non-clerical audiences could not.
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A handful of books influenced Egyptian and South Asian
writers disproportionately. When it came to books about Islam in
general and Muhammad in particular, Muslim intellectuals “pre-
ferred and neglected books quite out of proportion to what was
available.”® In the first decade of the twentieth century, Haykal
was part of a circle of intellectuals reading works by such British
thinkers as John Stuart Mill (On Liberty), Herbert Spencer ( Jus-
tice), and Thomas Carlyle (Heroes and Hero Worship), all of whom
shared “the assumption of the unique role of the individual or
great man in social development. This man was not only able to
embrace the dictates of reason set against the ingrained conserva-
tism of his society which was often founded on religious belief; he
was destined to do so as part of a sociohistorical law of evolution.
Conversely, the people should follow obediently.”*¢ Haykal was
interested in French thinkers, too, and wrote a lengthy study of
Jean Jacques Rousseau in the 1920s, valuing the philosopher not
for his ideals about equality but because his ideas could help quell
social unrest.*’ But it was exceptional individuals that preoccupied
Haykal. In 1929, he published Egyptian and Western Biographies, a
series of profiles of Egyptians and Europeans. His selections in-
cluded Khedive Ismail (he, like seven others among the ten Egyp-
tian figures, bears the title “Pasha”); Cleopatra, the first person
and only woman profiled; and Qasim Amin, whose entry men-
tions the “liberation of women in Egypt.”* Western figures were
“giants of literature and the arts,” including Beethoven, Shake-
speare, and Percy Bysshe Shelley, to whom he devotes the book’s
longest entry.*

As this list of political and artistic figures demonstrates,
Haykal’s preoccupation with extraordinary individuals only later

manifested in focus on early Islamic figures. An Essay on Eight
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Words—an 1881 book by a scholar at Cairo’s teacher training
college—considered key terms “‘current on the tongues of the
younger generation today, nation, homeland, government, justice,
oppression, politics, liberty and education.”® Conspicuously absent
are religion, faith, shariah, and Islam. By the 1920s and 1930s, how-
ever, biographies of the early caliphs were part of a broader trend
of “popular Islamic literature about early Islamic society and the
exploits of Islamic founding fathers.”! A few works came to focus
on founding mothers—the Prophet’s wives—as well.

What was the connection between Islam, Muhammad, and
topics such as liberty and nation? Haykal’s preface makes clear
that success is the linchpin: “Muhammad did not have to wait
long for his religion to become known, or for his dominion to
spread. God has seen fit to complete the religion of Islam even
before his death.™ Haykal merges Ameer Ali’s argument that
Muhammad brought his assignment to fruition during his life-
time with Carlyle’s rousing conclusion about the spread of Islam in
the century after Muhammad’s death. He frames his argument
about Muslims under domination: “no religion has ever conquered
Islam despite the fact that its people have fallen under all kinds
of tyrannies and unjust governments. Indeed, reduction of their
worldly power has made the Muslims more strongly attached to
their faith, to their Islamic way of life, and to their Islamic hope.”
To escape from the current unjust tyranny of diminished power,
Islam provides the path, and Muhammad, the example. Again,
Muhammad emerges from and is surrounded by other heroic fig-
ures. Though he is certainly different from them, his role depends
on them. The tension in Haykal’s oeuvre, and that of his contempo-
raries, is between Muhammad’s peerless genius and the greatness

of his close companions.
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The Hero and His Sidekicks

Before the last few decades, it was common for European books
about Muhammad to contain chapters recounting the stories of
his successors, at least through the first four caliphs. Thus, Irving
wrote Mahomet and His Successors. Other authors joined the story
of his life to the story of his religion (Mohammed and Mohammed-
anism). Centuries earlier, authors like Ibn Ishaq had situated Mu-
hammad in a lineage of biblical prophets tracing back to Adam,
and of Muslim leaders stretching to their present. Ibn Hisham
emphasized the Abrahamic and Arabian genealogies. Ibn Sa‘'d
placed Muhammad in the midst of followers and opponents, tell-
ing us a great deal about them.>* Shi‘i authors included his biogra-
phy in works devoted to the Imams.® Other influential biogra-
phies of Muhammad, like that of Tabari, were embedded in larger
universal histories. Today, some have been extracted from those
larger works to circulate in discrete editions, such as that by the
fourteenth-century scholar Ibn Kathir.® In Haykal’s work, the
Prophet, though interacting with others, stood alone—as did, in
his subsequent books, early Muslim heroes: Abu Bakr (Abu Bakr
the Righteous), Umar (Umar the Just), and Uthman (Uthman ibn Af-
fan: Between Caliphate and Kingship).”” Haykal died before getting
to Ali.

Haykal was not the only Egyptian thinker of his era to write
about these early figures. ‘Abbas Mahmud al-‘Aqgad, author of
the 1942 book 7he Genius of Muhammad, also wrote The Genius of the
Righteous One (referring to Abu Bakr), The Genius of Umar, and The
Genius of the Imam (Ali), as well as volumes on Amr ibn al-‘As, the
conqueror of Egypt; legendary swordsman and prophetic Com-
panion Khalid ibn al-Walid; and Aisha (Zhe Righteous Woman,
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Daughter of the Righteous One).”® (Despite the fact that he pub-
lished biographies of Aisha and Muhammad’s daughter Fatima,
al-‘Aqqad was widely perceived as a misogynist and known as the
“enemy of woman.”’) His series concluded with a 1954 biography
of Uthman, perhaps left for last because he did not present as
dynamic a figure of leadership.®® Although Muhammad’s succes-
sors were figures of interest, and had been so to Western authors
since the nineteenth century, it was the Prophet’s life above all
that preoccupied Egyptian intellectuals and resonated with their
audiences. No longer could one observe, as Muir had, that Mus-
lims were not particularly concerned with the Prophet’s biogra-
phy.®! Yet it was not primarily the traditional scholars who were
rewriting that biography. Rather, in Egypt at least, a new intel-
lectual class engaged with European writings was spurred to
take up the topic. Al-Aqqad reports that his interest in the idea
of genius was sparked by a conversation he had about Carlyle’s
lecture—at a celebration of the Prophet’s birthday.

'The juxtaposition of a popular devotional gathering with a clearly
politically inspired and oriented biography, derived from a British
author’s lecture to a British audience, suggests that in the era of
printed books, the proper celebration of Muhammad was to be tex-
tual, not ritual. There is no necessary separation of the two; devo-
tional texts associated with the maw/id had been written for centu-
ries and printed as technology allowed. Devotional biographies
continued to be written, telling miracle stories and lavishing prayer-
tul praise on the Prophet. Still, there was a demonstrable shift in
emphasis to biographies that focused on Muhammad’s stellar
qualities as a political leader, as a husband, and as a military figure.

'The turn to Islamic subjects, then, was not primarily about belief

or doctrine, and it intersected with the trend toward publishing
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biographies of historical, political, and military figures. Some ex-
plorations of these figures took creative forms, including a drama
not quite suitable for the stage, a historical novel, and eventually
an allegorical novel. As Ruth Roded has noted, “From the 1930s,
virtually every major literary figure in Egypt composed a modern
biography of the Prophet.”®? In addition to Haykal and al-“Aqqad,
Taha Husayn, Ahmad Amin, Tawfiq al-Hakim, and, somewhat
later, Naguib Mahfouz are among those who wrote.

In a way, so did Aisha ‘Abd al-Rahman (1913-1998), writing un-
der the pen name Bint al-Shati’ (“Daughter of the Shore”). A liter-
ary scholar within interests and training in the religious sciences—
she memorized the Qur’an as a child—like most women who have
written Muhammad’s life, she did so obliquely, through portraits
of the women surrounding him. In addition to her best-known
work, The Prophet’s Wives (1959), she published 7he Prophet’s Daugh-
ters (1963) and The Prophet’s Mother (1966).° Though accounts of the
life of Muhammad and his inner circle went back more than a
millennium, her books were not full biographies of the women in
his life. Instead, she aimed to give another perspective on Mu-
hammad through exploring his relationships with them. She was
responding, too, to the work of her countrymen, staking a posi-
tion on both Muhammad’s nature and the appropriate way to en-
gage with European literature about Muhammad.

Among male Egyptian intellectuals of the era, respect for and
engagement with European—French, British, and occasionally
German—ideas and thinkers competed, clashed, and became in-
terwoven with concern for and interest in Islamic history and pre-
cedents. Also in the mix were ideas about Eastern spirituality in
contrast to Western rationality. These tensions can be seen in the

career of Ahmad Amin (1886-1954).°* Amin, who exemplified “the
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tornness of the Arab conservative,”® did not write extensively
about Muhammad, but his writings include some “‘self-consciously
Islamic’” work and others with “the ‘East-is-spiritual’ theme.”
Among the latter was his 7he East and the West, published a year
after his death, in which “he expresses the opinion that Eastern
civilization is based on religion and is more durable, whereas
Western civilization is based on material pleasure and results in
wars.””’ Seven years earlier, in 1948—the same year he, al-‘Aqqad,
and Haykal shared the King Fu’ad Prize®®—he published a col-
lection of profiles of modern Muslim reformers that “expresses
the hope that the awakening East will become strong again with-
out experiencing the defects that have marred the civilization of
the West.”®?

This emphasis on Eastern spirituality, which Haykal shared,
stood in tension with the social, political, and military accom-
plishments for which authors celebrated Muhammad. Al-Aqqad’s
idea that Muhammad was simply the best at everything he did
echoes in later works. Muhammad’s battles were one arena for this.
In a 1980 biography published in London, Afazlur Rahman writes,
“A cursory study of the three battles of Badr, Uhud, and Azab
shows superiority of Muhammad’s war strategy, military tactics
and defence plans over that of his enemies. He was always ahead of
his enemies in military tactics and strategical moves. He always
managed to know the plans of his enemies, forced them to attack at
[the] most unsuitable position and time, commit mistakes and
show their weaknesses and vulnerable points. Then he attacked
them with determination and full force and rendered all their plans
in vain.””® The language here sounds much like that used in the
Qur’an to describe God’s foreknowledge and victories; it echoes the

triumphalist tone of most accounts of Badr (624), where Muslims
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won a decisive victory, but it is a bit surprising to have it applied
to the Battle of Uhud (625), which was almost a rout. Salmin’s
The Holy Prophet Mohammad, whose subtitle emphasizes Mu-
hammad’s role as The Commander of the Faithful, likewise affirms
Muhammad as “the best and the greatest General” but places less
stress on Muhammad’s superior military strategy and more on the
nature of his fighting: “in self-defence, and self-protection.””

This insistence on the justifiable nature of his conduct is in large
part a response to the sort of polemic that, for instance, George
Lathom Browne offered. After the conquest of Mecca, “Mahomet
was now virtually a king, at whose command an army of fanatical
warriors . . . was ready to enforce at the point of a sword submis-
sion to the prophet, and adhesion to his creed.””? Yet for all that
they repeatedly insist on Islam’s having been spread by the sword,
hostile biographers devoted surprisingly little attention to the
particulars of Muhammad’s conduct in battle. When Browne
does report the next battle, Muhammad is first overconfident,
“march[ing] heedlessly” into an indefensible position, from
which many of his troops “turned and fled with the utmost pre-
cipitancy.” He then displays “commendable courage” and, fol-
lowing a tactical error on his enemy’s part, is able to win “an easy
victory.””3

Twentieth-century Muslim authors contested these kinds of
portraits. They largely bypassed supernatural explanations for
Muslim victory, instead attributing Muslim victories to the just-
ness of their cause and the brilliance of Muhammad’s leadership.
Salmin, for instance, presents his actions as “part of a religious
programme,” attested to not only in “religious books” but also in
“the history of the world.””* He insists, echoing Haykal’s stress

on scientific method, that “the events related here or those about
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his life are not imaginary or mythical, but are historical acts faith-

fully recorded by authentic, and reliable people.””

Clash of Civilization

'This insistence on authentic and scientific history suffuses Haykal’s
Life, standing somewhat at odds with its combative tone. Frequently
pausing in its narrative to take Western authors to task, it epito-
mizes the essentially reactive and defensive tone of modern Mus-
lim prophetic biography. Western works had set the agenda, and
though Muslim authors might oppose the valuations set, the areas
of focus—women, war, revelation—were largely predetermined.
In an even more fundamental way, Haykal’s Life owes its existence
to European writings about Muhammad: it originated in a series
of review essays of Emile Dermenghem’s Vie de Mahomet (1929),
which Maxime Rodinson called “a well-informed work, though
without the trappings of scholarship.”” He moved beyond mere
review partway through the series of over a dozen articles (1932—
1934). They appeared in book form in 1935 and shortly thereafter
with expanded prefatory essays, which added a great deal of heft;
depending on the edition, it contains between five and six hun-
dred pages.”” Haykal’s use of Dermenghem was, he recalls in his
Memoirs, suggested during a conversation “at a party when he asked
for a European account of Muhammad’s life which he could use in
defending the Prophet against missionary attacks.””8

Haykal includes Dermenghem as one of thirteen “foreign”—that
is, non-Arabic—entries in his bibliography. Eight are English—
including Ameer Ali, Irving, Muir, David Margoliouth, and Car-
lyle, but excluding Ahmad Khan—and five are French. A more
extensive list of Arabic authors—including Ibn Hisham; Ibn Sa‘d,
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Wagqidi’s scribe; Wagqidi; and Tabari—also appear, though he
sometimes seems to have started with the Western sources and
had reference to the Arabic originals as a second step; notably, a
few of the Arabic texts were printed in Europe.”

It was not only in this respect that Haykal’s biography was un-
usual. Today, conventional wisdom treats Haykal “as a convinced
believer and as a modern man” and grants his Life a cherished
place in the Muslim canon.®® Yet the original title directly trans-
lates the standard Western Life of Muhammad. When Haykal’s
work appeared in Urdu several decades later, it bore the title Sirar-i
Rasul (Biography of the Messenger).®! The Urdu version harks back
to centuries of tradition, drawing on the “connotative nimbus” of
the term sira, linking Haykal’s work to its “literary antecedents.”s?
However, historian and biographer Charles Smith has argued that
to read Haykal as offering an Islamic vision fundamentally misun-
derstands him.®3 For Smith, Haykal continued to promote thor-
oughly Western ideas about progress, science, individuality, and
intellectuals. His criticisms of Western Orientalists aim to make
his arguments palatable to a mass audience, while “attack[ing] the
ulama and their authority” and appealing instead to “the true Is-
lamic society established by Muhammad and experienced” during
the reign of his first four successors.®*

Haykal and his contemporaries were drawing on Muslim re-
form movements that looked to an early Islamic past and sought
to bypass the clerical elite and its traditional forms of knowledge
at the same time they were engaged in “a search for philosophical
and legal norms from the Muslim past thought to be more appro-
priate to Egypt’s needs as it confronted European military and eco-
nomic expansion.” Situating Haykal in context, Smith argues that

“the notion that Western ideas might be isolated from Muslim
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thought and considered valid in themselves appeared only in the
last decade of the nineteenth century and the first decade of the
twentieth, the transitional period in which Muhammad Husayn
Haykal was reared.”®

Haykal’s unpublished diaries show that by 1910 he was already
thinking of Muhammad as just a man and not divinely inspired.
During his heady Paris years (1909—1912), he grappled with big
ideas about religion and reform. “He concluded,” writes Smith,
“that religions were not inspired by a divine being. Rather they
were social phenomena reflecting historical circumstances. Like-
wise, prophets such as Muhammad were products of their time,
self-inspired men despite their sincere beliefs that they had been
chosen by God.”8¢ Haykal saw “the prophet as representative of the
superior individual in history.” Haykal thought that a small number
of “superior” people would be inspired.®” Swedish scholar and Lu-
theran bishop Tor Andrae, writing at the same time in German,
held a similar view of the process of prophetic inspiration.

Smith posits that Haykal smuggles in Western ideologies in
the guise of anti-Orientalist scholarship, but Haykal’s compli-
cated relationship to the Western materials he uses finds its basis
at least partially in his writing practices.®® Haykal borrows struc-
ture, plot, and theme—and sometimes entire sentences—f{rom
his sources. Understanding Haykal’s effect requires close explora-
tion of what he keeps, what he jettisons, and what he modifies
from the texts on which he relies.

'The two Lives Khalidi mentions as crucial—those of Muir and
Carlyle—were influential for Haykal and his peers. Muir’s Life
had “provoked a new Muslim orientation towards the study of the
life of the Prophet,”® in large part through its choice of sources as

well as subject matter. Meanwhile, Carlyle’s “lasting effect on the
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imaginary horizons of modern Muslim Sira” owes in part to a 1911
Arabic translation of 7he Hero as Prophet.”® Serious translation is
“the result of a series of creative decisions and imaginative acts of
criticism.””! Muhammad al-Siba‘i’s Arabic Carlyle is more nation-
alist and less romantic.”? Fittingly, al-Aqqad was less concerned
with inner sincerity than with Muhammad’s function as a model
for conduct in personal, spiritual, military, and political spheres.’®

Al-Hakim, another literary figure, had studied law in Paris for
three years in the 1920s.”* When he drew censure for his fictional-
izations of Qur’anic stories, he responded by writing a play, Mu-
hammad (1936). As one commentator notes, “that was the period
when the leading Western-educated Egyptian writers, formerly
accused of heresy and of polluting Islamic culture, were vying with
one another and with the fundamentalists in turning to the Is-
lamic legacy for their literary material, as though to prove to public
opinion that they were no less Muslim than their fundamentalist
critics.”” This “avalanche of religious writings” was responding to
its own Egyptian context while engaging with Western precursors—
Voltaire and Goethe had, after all, written dramas of the same
name.”® As for the play itself, though “orthodox enough . . . it raised
the problem of the permissibility of adapting sacred Islamic figures
and themes to artistic treatment. . . . The question still remains un-
solved in Arabic letters and the arts, but al-Hakim’s Mubammad
stirred no [significant] storm in the thirties . .. for the simple
reason that al-Hakim never sought to have it performed. Artisti-
cally, too, it has no special merit.”%’

Haykal thus wrote among peers who were reading French and
English authors and working out new ways of thinking and writ-
ing about early Islamic figures. Haykal’s engagement with West-

ern authorities carries on an intra-Muslim conversation by proxy:
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What will a modern Muslim society look like? What sort of
model does Muhammad provide for a proud people in a bad situ-
ation? Yaseen Noorani’s account of the rise of Arab nationalist sen-
timents argues that “what took place in the rise of these values was
not a clash of two irreconcilable cultures—the onslaught of secular
Western modernity against an Islamic patriarchal premodernity—
but the transformation of traditional cultural ideals from within, a
process whose central dynamic lay in the transformation of virtue
into nationality.””® He sees a shift in “the traditional model of the
self and its relation to collective order,” increasingly “arising from
innate human dispositions rather than from the sovereign author-
ity of virtuous figures.””” Noorani’s insight helps clarify the role
Muhammad’s domestic arrangements played in modern Egyp-
tian biographies. If the nuclear family and a companionate couple
were central to the social order, so Muhammad—innately the best
model for humanity—must also exemplify the best relationships.
And yet his comportment would seem, on the surface, to be incom-
patible with precisely the sorts of arrangements seen as desirable.

Domestic matters were the subject of a great deal of scrutiny in
early twentieth-century Egypt. Rifaa al-Tahtawi had broached
some of these topics in the 1870s, and Muhammad ‘Abduh, a key
reformist scholar of the era, made them a centerpiece of his writ-
ing. ‘Abduh railed against arranged marriage as “utterly and com-
pletely incompatible with modern subjectivity” and insisted on
love as the necessary basis for marriage, which should be monoga-
mous and centered on a nuclear family household.!®® Although he
was primarily concerned with the pernicious effects of polygamy,
he also assumed the need for females to be old enough and in-
volved in the process of choosing spouses: if marriage is for the

establishment of families, which are necessary to the nation, then
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wives must be competent and loving partners, not subordinates.
Not everyone held this view. Al-Aqqgad devoted part of his sub-
stantial chapter in The Genius of Mubammad on Muhammad as a
husband to explaining how Muhammad maintained a salutary
discipline in his household. Although he objects to Western per-
ceptions of Muslim backwardness, al-Aqqad by no means advo-
cates egalitarian marriages.

Haykal’s way of approaching questions about Muhammad’s
marriages as well as other issues often depended on what he read,
and his decisions to focus on or ignore issues seems to emerge from
his composition practices. To perhaps a greater extent than these
other scholars, “Haykal read widely but not intensively.”’! He
often marked up only the first two or three chapters of a book,
and sometimes a lone paragraph. He does what all writers do to a
greater or lesser degree: he presents his own versions of the books
he reads, emphasizing and ignoring selectively, unable to ever ac-
count for all that they contain.®® Throughout his book, even where
he gives the impression of drawing on a broader source base, he re-
lies “almost exclusively” on Ibn Ishaq/Ibn Hisham “as his classical
source.”1% He “consults Ibn Hisham constantly . . . borrows much
material from him, and cites him extensively, primarily in direct
quotations, [and] also when he does not expressly acknowledge
it.”1% Of course, the selections of particular texts from the Muslim
tradition were a capitulation to the “scientific” sensibilities of the
Orientalists: Haykal accepted the premise, articulated so clearly
by Muir, that early texts mattered.

Indeed, Haykal at times takes his early Islamic texts through
the mediation of Orientalist biographies, particularly that of
Muir.'% Of more recent Muslim texts, he draws on Ameer Ali’s

The Spirit of Islam and borrows its practice of including lengthy
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apologetic sections alongside and interwoven with biographical
material. (Dermenghem had also read Ameer Ali, as well as
‘Abduh.)!®® Haykal starts with a contentious introduction and
closes with two polemical essays. If Ameer Ali’s text was in con-
versation with European scholarship, Haykal’s was a more direct
engagement. One commentator says that Haykal was “deeply read
in anti-Islamic literature.””” Given Haykal’s scattershot reading
practices, it is probably more accurate to say that he was deeply pre-
occupied by it.

‘Though Dermenghem takes pride of place in the Life’s origin
story, Prideaux’s famous polemic bleeds through the background,
and Muir’s Life serves as both foil and resource for Haykal.'®® He
engages with Muir and Carlyle in ways beyond what he indicates
directly in the text.1%” Haykal’s use of Irving perhaps provides the
clearest glimpse of what he was attempting. Irving features prom-
inently in Haykal’s closing essay on “Islamic Civilization and the
Western Orientalists.” Haykal calls him “one of the greatest writ-
ers” of nineteenth-century America and alternately praises and
criticizes Irving’s Life. Irving’s theological understanding “fell short
of grasping the spirit of Islam and its civilization. Hence his false
interpretation of the problem of divine providence and predestina-
tion. Perhaps Irving had some excuse in that some of the Islamic
books which he may have read do in fact point in the direction of
his interpretation.”1 This criticism is only superficially about Ir-
ving’s failure to understand Islamic teachings. The real problem is
that some Muslim scholars hold erroneous views; Irving picks the
wrong side in an intra-Muslim controversy. To acknowledge this,
though, Haykal would have to admit that there is a legitimate de-
bate, not just the correct view and a few Muslim authors who got

it wrong. Here again, Western scholars become a means to attack
)
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views held by Muslims: by associating the erring Muslims with
Orientalists, the opprobrium can be shared.

Haykal used Muslim sources equally selectively, relying most
heavily on Ameer Ali’s Spirit of Islam.M' His relationship to the
classical sources is equivocal and he sometimes misrepresents
them. For instance, regarding the Satanic verses incident, in which
Muhammad was induced temporarily to allow the worship of
three Meccan goddesses, Haykal writes, “These are the arguments
on which stands the claim for veracity of the story of the goddesses.
They are all false, incapable of standing any scrutiny or analysis.
Let us begin with the argument of the Orientalist Muir.”"'? The
refutation that follows admits that the story appears in some early
Muslim sources (Ibn Sa’d, Tabari) but places blame for repeating
it on European scholars: it “arrested the attention of the western
Orientalists who took it as true and repeated it ad nauseam.”
Haykal rejects Muir’s analysis on rational grounds and also asserts
that the story is rejected by Ibn Ishaq, who, Haykal tells us, “did
not hesitate at all to declare it a fabrication by the heretics.”* Here,
as with his criticism of Irving’s view of free will, Haykal takes a
Westerner to task for his reliance on the wrong Arab sources, a
strategy that Ahmad Khan also employed to generally good effect.
Haykal insists that his discernment among Muslim sources owes
to a scientific approach to the tradition.

Ashis Nandy argues that “empire succeeded only when the colo-
nized found—or were made to find—something to love in imperial
culture.” In the case of biographers of Muhammad, it was often
a critical, historical, or scientific method, for which European
scholars stood as exemplars. The historian Abd al-Aziz Duri called

for careful appraisal of early sources, such as Ibn Ishag/Ibn
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Hisham, to extract facts about “the Prophet’s life” by means of “a
sound evaluation of the sources” and “a critical historical approach
to the accounts in which this material has been preserved.”"® In-
fluenced by the work of Orientalists but also aiming to rebut some
of their global criticisms, Duri attempts to salvage a core of his-
torically accurate prophetic biography, as well as to rehabilitate the
reputation of historians as a class. Much like Ahmad Khan praises
a medieval Muslim historian by saying he ranks with the best Eu-
ropean historians, “Haykal’s exploitation of Islamic history in the
1930s, although including apologetic attacks on the West duly em-
phasized in Western studies of Egyptian modernism, was founded
expressly on a glorification of the Western historical method and

its concern for scientific accuracy.”V

Character and Cohort

Premodern biographies had things to say about Muhammad the
individual and his character. Haykal’s title reflects and enacts a
shift from the individual as model to the individual as personal-
ity. Muhammad becomes a man with temperament and traits
that comprise a personality unique to him and capable of explain-
ing in some vital way his “contribution” or “impact” or “genius.”
'This is a dramatic departure from Ibn Ishaq’s aim to model Mu-
hammad after the biblical prophets who served as the touchstone
for his notion of legitimacy, and led to the incorporation of such
legends as that he spent time working as a shepherd in his youth.!8

The interest in Muhammad’s Companions, wives, and kin
tended to reflect similar concerns with social and familial issues

of the day. The Companions attest to his sterling qualities; their
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virtues, including trustworthiness, guarantee his, and vice-versa.
(Aisha’s summation: “His character was the Qur'an.”)"? This only
works to the extent that the Companions are revered. Yet al-
though figures such as Aisha and Umar—the latter the subject of
a massive biography by Numani as well as al-Aqqad and Haykal—
are particularly disparaged by the Shia, their emergence as vital
figures in the middle of the twentieth century seems less intended
to kindle sectarian fires and more to appeal to a seemingly simple,
straightforward, early past that can provide lessons for a Muslim
society in a turbulent time.

These lessons are about the proper shape of the family and the
proper shape of society. Although Haykal and his countrymen in-
sist on the religious resonance or authenticity of Muhammad and
his close associates as models, they simultaneously present a less
religious Muhammad. Or, as in Waheed-Ud-Din’s 7he Benefactor,
one whose religious successes are at least as noteworthy for their
worldly effects as for their spiritual merit. To what extent Haykal’s
aim was to arrive at “a more secular culture through the under-
mining of Islam,”? despite his use of Islam as a language through
which he could communicate to the masses, is unclear. Smith’s
contrarian interpretation posits Haykal as an elitist figure, caught
between nostalgia for a hierarchical village power structure of pa-
tronage on the one hand, and an allegiance to European rational-
ism on the other, with suspicion of the Egyptian masses and their

121 However,

increasing power to disrupt the existing social order.
he concludes, “Paradoxically, Haykal’s search for progress with
order and his attempt to use Islam for that purpose encouraged
retention of the values he hoped to undermine.”'??

Whether this is so can be debated. What seems clear, however,

is that in India and Egypt, and broadly throughout the Arab world,
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the terms in which success and truth are discussed are no longer
primarily indigenous. As Shaden Tageldin puts it in discussing a
different set of texts, “an Islam once taken for granted by its ad-
herents as self-evident sign has become subject to external verifi-
cation by European Orientalism: to the proof of the Orientalist’s
translated text.”?> Nowhere is this clearer than in the material on

Muhammad’s marriages, the subject of Chapters 4 and 5.



Chapter 4
The Wife of Muhammad

By the time Mubammad had grown to manhood, he had
gained a reputation as trustworthy and judicious. A
wealthy widow named Khadija hired him to accompany
her caravan to Syria. His performance so impressed her that
she proposed marriage to him. He accepted. She was forty
and he was twentyfive. They were happily married for
twenty-frve years. While she lived, he took no other wife.
Her wealth and companionship gave him the support he
needed to undertake bis spiritual reflection and, eventually,
his prophetic mission. After her death, he married other
women, but she retained a special place in his memories.

A version of this story, often in nearly these exact words, appears
in a striking proportion of books about Muhammad written in
the last century, whether aimed at pious Muslim readers, American
middle schoolers, college students, or the general reading public.!
Phrases like “wealthy older widow” and “remained faithful” recur.
Whatever the exact words, the same points surface repeatedly:
their respective ages, that she was a widow, her wealth, the Syrian
caravan expedition, her positive impression, and that the marriage
took place at her instigation. We learn that her wealth gave him
the leisure for retreat and reflection.? We are told that he took no
other wives while she lived, and sometimes how unusual this was
in the Arabian context. Authors sometimes mention that she bore

him two or three or, occasionally, four sons who died in infancy
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and four daughters.® After she died, her memory “cast a long
shadow over” his later marriages.*

All of these bits of information about Khadjija are gleaned from
early Muslim biographies. Other things in those sources drop
out, leaving a few overlapping facts.” The formulaic repetition of
these facts paints Khadija as “the pattern of a Musalman matron,”
as one nineteenth-century scholar phrased it, and reinforces an
image of Muhammad as a model husband.® A similarly coherent
but substantively different portrait dominated early modern En-
glish accounts, which consistently portrayed Muhammad’s “cynical
wooing of, and marriage to, the widow Cadygan [Khadija], to gain
earthly power.”” Those accounts, though, did not dwell extensively
on the marriage; it was one more bit of evidence for Muhammad’s
craftiness and ambition. For early Muslim biographers, the mar-
riage was a narrative way station on Muhammad’s journey to
prophethood, recounted in terms that emphasized his prophetic
role. For modern authors, the marriage to Khadija becomes a key
to showing who Muhammad “really was.” Her role in his charac-
ter formation is increasingly important as people write about
Muhammad the 7an rather than Muhammad the prophet.

'The recognition that Muhammad was both man and messen-
ger was not new, but a palpable shift in emphasis occurred in the
nineteenth and especially the twentieth centuries. It can be seen
clearly in the title of Muhammad Husayn Haykal’s biography,
discussed in Chapter 3. Narratives of Muhammad’s life had cus-
tomarily borne the title Biography (sira) of the Prophet or Biography
of the Messenger of God.® Haykal’s title directly translates to Zhe
Life of Muhammad, the usual title for European biographies and
the one used by Dermenghem in the Life that Haykal was re-

viewing. That he retained it when he expanded his review articles
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into an independent book suggests that he intended a different
sort of biography than usual. The shift from “biography” to “life,”
and from a religious title (“the prophet” “God’s messenger”) to a
personal name, indicates that we are no longer dealing with an
account of a course of action (sizz in its early meaning of “practice,
procedure”) but a life story.” Moreover, its subject is not a prophet
or, rather, #he Prophet but a man: Muhammad. The shift is from
exemplar to individual, from type to personality.

Muhammad’s modern biographers saw his character mani-
fested in his relationships with women—first and foremost Khad-
ija, but also, and as a clear counterpoise, his other wives as a group.
Their centrality can be appreciated if we note that ‘Abbas Mahmud
al-Aqqad’s Genius of Mubammad, written at a time when ques-
tions about sovereignty, politics, and power were roiling the Egyp-
tian public, devotes five pages to Muhammad as leader and forty-
eight to Muhammad as husband.

A Much-Married Man

Over the course of his life, Muhammad had about a dozen wives,
depending on how one counts.” This is a large number of wives
but an infinitesimally small portion of the hundreds of millions of
Muslim women who have lived throughout history. Yet the two
topics have become inseparable. Discussion of his wives is fraught
with the weight of expectations about “the woman question” in
Islam; many conversations about this latter topic, in turn, hinge on
Muhammad’s own married life as well as the example of the women
of his household.

For contemporary Westerners, the association between Islam

and women’s oppression is strongly ingrained.!? This has not al-
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ways been the case. Muhammad’s wives become more important
as the idea of Muslim women becomes more important to discus-
sions about Islam. The oppressed but alluring Muslim woman is a
creature of the last few centuries. So is her counterpart: the pious,
active female role model, of whom Khadija is the ideal example.
And if she is a new kind of woman, Muhammad, as her husband,
must be a new kind of man.

Muhammad’s Lives have come to dwell at some length on his
marriage to Khadija and to grant it prominence as the prime exam-
ple of his married life. This might seem like an obvious thing to do;
after all, by the usual reckoning, she was married to him for more
than twice as long as any other woman. Yet premodern accounts tend
to say little about their conjugal life beyond the proposal and mar-
riage, the comfort and reassurance she provided to him at the outset
of his mission, and his reaction to her death—scant details compared
to the wealth of information about his later marriages and domestic
arrangements, which transpired during the course of his public pro-

phetic mission and communal leadership.

Khadija the Grand

Khadija may have been merited relatively few pages in early Mus-
lim accounts of Muhammad’s life, but they were important ones.
She was associated with several turning points in his life: his first
marriage; becoming a father; his prophetic commission; and, in
the wake of her death, his departure from Mecca to Medina. Bi-
ographers recognized her exceptional nature and distinguished
between her and his other wives. Ibn Sa‘d set her apart in his com-

pendium of early Muslim women, putting her first and leaving
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the rest of Muhammad’s wives until after chapters on his daugh-
ters and other female relatives.!3

Traditionally, she bears epithets including “the Grand” and
“the Pure.” As the member of the Prophet’s household least sub-
ject to partisan wrangling, she draws allegiance from Sunni and
Shia alike. The same is true, in a limited way, for Fatima: daughter
of Muhammad and Khadjija, and the only one of his children to
survive him, though only by a few months. Yet if Fatima is never
precisely deprecated by Sunnis, her marriage to Ali and mother-
hood of Hasan and Husayn establish her as a potent symbol for
the Shia, who hold that legitimate rulers come through Ali’s
line. Hence, Sunni tradition sometimes disregards or marginalizes
her.* Khadija poses no sectarian threat and may be praised with
impunity.

Her noble genealogy and stellar personal qualities reflect well
on Muhammad. That a woman of her caliber, whom Ibn Ishaq
calls the richest woman of the Quraysh of her time, would choose
him proves that she recognized his impressive character.” This
much, we get from the traditional texts. (It is no surprise that con-
temporary authors forgo her extensive genealogy; the prolonged
recitation of anyone’s ancestry is of little interest to modern read-
ers.) They also say, though few modern authors repeat, that not
everyone was impressed with the match; Khadija might have got-
ten her father drunk to gain his approval (a story frequently retold
by pre-modern polemicists). In other versions, he was already de-
ceased, and her uncle stood in for him.!® Modern Muslim authors
often skim over the father’s or uncle’s involvement in the marriage
because it sits ill with the image of Khadija as a self-assured and
independent woman. Moreover, the question of paternal involve-

ment in any adult woman’s marriage is jarring to some readers;



The Wife of Muhammad 119

works for general readers published in America almost uniformly
omit any discussion of her kin. Works aimed at Muslims may
mention it, especially if they were published in South Asia.l” It is
an open question whether such authors note her father’s or uncle’s
role because they are determined to rebut the slander that Khadija
deceived her guardian, which some earlier hostile biographers
highlight, or because custom still presumes a level of familial in-
volvement in marriages that is alien to contemporary Westerners,
including Muslims living in Europe or the Americas.

Contemporary biographers almost uniformly make Khadija forty
and Muhammad twenty-five; some do the math for their readers
and note the fifteen-year difference. Many use this “fact” to present
interpretations about Muhammad’s character: evidence that he was
not consumed by lust and that he was comfortable with a powerful
woman. Traditional accounts sometimes stick with the ages twenty-
five and forty, as Tabari does, and sometimes register disagreement
about Khadija’s age at the time of her marriage; though the age forty
is mentioned, another view is that she was twenty-eight. Ibn Ishaq
gives Muhammad’s age as twenty-five, but notes that he might have
been twenty-one or thirty.® Ibn Sa'd reports that someone asked
Khadija’s nephew, “which of them was older, the Messenger of Al-
lah or Khadija?” He said, “Khadija was fifteen years older than him.
'The prayer was unlawful for my aunt before the Messenger of Allah
was born.”” Ibn Sa‘d explains the anachronistic response, ““The
prayer was unlawful for her’ means she menstruated, but he is
speaking as the people of Islam speak.” To understand this response,
one must know that menstruants abstain from ritual worship;
Khadija had reached menarche before Muhammad’s birth.?°

Why forty? As anyone familiar with the biblical tradition knows,
forty is a potent number. In the Hebrew bible, the flood lasts forty
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days, and the Israelites wander in the wilderness for forty years.
Jesus fasts forty days and forty nights, according to the Gospel of
Matthew, before the devil tempts him. And in Muslim tradition,
Muhammad is usually said to have been forty when he received
the first revelation from Gabriel in the cave on Mount Hira (though
a few versions put him at forty-three).?! One scholar suggests that
the Prophet’s age at revelation relies on the symbolic significance of
the number forty: “In matters involving measurement of time, this
usage of ‘forty’ is clearly devoid of specific chronological content.”??
For Khadija, this seems likely as well; that she supposedly bore
Muhammad six or seven children suggests that it should not be
taken literally.”> We cannot assume, of course, that earlier scholars
were ignorant of this point, since the facts of reproductive biology
were no doubt more or less the same.?* Instead, we ought to as-
sume that they were aware of the symbolic resonance of forty and,
turther, that they expected their readers to be aware of it as well.
The suggestion that the symbolism matters more than factual
accuracy suggests a rationale, too, for the devoted attention to
Aisha’s age that one finds in the early sources; Muhammad’s mar-

riage to Aisha, however, must await the next chapter.

Khadija the Comforter

If one were to construct a short list of candidates for the most
important moment of Muhammad’s life, the encounter with Ga-
briel in the cave would head the list. (Other contenders would
include the migration to Medina and the ascension, though his
marriage to Khadija appears in some accounts, particularly the
more recent ones, as a pivotal point.)?® Though Khadija was not on

Mount Hira, she became a key part of the story shortly afterward.
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In Ibn Ishaqgs account, Muhammad turns to Khadija after his
encounter with the angel leaves him shaken and wondering whether
he was “poet or possessed.”? Khadija does three things to restore
Muhammad’s equanimity and faith.?” First, she comforts him
physically (“I came to Khadija and sat by her thigh and drew close
to her”) and reassures him of his excellent character and her con-
fidence that God would not allow such a thing to happen to him.
Then, she goes to her cousin Waraqa ibn Nawfal, “who had be-
come a Christian and read the scriptures and learned from those
who follow the Torah and the Gospel.” Waraga affirms that if
Khadjija’s tale is true, then Muhammad is a prophet like Moses,
“the prophet of his people.”® Khadija conveys this message to
Muhammad, who then meets Waraqga himself and is both reas-
sured of the legitimacy of his visitor and warned that people will
oppose him. Third, Khadija devises a test to see if Muhammad’s
“visitant” is angelic or demonic. She asks Muhammad to move
progressively closer to her, and he continues to see the angel until
she begins to disrobe and make sexual advances toward him; the
visitor departs, confirming that “he is an angel and not a satan.”?
Khadjija’s role as comforter extends beyond this moment. When
Ibn Ishaq tells of Khadija’s accepting of Islam (“she was the first
of those who believed in God and His Messenger and the truth
of what he brought from Him?”), he refers to both the opposition
and insults Muhammad encountered and the ways in which she
supported and comforted him “when he returned to her.” Alfred
Guillaume, translating this phrase, gives a domestic twist: “when
he went home.”® Modern authors build on these ancient descrip-
tions of Khadija as comforter to depict the act of comforting as a
wifely duty, and marriage as an institution designed to nurture emo-

tional closeness. For instance, Pakistani author G. N. Jalbani, in his
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English-language Life of the Holy Prophet (1988), treats the after-
math of Muhammad’s first revelation. He returned to Khadjja,
who wrapped him up and comforted him by expressing her con-
fidence in his merits. Jalbani comments: “She no doubt knew him
better, as no one can be better informed of the ways of a man than
his own wife, who is in a position to have free access to his heart.”!
Similarly, British Muslim Ahmad Thompson: “No one—except
Allah of course—knows more about a man than his wife, both his
good and bad qualities, his strengths and his weaknesses.”?
These descriptions of marital intimacy and wifely succor even
take on religious overtones. Haykal calls Khadija an “angel of
mercy,” a coinage unusual enough that even though Arabic books
typically omit vowel markers, the text includes them on the word
angel to forestall confusion or misreading.®* More frequent is the
stock Victorian phrase “angel of hope and consolation” used by
Stanley Lane-Poole in an introduction to selections from the
Quran?* It passed into English-language South Asian Muslim
works; Ameer Ali uses it.3> More than a century later, Abdul
Hameed Siddiqui writes, “for a quarter of a century Khadijah
remained his angel of hope and consolation.”® (Slightly later, Jal-
bani mangles the phrase: “He was much attached to Khadijah
who was his angel of hope and consolidation [sic].”)*” The imagery
of a wife as an “angel,” however metaphorical, at least partially
displaces the actual angel whose appearance led Muhammad to
seek her comfort. As with Guillaume’s translation, the emphasis
has changed from the irruption of the divine into Muhammad’s
life to the importance of a domestic sanctuary, where an angel of
the hearth awaits him. This imagery links the spiritual and the
domestic—in John Davenport’s Apology, “his soul and his hearth.”
These ways of speaking about Khadija draw on early texts that
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celebrate her pivotal role, yet they are decisively modern in their
view of marriage as the center of one’s emotional life, and the
couple and nuclear household as the proper pattern for family liv-
ing. 'Though he ultimately arrives at negative conclusions about
Muhammad and Islam, a Christian author writing in 1895 had
only praise for their union: “The home of Mahomet and Khadija
was a bright and happy one, and their marriage fortunate and
fruitful.”*® A recent self-published work on Muhammad and his
family makes a similar point: “After his marriage with Khadjijah,
he had a happy family life.”*? Similarly, Driss Chraibi’s 1995 French
novella Man of the Book refers to Muhammad’s “happy household”
with Khadjija, who provided both friendship and “a woman’s love.”*
'These authors envision households and families in familiar famil-
ial ways, which require forgetting the fostered cousin Ali, the
presence of slave servants, and the adoptive adult son Zayd.

A rare objection to this view of conjugal life as the center of
individual emotional life was raised by the Iraqi scholar and
writer Amina bint Haydar al-Sadr, the sister of noted Shi'i jurist
Muhammad Bagir al-Sadr (both d. 1980). One of the relatively
tew Muslim women to write biographically about Muhammad,
Bint al-Huda (Daughter of the Right Path), as she was widely
known, wrote a lengthy essay, “Women and the Prophet.” Though
she generally avoided the topic of polygamy in her copious writ-
ings, she had to confront it in writing about Muhammad’s life
and wives. Like other authors, Sadr places Khadija in a central
position: “It is only Muhammad’s first, long-term, monogamous
marriage with Khadija” that Sadr presents “in unambiguously
positive terms. The polygamous marriages contracted after Khad-
ija’s death are represented as deficient in various [ways] and/or as

examples of the Prophet’s charity.” She, too, stresses “love and
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companionship” between the spouses. However, emphasizing
that Muhammad did not forget about other important women in
his life when he married Khadija, Sadr “challenge[s] marriage as
a private institution between two people, founded on a rupture

with their previous lives and relationships.”

Love Marriage

When Haykal wrote his biography in the mid-1930s, he was directly
engaging French and Anglo-Muhammadan Lives. At the same
time, he was responding to the circumstances of early twentieth-
century Egypt. In addition to the shift of emphasis to religious
topics, active debates about marriage served as a backdrop to his
writing. The climate of ideas about companionate marriage, mar-
riage age, and the “marriage crisis” could not but affect his por-
trayal of the Prophet. Haykal focuses on the inward and emotional
dimensions of Muhammad’s personhood, his character as mani-
fested in his relationships with women. To do so, he borrows from
the attribution of motives and feelings to Muhammad that had
begun to emerge in nineteenth-century Western lives. In other
words, he talks about love.

Moderns posit a primary role for sexual acts and identities
in the constitution and definition of a self.*> Marriage is often
viewed as the single most central adult relationship. Classical au-
thors placed less stress on marital conduct as a laboratory for eval-
uating the self or on the emotional bond between spouses as the
prime locus for strong ties of love and obligation. That is not to say
that conjugal love was unimportant before the modern era. The
question of what Muhammad felt for which wife appeared from

time to time in accounts of his life.# Yet friendships and kin ties
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might be equally or more important. Where early biographies
mention Muhammad’s aftection for this or that male figure—
Zayd, Ali, or Abu Bakr, most often—there is an implicit contest
about closeness and legitimacy in succession.** In modern biogra-
phies, Khadija has the greatest emotional and even spiritual reso-
nance. In a passage that also shows Shi‘l emphasis on Muham-

mad’s descendants, Seyyed Hossein Nasr writes,

'The marriage with Khadijah was of very great significance in
the life of the Prophet of Islam for it provided for him the
companion on whom he could rely completely in the most
difficult period of his life and who was endowed with the nec-
essary moral and spiritual virtues to act as the perfect wife of
God’s most perfect creature and the mother of the prophetic
family—the Ah/ al-bayt [people of the household]—whose

light was later to illuminate the world.*

Here, Khadjija’s virtues make her not only Muhammad’s ideal part-
ner but also a key player in the transmission of Muhammad’s light.

Focusing on Khadija’s politico-religious activities as well as her
role as “partner” and “life companion,” Pakistani lawyer Muham-
mad Anis-ur-Rahman goes so far as to make Khadija “the right
hand of the Holy Prophet” in establishing Islam.*® 7he Historical
Role of the Venerable Woman describes her and Muhammad as
“twin preachers.”# Her courage and, not least, her wealth, “which
financed the revolution,” were vital for the spread of Islam.*® The
emphasis on Khadija’s wealth is in keeping with focus on her busi-
ness success—she was divinely chosen for marriage, he asserts, in
order to show that Islam supports working women.* Nonetheless,

her wifely virtues earn lavish praise: “The unique success of the
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mission of the Holy prophet was achieved on account of the woman
who provided peace and tranquility, inspiration and encourage-
ment, solace and comfort to the messenger of Allah.”?

Joining the domestic and the religious, American writer-
poet Tamam Kahn imagines Khadija as “the rock upon which
Muhammad built his family and his religion” as well as his “clos-
est confidant.”!

Similar qualities surface in other accounts. Siddiqui writes of
Khadija: “She gave Mubammad ease of circumstances, freedom
from the cares of daily life, strength, and comfort of deep mutual
love, factors which contributed to the furtherance of the mission
of the Prophet.” And he adds, “In spite of conspicuous difference
in age, Muhammad’s love for Khadijah never wavered.”™? Also
mentioning the age difference, Malik calls it “a perfect match”
and claims that “they were deeply devoted to each other and much
in love.” This attention to the difference in their ages as a factor
that shou/d have led to Muhammad’s disinterest or wandering eye
is alien to the classical Muslim tradition—perhaps because no one
actually thought of Khadija as being forty. Western authors who
discuss this marriage linger on the question of her “youthful charm”
or lack thereof. Davenport, for instance, calls her “his beloved
partner” and notes, “Notwithstanding that at so advanced an age
she must have lost every youthful charm, yet Mohammed had re-
mained faithful to the last, and refrained, as already said, from
taking other wives.”* Thomas Carlyle, and others following him,
notes not that she was beautiful but that despite her age she was
“still beautiful.” Washington Irving describes her as “past the
bloom of years when women are desirable in the East.”® Emile
Dermenghem, too, comments on her presumably faded attractive-

ness, which makes Muhammad’s faithfulness and devotion all the
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more remarkable. Rodinson speculates that since her wealth put
her “in a position to make demands,” she might have insisted on a
clause in their marriage contract preventing him from taking an
additional wife.”” Less cynically, Nasr attributes his abstention
from taking other wives despite the fact that “she was fifteen
years older than he and polygamy was a very common practice” to
the marriage’s perfection: “a marriage which was so complete and
in a sense absolute that the Blessed Prophet did not marry an-

other wife as long as Khadijah was alive.”8

A Series of Unfortunate Events

Khadija’s death provides biographers with another chance to em-
phasize her centrality in Muhammad’s story. The narrative con-
nection between her death and that of Muhammad’s uncle, Abu
Talib, who had raised him after his grandfather’s death, provides
an opportunity for authors to once again comment on the signifi-
cance of their tie and the role Khadija played for him; to move the
narrative of Muhammad’s life forward with his move to Medina;
and—not least important—to transition to the second stage of his
life as a husband, beginning with his marriages to others.

The joining of Khadija and Abu Talib’s deaths is at least as
much literary artifact as historical fact: two events happen in tem-
poral proximity and become, through their insistent juxtaposition
in biographical writings, thematically conjoined as the Year of
Sadness.” Elsa Marston’s 2001 “book report biography” describes
this as “a double blow—truly disastrous” under the subheading
“Loss of Some Vital Support.”®® This link is ancient, going back at
least to Ibn Ishaq/Ibn Hisham, which reads, in part: “Khadija
and Abua Talib died in the same year, and with Khadija’s death
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troubles followed fast on each other’s heels, for she had been a
faithful support to him in Islam, and he used to tell her of his
troubles. With the death of Abu Talib he lost a strength and a
stay in his personal life and a defence and protection against his
tribe.”®! Tabari, though he draws on Ibn Ishaq, is less effusive
about Khadija’s role, noting, “After this, Aba Talib and Khadijah
died in a single year. . . . Their death was a great affliction to the
messenger of God. This is because after the death of Abu Talib,
Quraysh went to greater lengths in molesting him then they had
ever done during his lifetime.”®> He makes no mention of any
particular loss occasioned by Khadija’s death. George Sale, in the
preliminary discourse that introduces his 1734 translation of the
Qur’an, signals these deaths as unfortunate but does not wax lyri-
cal about either loss.®®

Martin Lings, a British convert to Islam, weighs the relative
impact of the two deaths difterently in Mubammad: His Life Based
on the Earliest Sources (1983). One scholar calls this book, popular
among English-reading Muslims, “an uncritical English confla-
tion of the traditional Muslim accounts” and a “curious undertak-
ing,” while another, more diplomatic scholar deems it “a tradi-
tional history based on Muslim sources.”®* Referring to the Year
of Sadness, Lings writes that “the Prophet suffered a great loss in
the death of his wife Khadijah. She was about sixty-five years old
and he was nearing fifty. They had lived together in profound
harmony for twenty-five years, and she had been not only his wife
but also his intimate friend, his wise counselor, and mother to his
whole household including ‘Ali and Zayd.” Lings emphasizes the
length of their marriage as well as the tenor of their relationship:

intimate, friendly, harmonious. He presumes a patriarchal family
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unit—it is Ais household—and assigns her the maternal role. (Oth-
ers play up Muhammad’s role as paterfamilias: “Muhammad was
a loving and affectionate husband, as well as a loving and deeply
attached father.”)®® He then contrasts it with the next “loss
[which] followed closely upon the death of Khadijah, a loss less
great and penetrating in itself, but at the same time less consol-
able and more serious in its outward consequences. Abu Talib fell
ill, and it soon became clear that he was dying.”®® Similarly, Nasr
acknowledges, with Tabari, the practical impact of the loss of Abu
Talib, “his most powerful protector,” but emphasizes the emotional
impact of Khadija’s death during “the bleakest period of his life”™:
“The loss was almost unbearable at the beginning and practically
nothing could console him.”®’

Though Muhammad’s grief at Khadija’s death has antecedents
in the classical sources, the emotional tone for these twentieth-
century Muslim writers was set by nineteenth-century British
commentators. Davenport’s Apology, for instance, says, “The death
of this his beloved partner was indeed a heart-rending calamity
for him. For twenty years she had been his counselor and sup-
porter, and now his soul and his hearth had become desolate.”®8

Several life transitions happen in the wake of Khadija’s and Abu
Talib’s deaths. Most significant for early biographers is the emi-
gration from Mecca to Medina. Yet it is difficult to parse the re-
lationship between narrative transitions and life transitions: the
story has been told so often with these events connected that they
seem causally linked, even though the emigration happened two
or three years after these deaths. The other transition that con-
cerns us here is Muhammad’s remarriages, which happened more

quickly.
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'The narrative link between Khadija’s death and Muhammad’s
remarriages, specifically those to Aisha and Sawda, is also ancient.
'The story, based on a Aadith account, appears in early works. This
conjunction was used by hostile biographers—Humphrey Pride-
aux, for example, in a passage that many copied. Haykal’s version
owes at least as much to Prideaux’s account, filtered through later
authors, as it does to that of Ibn Hisham.

Prideaux frames the remarriages to make a moral point. He
ignores the prophet’s tender feelings and focuses instead on his

calculations and plotting:

And now Cadigha, his Wife, being dead, after she had lived
Two and twenty Years with him; to strengthen himself the
more, he took Two other Wives in her stead, Ayesha, the
Daughter of Abu Beker; and Sewda, the Daughter of Zama;
and a while after he added to them Haphsa, the Daughter of
Omar; whereby making himself Son in law to Three of the
Principal Men of his Party, he did by that Alliance the more

firmly tie them to his Interest.*’

In modern accounts, Muhammad’s remarriages only reinforce
Khadija’s centrality. Traditional sources often mention the inter-
vention of a matchmaker, who suggests Aisha if he wishes to
marry a virgin and Sawda if he wishes a matron; Muhammad
charges her to pursue both matches.”’ This focus on priority—
most sources agree that the marriage to Aisha was first, though
it was consummated only after a delay—and intervention tend to
drop out of more recent accounts, which instead raise the ques-
tion of motivations.”! That polygamy itself needed justification

never occurred to Muhammad’s premodern Muslim biographers.
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The Wives of Muhammad

Prideaux and earlier authors had seen improper motives for his
marriage to Khadija. By the modern era, however, non-Muslim as
well as Muslim authors had come to see that marriage as at least
unobjectionable and, more often, admirable. As a result, those
who would condemn Muhammad’s marital conduct face a conun-
drum. Muhammad’s conduct after Khadija’s death gives a very
different impression of Muhammad as a husband than does his
conduct up to that point.”? (As Carlyle put it, “He seems to have
lived in a most affectionate, peaceable, wholesome way with his
wedded benefactress; loving her truly, and her alone.”)” How,
then, to explain his behavior in taking many wives? Some Western
authors have held, essentially, that power corrupts; Muhammad’s
changed marital conduct is of a piece with a larger change in
his morals. He moves from ethical exemplar to bloodthirsty
warrior. Among Muslim authors, the Iranian Ali Dashti, in his
Twenty-Three Years, is an unusual example of this approach, though
Dashti—who was part of a broader tradition of deliberately con-
troversial writing—tempers his criticism by positing that Mu-
hammad never really recovered from his grief at Khadija’s death.”*
W. Montgomery Watt—whose Mubammad at Mecca, Muhammad
at Medina, and abridged overview, Mubammad: Prophet and States-
man, are widely accepted as generally reliable accounts in the usual
mode—hypothesizes that after the loss of “his faithful wife and
helpmate Khadijah,” Muhammad was compelled “to be more self-
reliant, and that may have been necessary for the ultimate success
of the religious movement.” Watt speculates that even though he
remarried, it was less for “spiritual companionship” than for politi-

cal reasons; “there are signs that deepening religious experiences
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were taking the place of human companionship.”” For Watt, just
as it was for Siddiqui, Jalbani, and many others, the marriage to
Khadija was exceptional, emotionally and spiritually supportive,
and companionate. Would Khadija’s faithful and devoted husband
have taken a dozen wives in a decade? (An American doctor writ-
ing shortly before World War I opined, in his work on “the lives of
three great epileptics,” that Muhammad’s “veering from the mo-
nogamous ideal” resulted from “the setting in ... of premature
mental decay.”)”

The centrality of Muhammad’s multiple marriages to critical
biographies led to a reactive focus on refuting criticisms. Prideaux
had used Muhammad’s marriages as an illustration of the role of
(blameworthy) ambition and political interest in his actions and,
thus, as part of a broader condemnation of his imposture, fraud,
and general degeneracy.”” Muir’s tone is different; he focuses on
polygamy, divorce, and slavery as core problems with Islamic mo-
rality, judged not just as personal failings of the Prophet, who had
tathered Ibrahim by the slave woman Mariya, but as characteristic
ills of Muslim civilization, blame for which may be laid in part at
Muhammad’s door. As Arthur Wollaston, also a British colonial
official, echoes, after Khadija’s death and Muhammad’s remar-
riages, “henceforward polygamy became an institution in the
Muslim world, hallowed as the custom thus was by the example
of their Prophet who, it should be kept in mind, up to this period
had limited himself to a single wife.”’8

Muslim authors took up the pen in response. Although some,
like Ameer Ali, chose to address slavery, most allowed that charge
to pass largely in silence. Often there was a tacit shift in the way
Muhammad’s slaves were referred to—Mariya becomes a wife—or

an occasional pugnacious remark. But what stood out for Muslim
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apologists was by and large polygamy, and they devoted them-
selves to explaining Muhammad’s multiple marriages. (Only in
the middle of the twentieth century did concern about polygamy
begin to be overshadowed by concern about Aisha’s age.)

It was not only the increased entanglement of pious biography
with scholarly, popular, and polemical Western writing about
Muhammad that led to an increased focus on polygamy. Questions
about marriage were part of larger ongoing debates in societies
such as India and Egypt, as well as in European nations. Religious
thinkers, including Muhammad ‘Abduh in Egypt, were formu-
lating opposition to polygamy in religious terms at the same time
legislatures were deciding about Muslim women’s access to divorce
and minimum marriage ages. Although legal reforms to limit po-
lygamy were ultimately unsuccessful in most Muslim-majority
societies during the first half of the twentieth century, there were
vocal critics of the practice, both male and female. It is one thing,
though, to suggest that a practice has no place in a modern Mus-
lim society, that its costs outweigh its benefits; it is quite another
to attach any opprobrium to deeds of the Prophet. Thus, whatever
broader concerns about polygamy Muslim authors may have had,
when they discussed it in the context of Muhammad’s life, they
defended his actions.

Often, the reactive framing is explicit. Hafiz Ghulam Sarwar’s
1961 biography, published in Lahore, contains an appendix on
Muhammad’s marriages bearing the subtitle “A Refutation of the
Lying Accusations of European Writers.” Siddiqui’s Indian biog-
raphy from 1969 includes a section entitled “Fabrication of the
Orientalists,” concerned with Muhammad’s marriage to Zaynab.”
An early example, also from the Indian subcontinent, is Syed M.
H. Zaidi’s 1935 Mothers of the Faithful, subtitled: Being a Discourse
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on Polygamy with a Biographical Sketch of the Wives of Mubammad
refuting the allegations of the non-Muslims against them and the
Prophet himself. Published in Calcutta the same year as Haykal’s
Life, it shares its preoccupation with perceived Western attacks.
Zaidi’s preface details two intended audiences, the second of
which is Muslim women, whom he hopes to inspire with the life
stories of the prophet’s wives. His first aim, however, is “to ex-
plain to the non-Muslims, especially the European Christians,
the circumstances connected with Muhammad’s numerous spou-
sals [sic] after the death of his first wife, the noble Khadija.”8 It is
not just Muhammad’s polygamy that is of interest, but specifically
his polygamy after Khadija’s death. His monogamous marriage to
her serves as Exhibit A for the defense.

Although formulated as a response to outside criticism, the “al-
legations of the non-Muslims” have become troubling to Muslims
as well. Zaidi’s “European Christians” allow him to address justi-
fications for Muhammad’s marriages to Muslim readers without
acknowledging that Muslims may wonder about the prophet’s ac-
tions. By positing the non-Muslim addressee when making apolo-
getic arguments, authors like Zaidi externalize their own anxiet-
ies. These anxieties, whatever their origin, testify to new Muslim
sensibilities.

In Zaidi’s book, polygamy takes center stage. More than any-
thing else about Muhammad’s marriages, their sheer number
requires explanation or refutation: “circumstances” serve to “ex-
plain” (and perhaps excuse) his conduct. The information Zaidi
gives has long since become predictable: Western criticisms are
unjust and unfounded; Muhammad married repeatedly to protect
vulnerable widows and strengthen alliances. As S. M. Abbasi puts

it, “The accusation that he was a licentious man because he mar-



The Wife of Muhammad 135

ried so many wives is absolutely false and mischievous. His mar-
riages were all forced upon him, by circumstances. . . . In every
case of such marriage . . . it was a personal sacrifice on the part of
the Holy Prophet to have contracted the marriage, or the circum-
stances obliged him to do s0.”®!

Zaidi’s book straddles genres: it is a polemical engagement
with Western literature and a collective biography of the Prophet’s
wives. It is this engagement with critics that compels extensive
attention to Zaynab, ex-wife of Muhammad’s (ex-)son Zayd.®
'This marriage has been the focus of a good deal of contention
over the centuries; Watt, writing in 1961, could still call this “the
most controversial of all Muhammad’s marriages.”® Siddiqui
makes the claim, “So far as the fanciful stories and calumnies of
the Orientalists are concerned, we can only say that these are so
absurd that any one having even a grain of sense in him would
unhesitatingly reject them as mere fabrications.” In particular, he
singles out “Muir and so many others like him,” who repeat the
story of Muhammad beguiled by a glimpse of a disheveled Za-
ynab. There is, he writes, “absolutely no truth in these stories
which have been fabricated in this connection.”®* Siddiqui seems
to be unaware that these stories, rather than being invented by
Orientalists, appear in Arab sources, where they are treated with
varying degrees of acceptance and endorsement by compilers.®
He proposes a somewhat novel rationale for Muhammad’s mar-
riage to Zaynab: “to give a fatal blow to the distinctions of high
birth.”8 Zayd was a freed slave, and Zaynab, an aristocrat. On
their divorce, Siddiqui writes, “Muhammad (peace be upon him)
was generous enough to marry her himself and thus retrieved for
her family lost prestige and also removed the false conception that

the divorce of a woman at the hand of a freed slave ever degraded
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her position.”” Most importantly, in a rationale also described by
other authors, “the real objective behind this marriage was to
bury forever the un-Islamic custom of adoptive kinship which
had taken a deep root in the minds of the people. As the Holy
Prophet was the last link in the golden chain of prophethood, he
was required to purge human society of all those customs and
superstitions which ran counter to the canons of Is/am.”® Aisha
‘Abd al-Rahman, however, sees Muhammad’s attraction to Za-
ynab as reliably reported by Tabari and considers it “proof of his

humanity” that “his heart went out to Zaynab.”®’

Apologetics and Mainstream Writing

The more frequent arguments, however, were not specific to
this marriage, nor did they revolve around the undoing of del-
eterious custom. Muhammad’s multiple marriages were usually
explained as creating alliances or caring for vulnerable widows.
Custom, too, could also be an exculpating argument—Sale saw
it as a good enough reason for Muhammad’s entanglements. So
did George Bush.

Of course, not everyone was content to skip lightly over his
many marriages. Departing from the incident of Muhammad’s
marriages to Aisha and Sawda, American Harvey Newcomb’s
The False Prophet (1844)—written as a dialogue between a mother
and her children, and drawing heavily from Bush—leads into a dis-
cussion of Christianity’s superior sexual ethic: “Christianity,” the
mother tells her daughter, “is the only religion in the world, which
does not allow men to have more than one wife.” The daughter de-
clares: “Oh how unnatural . ..I think it must destroy the peace

and happiness of families.” Through a rhetorical sleight, something
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defined as universal among non-Christians is nonetheless stigma-
tized as unnatural; it follows, then, that only Christianity accords
with human nature. Polygamy’s “effects upon society . . . have al-
ways been debasing. It has done more, perhaps than any other cus-
tom, to degrade the female character. . .. And whatever debases
temale character injures the whole face of society. Yet, this odious
practice prevails throughout the whole heathen world.”° After a
pause, during which her daughter explains that she is weeping
because “I was thinking what we owe to the Lord Jesus, and how
ungrateful I have been to him for the benefits he has purchased

for me with his own blood,” the mother continues:

Among the heathen, females are generally degraded almost
to the condition of slaves. . . . In some places, their condition
is so wretched that life is considered a burden; and parents
often destroy their female children, to save them from the mis-
eries of life. Among the Mohammedans, women are not al-
lowed to appear in public. Some of their great men have many
wives. They keep them shut up in a kind of prison, which they
call harems. These women are subject to the will of their lordly
master; and if he is displeased with them he has power to cut
off their heads! In India, when a man died, they used to make
a great pile of dry wood, and put his dead body upon it, and
bind all his wives and lay them by his side, and then set the

wood on fire and burn them all together.”!

Newcomb’s anti-Muslim tract wanders fairly far from the specific
focus on Muhammad’s biographical material; his polygamy is an
entrée into the larger problem of polygamy, which segues into the

degraded status of heathen women more generally. Bush, from
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whom Newcomb draws much of his narrative and some of his lan-
guage, is more sanguine about one element of Muhammad’s con-
duct, and does not blame him for “the mere circumstance of mul-
tiplying his wives,” since “a heathen people cannot be fairly judged
by the rules of Christian morality.”*? A universalist model, in which
all are judged according to the same standard, exists in tension here
with a relativist standard, which, though it may save heathens
from particular sorts of blame, nonetheless does so by viewing
them as insufficiently advanced morally. Both Bush and Newcomb,
however, draw the line in religious terms: heathen versus Chris-
tian. Yet Bush’s absolution lays the groundwork for a heavier charge
of failing to “observe those rules of morality which he himself laid
down, and which he enforced upon others by such terrible sanctions. »93
That is, “under the pretence of a special revelation, dispensing him
from the laws imposed by his own religion, had the female sex
abandoned without reserve to his desires.””* He titillates but re-
tuses to provide particulars of “how completely the prophet’s im-
posture was made an engine for promoting the gratification of

sensual passion,” citing the requirements of “decorum.”®

Monogamy and Polygamy

For most of the twentieth century, monogamy and polygamy
were the poles that defined Muhammad’s marital conduct and
therefore character. His monogamous and happy companionate
marriage to Khadija, now conventional wisdom, was to be under-
stood as the norm for his conduct. His other marriages were at-
tributed to pity, protection, or politics.

In traditional accounts, Muhammad’s wives appear from time

to time throughout the narrative. He gets married to one after a
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battle, or an interpersonal crisis prompted by illness, jealousy, or
some external event occurs and is documented in its chronologi-
cal place. Anecdotes likewise appear in other types of works. Sto-
ries about intra-household conflict illuminate the revelation of
particular verses of the Qur’an, some of which might otherwise
remain opaque. Hadith accounts detail mundane incidents with
legal implications. Though quite a few works have a chapter or sec-
tion that lists Muhammad’s wives and provides some biographical
detail, they are typically instead woven into the narrative fabric.

As Muslim biography became increasingly responsive to Western
critique, Muhammad’s marriages become a worthy topic of discus-
sion in and of themselves. Muir talks about his marriages along the
way, but Dermenghem includes a separate chapter on “The Harem.”
Haykal follows, with a chapter on “The Prophet’s Wives” and an-
other on “Ibrahim and the Wives of Muhammad.” Ameer Ali de-
votes an extensive section to addressing criticisms of Muhammad’s
marriages, and Ahmad Khan talks about polygamy and divorce at
length when weighing the impact of Islam on human society.

Prior to the last two centuries, biographers did not concern
themselves with justifying Muhammad’s marriages—why defend
something no one found objectionable>—but they did sometimes
report motivations, implicitly or explicitly. Sometimes, for in-
stance, Muhammad was struck by a woman’s beauty. At other
times, there was speculation about practical motives: perhaps his
marriage to Sawda made sense in part since he was a widower with

96 or

four daughters and she was an older woman with experience,
his marriage to Umm Habiba might have been to strengthen an
alliance with her father, his Meccan antagonist Abu Sufyan.

'The explanation that many marriages took place for the forging

or strengthening of alliances with staunch supporters and former
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antagonists makes perfect sense. We can see the extent to which
leadership was a family matter if we recall that among the first
four men to lead the community after Muhammad’s death—
those the Sunnis retrospectively came to recognize as rightly guided
caliphs—the first two, Abu Bakr and Umar, were Muhammad’s
fathers-in-law (he was married to their daughters, Aisha and
Hafsa, respectively); the second two, Uthman and Ali, were his
sons-in-law. Family ties matter even more for the Shi‘a, who
recognize Ali—also Muhammad’s paternal cousin and, with
Muhammad and Khadija’s daughter Fatima, progenitor of Mu-
hammad’s only surviving descendants—as Muhammad’s legiti-
mate successor. When reading these accounts, it is vital to recall
that the stories about Muhammad’s wives reported by early biog-
raphers and Aadith compilers were told by those who had a stake
in enhancing or denigrating the reputations of the wives and their
relatives—and the factions with which they were associated—in
the aftermath of Muhammad’s death and the ensuing contests
over political leadership of the community. These reports were
not transparent reflections of fact but narratives aimed at convey-
ing particular notions about which women were trustworthy or
favored. (As historian Chase Robinson observes, “Whereas late
antique Christians quarreled about Christology, Muslims quar-
reled about the conduct of seventh-century Muslims as it was re-
membered and recorded in history.”)?’

These texts, however, have been plundered by modern biogra-
phers with different agendas. Ignoring the complex structures and
motivations of those who wrote those early texts, modern writers
treat them as straightforward storehouses of data that are either reli-
able or unreliable. Stories about the wives that may have been told

for particular reasons now become understood in different ways.
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Although lists of wives frequently appear as supplements to
texts (as do lists of battles in which Muhammad participated,
names of his horses, and the like), premodern authors did not
concern themselves with how Muhammad treated women as a
class, his wives as a group, or his female Companions. When they
do play up one or another episode, or praise one wife over and
against another, the point might be competition between factions
(or a hermeneutical motive relating to explicating the Qur’anic
text), not any kind of broader claim about gender or a desire to
show anything particular about women’s status. In fact, women as
a collectivity, defined by their gender, seldom appears in the early
biographies. Modern non-Muslim biographies often seek to derive
something about Muhammad’s character from how he related to
women, as well as how his relations with his wives might have in-
fluenced his views on women more generally. Apologetic Muslim
biographies illustrate the shift even more clearly, as they seek to
define and defend his noble character by showing how he was en-
lightened in his relationships with his wives: he had impeccable
motives for marrying them, he treated them with scrupulous fair-
ness when allocating his time, he never hit them or spoke harshly,
and he shared household chores. Again, apart from the concern
with justifying his polygamy, the other elements are present in pre-
modern biographies as well, but there they illustrate other things:
his status as legal exemplar, his gentle manner, his humility, his
concern for the vulnerable.

'The defensive and reactive treatment of Muhammad’s polygamy
is typified in The Holy Prophet Mohammad: The Commander of the
Faithful by Muhammad Ali-Al-Haj Salmin, written in the 1930s.
In the section on “The Home Life of the Prophet,” Salmin writes,
“A charge, that he practiced polygamy and allowed his followers
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the same, is levelled against him; but it can easily be explained.”
Salmin, using the passive voice and legalistic phrasing, attributes
to unnamed accusers the “charge . . . levelled against him.”® Sal-
min mounts his defense: “This is a fact that he contracted these
marriages due to political circumstances and with a higher hu-
manitarian consideration in view to save the honour of the women
of those followers who laid their lives in sacrifice in the cause of
Islam. That the motive of sensuality had nothing to do with these
marriages, will be clear enough to any one who studies his private
life dispassionately.”” These sentences mix appeals to rationality
(“fact,” “clear,” “studies,” “dispassionately”) with references to
sentiments both praiseworthy and not (“humanitarian,” “honour,”
“sacrifice,” “sensuality”). He goes on to describe the Prophet’s
character as it relates to his treatment of his wives: “the Prophet
was the model of a husband and householder, being courteous,
kind and just to all of them, often helping them in their household
duties.” Note that in Salmin’s presentation, the household work
properly belongs to the wives.1%

Ghulam Malik (1996) sounds the same broadly apologetic note,
although with somewhat less attention to lust and a slightly less
defensive tone. He, too, appeals to the need to correct improper
views: “One of the most misunderstood aspects of the Prophet
Muhammad’s life has been the plurality of his marriages. Before
passing any superficial judgment, it is necessary to delve into the
socio-economic condition and political situation of Arabia in
general, and particularly of the Muslim community, for a careful
study of his marriages.”! In a move adopted by both European
apologists and essayists like Ahmad Khan and Ameer Ali, Malik
notes that Islam does not link celibacy and piety and, further,
that Old Testament prophets “practice[ed] polygyny without the
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slightest detriment to their character or deviation from fulfilling
their divinely ordained missions.”%? He then moves on to the de-
tense of Muhammad’s premarital chastity, as mentioned previously,
and turns to his marriage to Khadija.

Though Khadija herself was wealthy, widows were typically
destitute, making Muhammad’s marriages charitable. (This de-
sire to emphasize Muhammad’s role in protecting the down-
trodden leads some authors to a palpable contradiction, stressing
Khadija’s wealth and independence but in the next breath explain-
ing how women were chattels before the coming of Islam.!%) Vul-
nerable widows were simply an extreme instance of female need
tor protection. Malik writes: “Women had not rights or economic
security” but depended on their husbands or fathers.!%* In the first
Muslim community, “the widows and orphans of the small Mus-
lim community posted serious problems.” This made polygamy “a
necessity in Muslim society at that time.”

Protection was joined by political motives. Thus, Malik con-
cludes, “Objectively speaking, the Prophet Muhammad’s mar-
riages were motivated mainly by economic and political factors to
the benefit of his Call and the community.”% He quotes Watt to
support his claim: “Doubtless, Muhammad’s own marriages and
those of his close companions as well were contracted to improve
relations with his opponents and consolidate his political power.”10¢
This explanation is typical of much twentieth-century biography:
pragmatic political justifications for plural marriages are viewed as
positive. British Muslim author Ziauddin Sardar’s 2012 biography
emphasizes the social function of Muhammad’s marriages: “Mar-
riage is the lubricant of a society based on kinship. . . . It should
not surprise us, then, that most of Muhammad’s marriages had a

political context.” This is the case both for marriages, such as those
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to Aisha and Hafsa, that “constituted the glue that bound his
companions to Muhammad” and for marriages that “cemented
tribal alliances or served as a rationale for reconciliation.”%” In-
deed, the translators of the volume of Tabari’s history that deals
with the first years after the migration to Medina devote a por-
tion of the foreword to “The Marriage with ‘A’ishah,” in which
they declare, “All Muhammad’s marriages and those he arranged
for his daughters were made for political reasons.”1%

Author after author, Muslim and non-Muslim, insists that
Muhammad’s motives were political and therefore salutary rather
than lustful and therefore deplorable. For earlier critics, though,
political motives for marriage proved despicable scheming. Mar-
rying women to promote alliances revealed a calculating disposi-
tion: Muhammad crafted a fraudulent persona to bolster his
fraudulent religion. Ambition might not be worse than lustful-
ness, but neither was it a vast improvement. In their haste to de-
fend Muhammad from charges of debauchery, writers argue that
he was not attracted to these women—or, if he was, it was a happy
bonus to be passed over as swiftly as possible. Few acknowledge
his genuine attraction to several women. If they do, it is typically
to downplay it and to stress the other factors, political or charita-
ble, promoting his marriages.!%’ For example, of Juwayriyya, Jew-
ish captive from the Banu Mustaliq, Thompson writes, “Although
Juwayriyya was young and beautiful and of noble lineage, the
Prophet Muhammad was thinking of how to save her and all her
tribe from an ignoble fate.”! It is striking how frequently Muslim
authors and sympathetic non-Muslim authors writing since the
middle of the twentieth century overlap on these points. Dashti is
virtually alone, in his Twenty-Three Years, when he suggests that

Muhammad’s multiple marriages signal “human weakness.”!!!
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Chastity and Caretaking

Muhammad’s marriage to Khadija has always been worthy of
note, though not always for the same reasons. Ibn Ishaq saw the
marriage as confirming Muhammad’s noble qualities and implic-
itly honoring the mother of his children and the resulting prog-
eny, all of whom descend through Khadija. For more recent au-
thors, she represents a companionate and monogamous marriage.
Muhammad’s monogamy with Khadija was already noteworthy
for Ibn Hisham, who declares, “She was the first woman the Mes-
senger of God married and he did not take another wife until she
died.”"? But in this view, it proved her specialness, not Muham-
mad’s continence. In contrast, after centuries of European criti-
cisms of Muhammad’s lustfulness, in modern apologetic works
Muhammad’s premarital chastity and longtime marital fidelity
to Khadija serve as proof that he was not, as one author puts it,
“sex-minded.”!3

In works from the Indian subcontinent from the late nineteenth
century into the twenty-first century, authors tend to accept the
model of the world in which climactic conditions lead to early pu-
berty and strong desire. Thus, Muhammad’s chastity—he “spent
his 25 years like an angel™—is especially notable, given both the
loose morals of pagan Meccan society and the fact that he lived in
“tropical Arabia where puberty comes early.”"™ Similarly, Mu-
hammad Ali’s Mubammad the Prophet—first published in 1924,
revised half a century later, and by 1993 in its seventh edition—
invokes the climate of Arabia to emphasize Muhammad’s restraint
and chastity: “If he had not been a complete master of his passions,
he could not have led, up to the age of twenty-five, the exception-

ally chaste and pure life . ..in a hot country like Arabia where



146 THE LIVES OF MUHAMMAD

development must necessarily take place early and passions are
generally stronger.” Ali—who led the Lahore branch of the
Ahmadiyya—notes that “even according to Muir,” Muslim
sources agree that Muhammad displayed rare “‘modesty of de-
portment and purity of manners.””¢ Ali’s views about Muham-
mad’s marital and sexual life are echoed by those who disagreed
with the Ahmadi viewpoint on other religious issues. For instance,
Ghulam Malik similarly defends Muhammad’s sexual honor: he
“had no romance in his life” and “preserved his chastity at a time
when the Arab society was enmeshed in immorality.” In fact, he
improbably asserts that “the first time Muhammad came into
contact with a female outside his family was with Khadijah” when
he was twenty-five: “And soon they got married.”!’

Ali is concerned generally with polygamy: he argues that Mu-
hammad’s heart was “free . . . of all base and sensual thoughts” and
ascribes his multiple marriages after Khadija largely to a desire to
protect widows.!® This protection does not consist merely or even
primarily in providing the women food and shelter but in ensuring
their chastity through satisfaction of their sexual needs, since “the
statesman who neglects sex requirements leads society to moral
corruption, ending ultimately in the ruin of the whole nation.”
Polygamy was necessary so that sexually deprived widows would
not cause social chaos. (Siddiqui likewise attributes Muhammad’s
marriages to “the feeling of compassion for the widows of his faith-
tul followers” but stresses not their sexual needs but that “they were
bereft of the love and care of their husbands.”)!?® Both the permis-
sion for polygamy in general and the Prophet’s personal practice
emerged from the need to keep widows chaste. Ali goes further to
convince his readers that the Prophet’s motives were pure: “Nearly

all of his wives were widows. Where self-indulgence is the motive,
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the choice does not fall on widows.” Muhammad could have had
virgins had he wanted them; there was “no dearth of virgins,” and
it “would have been an enviable privilege for any Muslim to be
father-in-law of the Holy Prophet.”’?! Ali assumes that fathers
would make decisions about marrying off their daughters, placing
the honor not on the wives but on their fathers. A 1994 Pakistani
biography echoes this argument: “All his companions, male and
female, had been so devoted to him that if he wanted to marry only
virgin girls he could have done it and if he wished to keep any girl
with him for a couple months for enjoyment, there was none to
object him, but he never did so.”%?

So, Muhammad’s “object was a far nobler one” than self-
indulgence: “the protection of the widows of his friends” and “the
moral safety of the Muslim society situated as it then was.”1? Ad-
ditionally, in the cases of Juwayriyya and Safiyya, “widow of a Jew-
ish chieftain,” Ali cites “certain political reasons” for the marriages:
“The Holy Prophet wanted to conciliate both tribes and that was
the only motive in these marriages.”’?* Zaynab’s marriage was a
special case, since she was Muhammad’s cousin, originally “of-
fered in marriage to the Holy Prophet by her brother” when she
arrived at majority.'”> Muhammad “wedded her to Zaid, a slave
whom he himself had freed”—note that nothing is said of their
filial/parental tie, only that Zaid was “deeply attached to him.”
'The marriage ultimately failed, but Muhammad did not want the
stigma of divorce to taint her, especially since she was superior in
social status to her ex-husband. Again, he felt it necessary to act

personally:

By this act, to which he was morally bound because the lady

had been at first offered in marriage to him, he elevated the
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whole class of divorced women who would otherwise suffer
life-long humiliation in society. If he had any desire of self-
gratification or if he had any passion for the lady, he would
not have refused her when she was offered to him as a virgin.
Refusal of her hand in the first instance, and taking her in
marriage when being divorced she was lowered in general es-
timation, shows conclusively that his motive in this marriage

was anything but self-gratification.!?¢

These authors assume that men make decisions and “offer” their
virgin female kin—daughters or sisters—in marriage, as Zaynab’s
brother had done and as fathers of virgins would have done out of a
desire to make the Prophet their son-in-law. Ali also presumes that
female inexperience is crucial to male desire and satisfaction: “Lust
must needs have virginity for its gratification.”’*” Widows and di-
vorcees, who have had husbands before, must be protected and
given an outlet for their own sexual desires in order to prevent ram-
pant immorality. However, Ali assumes that they are not desirable
in and of themselves. Zaynab’s marriage, which gets special atten-
tion because of the “calumny” attached to it, is explained as aiming
at removing the stigma surrounding divorce; nothing is said about
Zayd’s ambiguous kinship, the issue that preoccupied others.

Ali sums up his defense of Muhammad thus: “By disposition
he was not inclined to polygamy, living a celibate life of unexam-
pled purity up to twenty-five years and a married life of a mo-
nogamous husband up to fifty-four, but when duty called him to
take more women under his shelter, he answered the call of duty.”?
Nasr ofters a similar litany in Muhammad: Man of God, insisting
that “the multiple marriages of the Blessed Prophet . . . were cer-

tainly not for sensual pleasure. He did not marry until he was



The Wife of Muhammad 149

twenty-five and then during all the years when the sexual passions
are strongest in the male, he lived with one wife who was fifteen
years older than he.”’? Muhammad’s “attitude toward sexuality,”
which he views as “the basis of the Islamic attitude in this do-
main,” must be discussed because “so much criticism has been
made of it by Western writers.”" His marriages were for political
and social reasons: “If the Blessed Prophet had contracted mar-
riages just for sensual pleasure, as so many adverse Western biog-
raphers have written, surely he would have married many women
when he himself was young and at the prime of manhood and also
chosen all of his wives from among young women. But a study of
his life reveals very different facts.””®! Khadija’s age renders her less
a proper object of “sensual pleasure™ Nasr alludes twice to her age
in this passage as evidence that Muhammad was not motivated
by passion in his marriages.

These passages draw their structure and main points from
Godfrey Higgins’s 1829 Apology. Ameer Ali quoted him on a num-
ber of points, including the relative maturation rates of men and
women in hot climes. Higgins seems to have originated the argu-
ment based on the fact that when Muhammad married Khadjija, it
was at “the very time of life when youthful passion may be sup-
posed to be at its height; and though, by the laws of his country,
he was entitled to have a plurality of wives, he neglected to avail
himself of this permission, and continued faithful to her as long
as she lived.” He goes on to criticize those who see his behavior as
resulting merely from “gratitude to his kindest friend, the maker
of his fortune.”’3?

‘Through quotation in Ameer Ali’s influential work, arguments
by a British non-Muslim survive to be used two centuries later by

Muslim apologists in works read by Muslims, though ostensibly
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directed toward refuting Western critics. Repeatedly, in works
written by Muslims for Muslims, authors declare their aim to
“answer allegations” of misconduct. Abbasi’s prefatory words de-
scribing his objectives are typical: “The first and the foremost is
to present the account of the lives of the Holy family objectively
and secondly to rebut the false and malicious but sustained pro-
paganda of the Western writers against Islam, its Holy Prophet
(S.A'W.) and his family members.”%?

These rebuttals devote disproportionate attention to Khadija,
not just in number of pages but in terms of psychic centrality.!3*
Malik says it “would not be incorrect” to call their union “a love
marriage between a wealthy widow and a poor young man.” Nasr
refers to this marriage as “perfect”™ it was “a marriage which was
so complete and in a sense absolute that the Blessed Prophet did
not marry another wife as long as Khadijah was alive. This fact is
particularly important since she was fifteen years older than he
and polygamy was a very common practice in Arabian, as in most

other parts of the world, at that time.”®

For Karen Armstrong,
“She had been Muhammad’s closest companion, and nobody—
not even Abu Bakr or the fervent ‘Umar—would ever be able to
provide Muhammad with the same intimate support.”*® Here and
elsewhere, biographers enumerate Khadija’s virtues but discount
her attractiveness. Both her age and her nonvirgin status diminish
her appeal for these mostly South Asian authors. Abbasi writes,
for instance, of him marrying “a woman who is 15 years senior to
him and has been widowed twice before.””¥ Muhammad’s faith-
tulness despite Khadija’s diminished attractiveness proves that he
was not motivated by lust.

Motives, of course, are notoriously tricky things. In fictionaliza-

tion common to recent biographies, some authors imagine Khadija’s
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feelings too. American convert Yahiya Emerick attributes to her
both love (“she was falling deeper and deeper in love with him”)
and self-doubt: Would Muhammad reject her overtures? New-
age guru Deepak Chopra envisions her inner monologues, which
reveal Khadija as insecure, including about her sexual appeal.’s8
Yet her outstanding qualities cannot pass unremarked. Emerick
shifts between emphasizing Khadija’s nobility and wealth and por-
traying Muhammad as having the upper hand: “Although Khadi-
jah was neither young nor a virgin, which were essential traits in a
wife in pre-Islamic Arabia, Muhammad treated her as his loving
life-partner from the start.”® Emerick makes the reader feel that
Muhammad was quite forbearing in failing to exercise his privi-
leges to marry again. In contrast, early biographies stress that Mu-
hammad, despite his moral excellence, was lucky to make such an
advantageous alliance: “Khadijah was then the most distinguished
of the Quraysh women in lineage, the most highly honored, and
the wealthiest,” Tabari reports, “and all the men of her tribe
would have been eager to accept this proposal had it been made to
them.”140

In something of a contrast to Khadija’s exalted status, both
Emerick and Nasr—like many other authors—portray women’s
existence in pre-Islamic Arabia as downtrodden.! In a similar
vein, Ameer Ali paints a deplorable picture of the “condition” of
women in ancient India; already bad “during that vague and mythic
period which passes under the name of the Vedic age,” it “arrived at
the depth of degradation under Brahmanic domination.”**? Since
the nineteenth century, Muslim apologists tout the improvement to
women’s status brought about by Islam: “All know that before his
prophethood the condition of women was a very pitiable one. She

was the most degraded of Allah’s creations, but the Holy Prophet



152 THE LIVES OF MUHAMMAD

raised her high, and set her up on a pedestal of her own high and
sweet queendom.”*® But also striking is the way in which Mus-
lim apologists adopt the condescending attitude of Western
scholars toward Khadjija, insisting on their happy companionate
marriage, or her status as a trusting and comforting helpmate,
while simultaneously downplaying her attractiveness—something
that the early sources do not do. Premodern Muslim sources ad-
mittedly sometimes celebrate the attractions of young and espe-
cially virginal females; one could cite numerous examples, includ-
ing references to Aisha. What is new is the application of this
valuation to Khadija and the implicit view that because she was
older and a widow—here, the acceptance of her age as given in
the early biographies as literal rather than symbolic bolsters the
idea that she was old and had lost her charms—it would have

been charitable for Muhammad to marry her.1**

A Different Perspective

Aloys Sprenger noted that “the amorous disposition of the mes-
senger of God is considered as a virtue by most of his followers.”*>
'This was much more the case in 1850, when he was writing, than in
1950, when the discourse of politics, pity, and protection had taken
hold. Yet there were exceptions to the reach of this delibidinizing
discourse, which, in any case, was more prevalent in South Asia
than in Egypt.

Pulitzer Prize winner Naguib Mahfouz’s allegorical noveliza-
tion Children of the Alley retells Abrahamic history, concluding
with a figure named Qassem, who represents Muhammad.!#¢
Like his modernist countrymen, Mahfouz immersed himself in

early Muslim sources and transmuted them into something
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quite distinctive. As a novelist, Mahfouz was more interested
in truth than in fact. But though his presentation of Qassem/
Muhammad is in keeping with the classical tradition’s celebra-
tion of Muhammad’s sexual prowess—in contrast to Haykal’s
ambivalence, wavering between defensiveness and denial—in
other respects he is thoroughly modern. Some modern Egyp-
tian authors including ‘Abd al-Rahman had been matter-of-fact
about the Prophet’s (post-Khadija) penchant for women, but
Mahfouz’s reference to earlier “hot-blooded adventures in the
desert with their blind, burning hunger and their sad, transient
satisfaction” are explicitly denied by other authors, who empha-
size Muhammad’s premarital chastity. But if Mahfouz posits
premarital “adventures,” he also makes Khadija loom dispropor-
tionately large—first as presence, then as absence. This is man-
ifestly not the case in Aadith collections, works of exegesis, or
premodern Muslim biographies, though it is typical for modern
accounts of Muhammad’s life.'¥” Indeed, almost all modern ac-
counts repeat an anecdote in which Aisha is jealous of Khadija’s
memory and Muhammad chastises her, enumerating Khadija’s
virtues.8

Mahfouz goes on to write erotically of the connection between
Qassem and the Aisha figure, who becomes the first of his wives
after Qamar, the Khadija figure. Most other Muslim authors
downplay love and desire in Muhammad’s later marriages, even as
they emphasize his model behavior toward his wives. Highlighting
his charitable and political motives for these marriages, authors de-
pict Khadija as special. He was a good husband to his other wives,
but those marriages were not the ideal “example of married life”
that his monogamous marriage to Khadija was. Thus, Golam

Choudhury’s praise, written in the 199os:
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The Prophet was a model of good family life. As a husband,
he had a unique relationship with his first wife, Khadijah,
and his subsequent marriages after the death of his first wife
were based on a number of considerations. As an ideal hus-
band, Muhammad had set a good example of married life and
showed how the relationship between a husband and wife
should be based on the injunctions of the Quran: on the basis
of tenderest devotion on both sides and on mutual love and

attachment.!¥



Chapter g
Mother of the Faithful

Mubammad grieved Khadija deeply, but he did not
remain unmarried for long. A matchmaker approached
him and offered to find him a new wife. Did he want a
woman who had been previously married or one who
never had? She had in mind Sawda, fairly recently
widowed, or Aisha, daughter of his intimate friend and
early convert Abu Bakr. He asked her to arrange matches
with both of them. Sawda agreed, and that marriage
took place immediately. Aisha’s situation was more
complicated. Securing her release from an earlier
betrothal was easy; her intended’s family had not become
Mouslim and was glad to back out. A contract was then
made between Muhammad and Abu Bakr, but Aisha
remained with her family. Two or three years later, after
the migration to Medina, the marriage was consum-
mated and Aisha moved into quarters attached to the
mosque, next to Sawda’s apartment. By most accounts,
she was then nine years old.

If Khadija represents the positive role model and the linchpin
of Muhammad’s maturation as a man and a prophet in Mecca,
Aisha is the wife whose presence most colors his Medinan years
and whose story continues to unfold after Muhammad’s death.
She was a vital, if sometimes problematic, figure for the construc-
tion of Sunni orthodoxy, a major reporter of prophetic traditions,
and a jurist of some note. Her chastity was impugned during her

lifetime and her participation in an intra-Muslim civil war put
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her at the center of debates over women’s public roles. Humphrey
Prideaux sees the political motivations behind their marriage as
evidence of Muhammad’s warped morality. For many nineteenth-
century Christian authors, Aisha’s status as a polygamous wife
illustrated Muslim depravity. Since the middle of the twentieth
century, it is Aisha’s age that demands explanation, justification,
or refutation. Tracking the attention to her age over the course
of the last two centuries reveals a tension between models that
treat Muslims as irreducibly different and irredeemably evil or
as simply backwards and capable of reform—properly guided, of

course.

The Muslim Textual Tradition

'The two most trusted Sunni Aadith compilations, those of Bukhari
and Muslim, say that Aisha was six or seven at the time her mar-
riage was contracted, and nine at consummation, as do Ibn Sa‘'d’s
sources. Ibn Hisham says nine or ten: “The Messenger of God, may
God’s blessings and peace be upon him, married Aisha daughter of
Abu Bakr the Righteous in Mecca when she was a girl of seven
years and he consummated the marriage with her in Medina
when she was a girl of nine or ten years. The Messenger of God,
may God’s blessings and peace be upon him, did not marry a vir-
gin other than her.”

Tabari provides some information on the ages of Muhammad’s
wives, including Aisha, as part of the biographical supplement to
his massive history, in which ages are sometimes relevant but
rarely important.? He expends a good deal more energy clarifying
the women’s genealogies and other facts about their lives, as well

as the circumstances of their alliances with the Prophet. Still, it
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can be helpful to see how unusual Aisha is in this context. Only
four entries mention age explicitly. Aisha was nine at consumma-
tion, which took place three years after the marriage and less than
a year after the emigration. Umm Habiba, the daughter of Mu-
hammad’s Meccan antagonist Abu Sufyan, was “thirty-odd years
old”;® and Juwayriyya declares, “I was twenty years old when the
Prophet married me.” Safiyya, the youngest of those whose age
Tabari gives, was “not even seventeen” or “just seventeen,” ac-
cording to her reported words “the night [she] entered the Proph-
et’s room.”* She was by that time once divorced and once wid-
owed, the latter at Muslim hands. One can calculate rough ages
at marriage for five other women from their birth or death dates;
all were in their twenties or thirties. Aisha and possibly Khadija
are the only wives whose ages have been the focus of any real in-
terest. In both cases, any attempt to corroborate or refute specific
figures is doomed to failure. Better to ask why the sources care.
Given the generalized indifference to birth dates—even for the
Prophet, let alone other key figures—the mention of ages must be
significant, aimed at something other than mere informing.’
Early Muslims intent on recording Muhammad’s life story
paid attention to Aisha’s age because she was a controversial fig-
ure. If biographers settled fairly rapidly on Khadija as a positive
force in Muhammad’s life, Aisha’s presence was substantially
more contentious. In a rivalry that may have given rise to later
infighting—or that may have been written into the sources in the
wake of that fighting—the dyad Aisha/Abu Bakr competed with
the dyad Fatima/Ali for prestige and authority. In her magisterial
study of the shifting treatment of Aisha over the centuries, the
historian Denise Spellberg suggests that competition over status

may have generated a need to affirm Aisha’s youth and purity:
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“All of these specific references to the bride’s age reinforce ‘A’isha’s
pre-menarcheal status and, implicitly, her virginity.”® Insistence
on her chastity is likely to have been prompted by other accounts
that embroil her in scandal, such as the “affair of the necklace,”
during which she fell behind on an expedition in looking for a
misplaced necklace, was brought back to the group by a young
man, and was the subject of ugly rumors before a revelation exon-
erated her (in the Sunni version). Aisha’s association with contests
over succession to the caliphate made arguments over her excel-
lence inevitable. Pointing to another passage in Tabari’s History in
which Aisha is said to have been born before the coming of Islam,
Spellberg says she might have been twelve or thirteen at the time
of marriage (and older at its consummation).” One explanation as
to why a younger age would be preferable: It would mean that she
was born into a Muslim household. Thus, insisting on her youth
might prove her re/igious purity over and above concern with her
sexual purity.

Aisha’s age preoccupied early Sunni scholars but generated no
significant reflection by later Muslims. Nor did medieval or early
modern Christian polemicists care; they were bothered instead
by Muhammad’s general debauchery, as manifested in his polyg-
amy, his followers’ practice of sodomy, and—if they had to single
out any—his marriage to Zaynab, which raised the specter of
incest.

Prideaux viewed the marriage to Aisha as part of Muhammad’s
massive fraud: marrying Aisha as well as Sawda and Hafsa was
part of a strategy to shore up alliances with their fathers.® Pride-
aux’s account describes Muhammad’s remarriages after Khadija’s
death. The link between Khadija’s death and his remarriage to
Sawda and Aisha (typically listed in that order in recent works) is
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ubiquitous.” Hafsa, whose marriage came somewhat later, is not
usually listed in this series. Prideaux includes it because it provides
turther evidence for his claim that Muhammad was marrying to
cultivate powerful allies, the better to perpetrate his imposture.
Aisha’s youth causes him no qualms: “Ayesha was then but six
Years old, and therefore he did not bed her till two Years after,
when she was full eight Years old. For it is usual in those hot
Countries, as it is all India over, which is in the same Clime with
Arabia, for Women to be ripe for Marriage at that Age, and also
bear Children the Year following.”°

Two American authors writing a century and a half later draw
from this passage extensively to quite different effect. George
Bush’s discussion of the marriages is separate from that of Ai-
sha’s age and disconnected from his discussion of Muhammad’s
marriage to Khadija.! He sums up the situation in language
clearly adapted from Prideaux: “in order to strengthen his inter-
est in Mecca, he married Ayesha, the daughter of Abubeker, and
shortly after Sawda, the daughter of Zama. By thus becoming
the son-in-law of two of the principal men of his party he se-
cured their patronage to his person and his cause.”? Bush high-
lights Muhammad’s political aims; Aisha’s age and personal
qualities hold no interest for him. He also omits Hafsa. This pas-
sage neither connects Muhammad’s remarriages to Khadija’s
death nor mentions Muhammad’s emotions. Aisha’s age merits a
brief remark only in the final full chapter of the work, which
treats Muhammad’s wives and concubines. Bush accepts climate’s
effect on female maturation: “Ayesha was married—such is the
surprising physical precocity peculiar to an eastern climate—at
the early age of nine; and survived her husband forty-eight

years.”13
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Washington Irving takes a similar view of Aisha’s age, though
he expresses a concern alien to Prideaux or Bush—that of Muham-

mad’s emotional needs:

The family with Mahomet in Medina consisted of his recently
wedded wife Sawda, and Fatima and Um Colthum, daughters
of his late wife Cadijah. He had a heart prone to affection,
and subject to female influence, but he had never entertained
much love for Sawda; and though he always treated her with
kindness, he felt the want of some one to supply the place of
his deceased wife Cadijah. . .. He now turned his eyes upon
his betrothed spouse Ayesha, the beautiful daughter of Abu
Beker. Two years had elapsed since they were betrothed, and
she had now attained her ninth year; an infantine age it would
seem, though the female form is wonderfully precocious in

the quickening climates of the east.!

Irving adds exotic details of their simple “nuptials™ a “wedding
supper” of milk and “twelve okk of silver” for the bride’s dowry. He
acknowledges possible political motivations (“Perhaps he sought,
by this alliance, to grapple Abu Beker still more strongly to his
side”) but notes Aisha’s beauty (which Prideaux had said nothing
about), calling her “a beautiful child” and noting that she was “cho-
sen in the very blossom of her years.”” John Davenport’s 4n Apology
for Mohammed and the Koran (1869) likewise highlights her appear-
ance: “About two months after the death of Khadijah, Mohammed
married Sawda, a widow, and nearly at the same time Ayesha, the
young and beautiful daughter of his bosom friend Abu-Bekr, the
principal object of this last union being to cement still more strongly

their mutual attachment.”® Although he structures his account of
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the marriages like Prideaux, where Prideaux sees a power play (“he
did by that Alliance the more firmly tie them to his Interest”),
Davenport adapts Muir’s language about Abu Bakr (“an alliance
mainly designed to cement the attachment of his bosom friend”) to
highlight the reciprocal nature of their friendship.”

Other authors were both more critical of Muhammad’s marital
conduct and less interested in titillating accounts of the preco-
cious development of young girls in the “Zorrid Zone' But these
authors still did not object to Aisha’s age. Muir, not one to miss an
opportunity to criticize Muhammad for any perceived moral lapses,
notes the standard ages of six or seven in discussing what he calls a
betrothal.’” He refers to her as a “precocious bride” or a “precocious
maiden.””® What bothers him about the consummation of the mar-
riage when she was ten or eleven is not her age but the polygamous
nature of the union; since Sawda had been for three or four years
Muhammad’s only wife, his consummation of the marriage with
Aisha moves him decisively away from Christianity: “The unity
of his family was now broken, and never again restored.”!

Arthur Wollaston—like Muir, engaged in British imperial
work in India—objects to polygamy and laments Muhammad’s
departure from monogamous precepts but nonetheless gives a ro-
manticized description of the marriage, which began with a be-
trothal when “Ayisha [was] a child of about six or seven years of
age.”*? After the immigration to Medina, Muhammad “celebrated
his nuptials with Ayisha, to whom, as before stated, he had now
been affianced upwards of three years.” Aisha is a somewhat trou-
bling figure—she “had from the first possessed an inscrutable hold
over the affections of her husband™—but their devotion was mu-
tual: “Faithful to her charge, the youthful wife—she was at this
time but twenty years of age—watched and tended the bedside of
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her aged lord and master; the affection of so young and beautiful a
damsel for the aged and infirm Prophet was touching and pathetic.
It was,” he says, “the romance of Islam.”? (In striking contrast,
thirteenth-century Dominican friar Ramén Marti cites this
“touching” scene of Muhammad dying with his head on Aisha’s
breast as further proof of his lack of holiness: “the death or end of
Muhammad was vile, unclean, and abominable. And such a death
is in no way appropriate for a prophet or a messenger of God.”)*

David Margoliouth, whose biography is strongly negative in
tone about all aspects of Muhammad’s life—in one commenta-
tor’s words, “no other work in the world was such a compendium
of lies and calumny”?—plays up the negative traits to which Wol-
laston alludes, describing Aisha pejoratively as a “blooming girl
who claimed premiership in the harem” and a “pert minx.”?® Her
scheming overshadows her youth: “from the time of her emergence
from childhood till her death at the age of sixty-six, she exhibited a
degree of ability and unscrupulousness which should earn her a
place beside Agrippinas and Elizabeths of history.”?” Margo-
liouth’s Aisha is no victimized child. When Margoliouth refers to
the marriage as an “ill-assorted union” because it joined “a man of
fifty-three to a child of nine,” he dramatically declares that she
was “dragged from her swing and her toys.”?® Still, it is likely that
he was primarily objecting to the disparity itself. In his catechistic
The False Prophet, Harvey Newcomb has his mouthpiece condemn
the age difference between Muhammad and Khadija in similar
terms: a marriage with such a significant age gap “is transgressing a
law of propriety which is found in the nature of things.”*

Other twentieth-century authors describe her childishness
without becoming overwrought. Gladys Draycott’s 1916 biography
is unperturbed by Aisha’s youth, referring elliptically to her age



Mother of the Faithful 163

» «

on three occasions: “Abu Bekr’s small daughter,” “a merry child,”
and “his girl-bride.”? She mentions her vitality, her beauty, and Mu-
hammad’s preference for her over his other wives (apart, of course,
from Khadija, whom he mourns). Even as late as the 1970s and
1980s, biographers mentioned Aisha’s childish habits without ex-
tensive condemnation. Martin Lings is matter-of-fact about the
spouses’ discrepant ages. He uses the age of nine without hesita-
tion, and mentions her dolls and playmates.’! John Glubb, whose
main claim to expertise was having lived among the Bedouin for
decades, wrote a popular biography (Zhe Life and Times of Mu-
hammad) in 1970, and he includes a reference to the marriage to
Aisha in discussing the migration and the construction of the
mosque and housing for Muhammad’s family: “She was nine years
old, while the Apostle was fifty-three. When she was married she
brought her toys with her to her room in the Apostle’s house,
where she used to sit playing with them on the floor. Until the end
of his life, Aisha was to be the dearest of his wives.”3?> Glubb at-
tributes the marriage to customary practice, noting that girls were
often given for first marriages between eight and ten. He also sug-
gests that Muhammad “enjoyed the company of mature, sensible
women rather than that of young girls.”®® He does not say how
this relates to Muhammad’s favoritism of Aisha. Glubb’s mention
of “the Apostle’s house” is notable for its unusual presentation of
Muhammad as householder, given others’ insistence that Muham-
mad had no rooms of his own but took turns among his wives.>*
Muir and others took note of Aisha’s youth in part because
youthful female sexuality was on many people’s minds. European
and American attitudes were undoubtedly conditioned by broader
portrayals of exotic sexualities and customs. In the late nineteenth

and early twentieth centuries, some travelers and military officials
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posted in Egypt, for instance, partook of sex with young females:
“a British officer on the Nile in 1884 ‘bought a very lady like little
girl for £16” for the duration of his voyage.”> Among the slaves
Englishman James Burton had bought a few decades earlier were
girls of about ten and twelve, whom he used for sex.>® Other Eu-
ropeans, however, were appalled: another mid-nineteenth-century
traveler, Bayle St. John, observing “two ten year old apprentice
dancers” being ogled lustfully by Egyptian Arabs “‘could not help
feeling saddened by beholding childhood thus profaned.’”%

For authors of this era, Muslims represent only one instance of
a category of backward or primitive Others who diverge from
Western Christian norms. Both titillated and condemnatory ac-
counts appeal to the idea of an erotic East. Irvin Schick points out
that “Western attitudes” about Islam have “been shaped by a
combination of moral outrage and irrepressible concupiscence
focused on the trope of ‘oriental sexuality. "8 The idea goes back
at least to Hippocrates that climate has an effect on sexuality,
with heat linked to excessive and potentially deviant sensuality.
The “orient” is hot, which affects its inhabitants.?’ Irving refers to
“the quickening climates of the east,” Bush calls them “eastern cli-
mates,” and Prideaux, referring to “those hot Countries,” affirms
that India is “in the same Clime with Arabia.” Prideaux shows
most clearly “a trademark of xenological writing, where the simi-
larity of the fundamentally dissimilar is taken for granted so long
as each is different from ‘us.’”*® Sexuality was an essential element
of what made these Others different, whether it was idyllic and
sensuous, or depraved and decadent. Females in this imagined
Orient are “wonderfully precocious” and are “ripe for Marriage”
and childbearing when their Western counterparts would not be.

Not scandalous, not repellent, but intriguing.
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Both Irving and Prideaux think that there are two kinds of
people: us, and those who live in hot places and mature rapidly.
As Sprenger put it: “The Arabs, like all southern nations, marry
early.”* No universal morality or set of uniform standards applies.
Gender and power play out in concrete places and in ideas about
places, which slip into ideas about people. “East” and “savage” and
“hot” describe the Other. If two groups are both “hot” and “sav-
age,” then, in a colonial equivalent of Euclid’s first Common Notion
(“Things which equal the same thing also equal one another”), they
are alike, perhaps interchangeable.

Polygamy, too, can be linked to climactic effects on female de-
velopment. Higgins, in a passage recycled by Ameer Ali to inter-
esting effect, quotes from a book by W. Ouseley:

“The warm regions of Asia make a difference between the
sexes not known to the climates of Europe, where the decay
of each is mutual and gradual; whereas in Asia it is given to
man alone to arrive at a green old age.” If this be true, it goes
far to excuse Mohamed in allowing a plurality of wives, and it
sufficiently accounts for the fact that Jesus never expressly de-
clared himself on this subject, but left it to the regulation of
the governments of countries; as it is evident that what would

be proper for Asia would be improper for Europe.*?

Similarly, Ahmad Khan quotes a British apologist who cites
Montesquieu to the effect that polygamy owes to women’s aging
more rapidly than men: “women, in hot countries, are marriage-
able at eight, nine, or ten years of age;—thus, in those countries,
infancy and marriage almost always go together. They are old at

twenty. . . . It is, therefore, extremely natural that in these places
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a man, when no law opposes it, should leave one wife to take an-
other, and that polygamy should be introduced.”*

All of these thinkers assume that different places have different
behavioral rules. They also share a broader presumption about
men’s sexual appetites: women age more rapidly, and so men take
younger wives to satisfy themselves when they are not prevented
from doing so by stringent rules of morality or religion.

Unlike some thinkers who view Muslim practice as a conces-
sion to the natural order of things, Newcomb foregrounds the
lack of appropriate religious restrictions in Zhe False Prophet.
Muhammad’s example provides a jumping-off point to blame
heathens not only for sexual immorality but also for want of ma-
ternal feeling: in discussing the allegiance oath taken by pagan
converts, in which they forswore idolatry, fornication, and infan-
ticide, “as the Pagan Arabs used to do,”** the mother responds to
her daughter’s horrified questioning by connecting all heathen
peoples. Just as her last discussion on the subject of morality joined
“Mohammedans” and Indians, here she links the pagan Arabs to
Polynesians and Chinese: “Yes, my dear; it is a common thing for
heathen women to kill their children. Before the missionaries
went to the South Sea Islands, there were scarcely any mothers,
who were not guilty of this horrible crime; and now, in China,
and many other parts of the world, multitudes of children are
destroyed as soon as they are born.”# Rather than discuss the
improvement purportedly wrought by Muhammad in Arabia
with the Qur’anic prohibition of female infanticide, which she
had just mentioned, she sweepingly condemns heathen savagery.
Like Oriental sexuality, Eastern women’s sufterings were fungi-
ble, one gliding into the other, so long as all of them were different

from “us.”
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These discussions reflect a never-resolved tension between a
universal standard, against which all can be judged, and a par-
ticularist ethnic ideal, where some groups are simply insufficiently
advanced to be held to the same standard. It has been argued that
the development of a historical consciousness arose in the late
eighteenth century in Europe and that “paradoxically, one of the
consequences of this new historical consciousness in Europe was
an abistorical perspective on non-European societies.”* I would
suggest instead that over the course of the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries, the notion that non-European societies are
backward reflects the view that they are capable of change. Rather
than being incommensurable, they are laggards on a universal
trajectory of progress.

Or, they are simply and irreparably different: condemnations of
Muhammad’s debauchery had long included the claim that he
had tolerated homosexuality—specifically, sodomy.*’ In the early
modern era, accusations of Turkish sodomitical practices were
widespread. (Protestants also accused Catholics and American In-
dians of sodomy: all who were not them.)* In the late eighteenth
century, fears of sodomy were displaced by obsession with female
slavery and the harem. This shift from concern with the potential
violation of male seamen to the plight of captured women and
girls reflects changes in the region’s power balance: “with Otto-
man decline and British ascendancy, and the presumed safety of
the latter’s soldiers and sailors, came a new interest in the harem
and stories highlighting not male but female vulnerability.”*

Something else happened, as well, with the shift to women’s
plight: a connection between concern with “the woman question”
in Islam and the rise of a humanitarian consciousness. In previous

centuries, condemnation of Others’ immoral practices did not
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require any concern for reforming them. But alongside nineteenth-
century fascination with the effects of “sultry climates” on female
sexuality, there was a developing interest in protecting young
womanhood. A series of campaigns arose against child marriage—
first in India, where reformers tried to raise the age of consent
from ten to twelve in 1891, and later in Egypt and elsewhere.®

These campaigns owed in part to sometimes ill-conceived and
badly implemented European intervention. Alongside the much-
noted hypocrisy of some Victorians, who publicly espoused
prudish morals while embracing libertinism behind closed doors,
there arose a notion of social improvement, the necessity for cer-
tain members of the elite to actively work for the amelioration of
social conditions: “a widening of sympathies . . . the birth of a
modern social conscience. Among other things, this involves an
imaginative awareness of what it means to be at the bottom of
the heap . .. and this in turn imposes new responsibilities to-
ward such people.” Previously, one could condemn immorality
without seeking to reform the society that tolerated it. This shift
to fix the root problems decisively shaped European intervention
into Muslim societies, both directly, in colonial policies and in-
terventions, and indirectly, in the intellectual arena—including in
discussions of Muhammad’s life.

If the diminished power of the Ottoman Empire allowed Mus-
lims to be “transformed from demons to curiosities™ during the
early modern era, European domination was an inescapable back-
drop for nineteenth-century portraits of Muhammad and—
inevitably—of Muslim women.”* Mohja Kahf has argued that
contrary to modern emphasis on the pitiful plight of Muslim
women, medieval and early modern writings often depicted them

as termagants: warlike, powerful, a little scary, and sometimes
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wanton, certainly not demure or ladylike. (Prideaux, for instance,
called Aisha “a very wanton woman.”#) Although Muhammad’s
pre-nineteenth-century critics denigrated his sensualism, his
lustfulness, and his polygamy, they did not condemn the op-
pression of Muslim women in general or his wives in particular.
Sexual immorality was a major concern for medieval and early
modern thinkers, but women’s sexual (or for that matter, social)
oppression was not. “By the nineteenth century,” however, “de-
scriptions of the sufferings of women in the East had become a
commonplace of xenological discourse.” Newcomb linked po-
lygamy to female slavery, infanticide, and the immurement of
women in harems.*® Child marriage was primarily identified as
a “Hindoo” practice and criticized as such in both Britain and
the United States.

Coomar Roy’s 1888 defense of the practice resonates with more
recent Muslim apologetic literature on women'’s status.”’ He refers
extensively to female seclusion, modesty, chastity, and so forth.
His rhetoric departs from that of more recent writings when he
asserts the goodness and propriety of wifely subordination; he as-
sumes, probably correctly, that his audience shares his view, since
he appeals to it as an obvious advantage of child marriage: being
married early inculcates proper reverence for the husband in the
child-wife. Mrs. Marcus B. Fuller’s blistering polemic 7he Wrongs
of Indian Womanhood (1900) presents the opposite view in its
chapter “Child Marriage.”® Belief in the superiority of the nu-
clear family unit over the joint family undergirds Fuller’s argu-
ment; she defends personal, individual, companionate, love-based
marriage.”” Fuller argues against what she views as Hindu reli-
gious doctrine. Although Indian women were among the impor-

tant activists for legal reform—including as advocates for the 1929
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Child-Marriage Restraint Act—their writings on the subject did
not make it into wide circulation in the West.®0

At the close of the nineteenth century, India was generally per-
ceived as the prime offender in child marriage, but it was frequently
enough associated with Muslims that Fuller, in her screed about
Indian women’s oppression, denies that child marriage came from
“the Mohammedan invasion.” Muslims brought “the Zenana sys-
tem,” she says, but child marriage is woven into Hindu religion.®!
A slightly later document does make a specific reference to Islam:
the 1909 U.S. Census Bureau’s entry on Algeria affirms that “Mo-
hammedan laws and customs respecting marriage are essentially
different from any that obtain in Christian countries, and serve to
emphasize the vast difference between Mohammedan and Chris-
tian civilization. . . . Polygamy is allowed, child marriage is com-
mon, and marriage has the character of a sale, in which the
woman either sells herself to her husband or is sold to him by her
father.” It not only makes a broad statement about child marriage
but connects it to prophetic precedent: “As a result of the efforts
of the French Government to suppress the evil, child marriage is
probably less frequent than it was formerly, but it has not been
entirely stamped out; it has the sanction of Mohammedan law
and the Koran, for the prophet Mohammed himself married his
favorite wife when she was only 7 years of age.”®?

In the case of both India and “Mohammedan civilization,”
scholars make a concerted effort to insist that reform is generally
impossible; here, the Census Bureau weighs in on the “sanction” of
“the evil” of child marriage by scripture, law, and prophetic prac-
tice. This conceptual move to insist that religious texts be read lit-
erally, without interpretive gloss, and applied directly is not lim-

ited to Islamic texts. Some Indian reformers had insisted that
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child marriage is not a religious ordinance, but an irreligious
enactment, and an inhuman innovation upon ancient customs.””%
However, C. N. Barham insists that this is not the case. Rather,
one must confront such “lying sophists” and “those who take their
opinion from the transient colouring of the daily press” with the
facts. One should appeal to texts (“the laws, prophets, and Scrip-
tures of the East”) to prove that child marriage is a Hindu prac-
tice.% Part of what is at stake here is the acceptability of Hindu
scripture (as canonized by European scholars): if to be a Hindu
means to follow the Laws of Manu, then one cannot be both Hindu
and modern.® A well-meaning falsehood that treats child mar-
riage as mere custom is unacceptable, even if this allows one to
oppose it. The author insists on recognizing and rejecting the irre-
mediable barbarism (the “diabolical evil”) of child marriage, which
taints Hindu religion and Indian culture.®® (Of course, the notion
that one can discard custom is itself an artifact of modern ap-
proaches to scripture, which give texts sanctioning power greater
than the weight of practice. Indeed, to view custom and scripture
as separate and separable in the first place is innovative.) Similar
arguments are put forth today by critics of Islam and Muhammad
who argue that since Muhammad is known to have behaved in
particular ways, or since the Quran or early jurists say particular
things, Muslims must obey them and are not allowed to rethink
their tradition. Of course, in Barham’s view, if Hinduism cannot

be reformed, then to reform, Indians must cease being Hindu.

Child Marriage and Modern Society

Marriage of minors in both India and Egypt served as an entry

point into larger questions of worldview. In Egypt, a 1914 proposal



172 THE LIVES OF MUHAMMAD

to set a minimum age for marriage was, after much hue and cry
about the intolerability of interfering with religious law and, no-
tably, parental privilege, rejected. One opponent of the reform
brought up Muhammad’s marriage to Aisha.®” A 1923 law set an
age of sixteen for females and eighteen for males, below which no
marriage could be registered or judicial relief obtained.®® The
Egyptian case illustrates a vision in which a national, modern
Egypt is compatible with the notion of adult marriage and liberal
subjects, with little attention to religion. A religious objection to
establishing a minimum marriage age was enough to derail the
1914 legislative reform, but by 1923, it no longer was.

As the historian Hanan Kholoussy points out, this was less
about protecting the interests of vulnerable girls than about “the
role of the state in the production and promotion of modern nu-
clear families™—families that would be the “foundation stone of
the emerging nation.”® The three areas in which states attempted
reform—polygamy, divorce, and marriage of minors—were of
varying relevance.”’ Kholoussy points out: “That members of the
state felt compelled to regulate the marriage of minors at this time
is particularly significant because such unions appear to have been
in decline by the early twentieth century.”t “This suggests,” she
writes, “that some Egyptians wanted the government to establish
a new means of monitoring the marital habits of the population to
ensure that only adult Egyptians would marry and reproduce.””? 1
would argue for an additional variable: the symbolic value of such
reforms, regardless of their real or perceived practical impact. In
India, marriage-age reform became a central project of the nation-
state, which established a minimum age for marriage and required
registration.”> Marriage is a way of making proper citizens, proper

national subjects, proper modern people—and, as a collectivity, a
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proper nation. And in the case of Egypt, it required a proper reli-
gious precedent, or the incorporation into religious rhetoric of new
ideas about family and marriage.

Chapter 4 illustrated that companionate marriage and Mu-
hammad as Khadija’s husband—and her as his beloved partner,
mother to his children, and domestic comforter—became central
to his life story. The same narrative was not readily available for
Aisha, who had co-wives and no children and was not, because of
her youth, a suitable “partner.” How, then, could this marriage be
discussed in terms compatible with the new ideals about marriage
and family that were circulating? As decades passed, Muslim
thinkers came increasingly to rely on engagement with, and def-
inition against, the works of Western thinkers.

Vituperative criticisms similar to those directed at barbarous
Hindu practices have more recently been aimed at Islam and
Muslims. These have emerged against a backdrop of paranoia
about Muslim fanaticism and legitimate concerns about Muslim
extremism. In the late twentieth century, in a renewed climate of
criticism of Islam, divergent tendencies emerge in Muslim and
non-Muslim sources. Muslim scholars engage in apologetics to
justify Aisha’s marriage. The dominant strategy is to contextualize
it as historically appropriate to its time and place and to play up, as
with the multiple marriages, the political motivations behind it. A
less common strategy recalculates Aisha’s age at marriage based on
other indicators in the sources.” Only a few authors, mostly tradi-
tionalist South Asian biographers, celebrate her youthful purity,
sometimes also making practical arguments about what her youth
made possible. Enhancing and upholding her reputation is un-
doubtedly part of the late South Asian scholar Syed Suleman

Nadvi’s objective when he connects Aisha’s age with her virginal
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status, mentioning “wedlock” at the “tender” age of six and con-
summation when Aisha was “only nine years of age.””

These few writers aside, most accounts of Aisha’s marriage
historicize assiduously. Purportedly objective American and Eu-
ropean accounts may wax somewhat less rhapsodic about Mu-
hammad’s sterling virtues as a husband, but like apologetic biog-
raphers, they still emphasize both the connection with Abu Bakr
forged by the marriage and the context of early Arabia, in which, as
one Western survey puts it, the marriage was “not in the least im-
proper.”’® Ziauddin Sardar frames the marriage with Aisha as
being controversial now, but not at the time: “She was said to be
9 or 10 and he was 53. Conventions about the age of marriage are
culturally determined and have changed radically over time.”””
His “was said to be” distances him from treating it as fact, while
the mention of changing cultural standards suggests that even if
it is true one should withhold judgment.

This fixation on changing standards of human conduct, on
contextual explanation, has become commonsensical. We hear it
so frequently we no longer really ear it. Certainly it is the case
that people in the past recognized that different places/customs
might call for different rules or conduct (when in Rome . . . ). But
the notion that social arrangements would change over time and,
turthermore, that this change might be in the direction of progress
rather than a decline from a pristine early stage is a recent develop-
ment. It emerges in Muslim thinking in the nineteenth century and
can be seen particularly in Ameer Ali’s rebuttals to Muir and oth-
ers’ criticisms of Muhammad. This tendency is especially pertinent
with regard to Muhammad’s marital practices.

Modern texts, regardless of author, seldom bother with the an-

ecdote according to which Gabriel came to the Prophet with a de-



Mother of the Faithful 175

piction of Aisha and told Muhammad that she was to be his wife.
Ibn Sa’d includes the following report in his compendium: “The
Messenger of Allah was so grieved about Khadija that people
feared for him, until he married ‘A’isha.””® Another account con-
cerns not his followers’ worries but God’s concern: “When Khad-
ija died, the Prophet was terribly grieved over her, and Allah sent
Jibril who brought him the picture of ‘A’isha. He said, ‘Messenger
of Allah, this one will remove some of your sorrow. This one has
some of the qualities of Khadija.””? The comparison between the
qualities of Aisha and Khadjija is unusual, clearly meant to shore
up Aisha’s reputation; nonetheless, the link between Muham-
mad’s fragile state (“people feared for him”) and his remarriage to
Aisha, who “remove[d] some of [his] sorrow,” is significant. Recent
authors tend to omit these plaudits and rationales, either because
religious arguments are irrelevant to their audiences or because
they are concerned with the practical dimension of the marriage.®
Even in books ostensibly directed to Muslim audiences, argu-
ments are framed in ways that respond at least implicitly to West-
ern criticism; thinking about Muhammad’s life is directly shaped
by Western polemic and critique.

Western scholarship appears in apologetics around Aisha’s age,
in sometimes surprising ways. For instance, Syed M. H. Zaidi
writes, in Mothers of the Faithful: “Ayesha was the young daughter
of Muhammad’s bosom friend Abu Bakr. . . . Her father was one
of the most powerful, popular and well-to-do citizens. By this al-
liance, Muhammad’s principal object was to cement Abu Bakr
more strongly to his side.” (He cites Davenport and Irving as au-
thorities and follows the former almost verbatim in places.)®! Note
that Zaidi views Muhammad having his “principal object” be a po-

litical “alliance” as a good thing, precisely the opposite of Prideaux’s
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view. He continues: “In response to his politic dictate and in ac-
ceptance of the earnest solicitations of his noble disciple [i.e., Abu
Bakr], the betrothal was announced when Ayesha was 7 years of
age; and she was married over 2 years later when about 10 as such
is the ripeness of the climate and such too is the custom of the
country.”8? He cites, for this information, Edward Gibbon, whose
work he mistitles Downfall of the Roman Empire, and recommends
to his readers also Ameer Ali and Prideaux. Astonishingly, then,
a work explicitly framed as a refutation of non-Muslim criticisms
of Muhammad’s marriages draws on Prideaux’s polemic. Though
he replaces Prideaux’s ages of betrothal and consummation (six and
eight) with his own (seven and ten), Zaidi agrees with Prideaux
about climate’s impact on “ripeness” for marriage and the connec-
tion between the marriage to Aisha and the alliance with Abu Bakr.
“Custom” is a more recent addition.

Zaidi’s use of Prideaux might seem preposterous, but it high-
lights the wide variety of ways Muslim scholars read, cite, and
repurpose Western works. A more recent biography takes from a
different sort of Western authority. A 1969 work published in
India, reprinted as recently as 2002 and distributed in the United
States, devotes a section to Aisha’s youth at marriage. The “new
bride,” Abdul Hameed Siddiqui writes, “was just attaining her
puberty and was still in the house of her father. She was a preco-
cious girl” (here, he references Nadvi’s biography of Aisha; the
term precocious was a favorite of Muir’s) “and was developing
both in mind and body with rapidity peculiar to such rare person-
alities.” Muhammad “decided to consummate the marriage” after
it was suggested by Aisha’s parents.33 The marriage strengthened
the ties of friendship between Muhammad and Abu Bakr and

abolished the idea “that it was contrary to religious ethics to
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marry the daughter of a man whom one declared to be one’s
brother.”8* Aisha’s youth was particularly important: she entered
“the haram of the Prophet at an impressionable age” and was thus
guided appropriately in her development. Marriage at this “highly
formative age” (Siddiqui avoids specific numbers) is good for the
bride herself and the marital union. Siddiqui cites a Dutch doc-
tor, to the effect that “the marriage of an elderly (senescent)—not,
of course an old (senile)—man to a quite young girl, is often very
successful and harmonious. The bride is immediately introduced
and accustomed to moderate sexual intercourse.”®® Following this
medical wisdom about sexuality, Siddiqui proceeds to lambaste
“those Western critics of Is/am who have criticized this marriage”
for “los[ing] sight of the fact that this marriage did not involve
sexual considerations alone.” A crucial consideration was that Mu-
hammad’s other wives “were all of advanced age, and thus could
neither share the feelings of the younger generation nor could they
properly appreciate their point of view.” They could not communi-
cate with “the ladies of younger ages.” Aisha’s marriage “when she
was at the threshold of puberty was a great necessity, as it was
through her that instructions could successfully be imparted to the
young ladies who had newly entered the fold of Islam.”8¢
Siddiqui here combines tones, strategies, and sources of au-
thority. Aisha’s exceptional qualities led her to develop rapidly.
Her youth enabled her to be of service to a broader Muslim popu-
lation. Early consummation aided her moral development as well
as her sexual initiation—a claim for which he cites a European fig-
ure. Like earlier authors, Siddiqui selectively incorporates Western
authorities even as his justification shifts from climactic to medical.
(Climate-based explanations persist in Muslim apologetics; S. M.

Abbasi explains: “the climactic conditions in a tropical country like
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Arabia, were conducive to the early development of human beings
and the females in particular were precocious toward the growth
of their body and faculties.”)®” Apparently without any sense of
dissonance, Siddiqui moves swiftly from presenting the Dutch
doctor’s wisdom to railing against the ignorant pronouncements
of “Western critics of Islam.”88

Ghulam Malik’s biography contains a chapter on “His Wives,”
which uses different but similarly overlapping strategies to discuss
Aisha. He writes, “Aisha bint Abu Bakr was betrothed in Makkah
when she was seven or eight years old. After nine months of the
Hijrah, in 623, Muhammad married her, the only virgin among
his wives, when she was only nine or ten.” His use of “seven or
eight” and “nine or ten” is slightly unusual. More typical is his
claim that “at that time, such wide gaps in the ages of couples
were not unusual or uncommon.” His reference to a remote time
period—“at that time”—suggests something archaic. Something
else noteworthy becomes clear in Malik’s biography: Muslim au-
thors had adopted, even for works aimed at fellow believers, the
terminology of betrothal or occasionally “engagement,” which
European authors from the nineteenth century forward used.®

By the standards of later Islamic jurisprudence—which had yet
to develop during Muhammad’s lifetime—the contract made
between Muhammad and Abu Bakr was a binding marriage.
Muslim biographers treated it as such for many centuries. Pride-
aux follows Muslim sources when he refers to it that way, as does
Bush. But others, including Sprenger and particularly Irving, use
the language of betrothal. Even if it was legally a marriage, it
functioned like a betrothal: Western understandings become the

crucial deciding factor rather than standard Muslim legal catego-
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ries. Hence, the late-twentieth-century scholarly translators of a
volume in Tabari’s History in which Aisha’s marriage is discussed
explain that “what seems properly to be a betrothal was appar-

ently called a marriage by the Arabs.”?

Traduttore Tradittore

Similar issues of terminology crop up in Muhammad Husayn
Haykal’s discussion of Aisha’s marriage, which reflects a complex
engagement with Western writings. It avoids the sorts of apolo-
getics used by twentieth-century authors, including those just dis-
cussed, but clearly reflects some level of unease about Aisha’s
youth; this is even more true for its English translation. Haykal
mentions Aisha’s age three times, once when he discusses Mu-
hammad’s marriages after Khadija’s death, again when he dis-
cusses consummation of the marriage to Aisha, and a third time
in his larger discussion of Muhammad’s marriages, giving differ-
ent ages each time.

Haykal depends on, and borrows heavily from, Prideaux,
Irving, and Emile Dermenghem, but molds their material in
keeping with his presumptions about sexuality, marriage, and
the emotional life of the biographical subject. Prideaux sought to
account for the influence of drives or motives (lust, ambition) on
Muhammad’s actions. Thomas Carlyle, nearly a century and a half
later, had insisted, against Prideaux and his ilk, on Muhammad’s
sincerity but, like Prideaux, was not especially interested in Mu-
hammad’s feelings. In Irving’s Mahomet, published not very
long after Carlyle’s lectures, the enduring preoccupation with the

Prophet’s sex life had become also concern with his feelings.
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Irving brought his novelist’s sensibility to his treatment of Mu-
hammad’s life.”! Haykal, though primarily a journalist, had also
written a novel, Zaynab (1913).”* These writers sensibilities—and
perhaps the broader influence of novels on reader expectation—
meant that in both works, life stories were premised on a coherent
character revealed throughout and held a largely continuous
rather than an episodic structure.

Haykal’s Life retains some thematic sections—including one
on Muhammad’s wives, likely modeled on Dermenghem’s chap-
ter on “The Harem.””® But two snippets on the marriages woven
into the chronological narrative are especially revealing. He dis-
cusses Muhammad’s marriages following Khadija’s death in the
context of Meccan tribes’ rejection of Islam, which intensified his

“pain and grief” at his loss:

The mourning period for Khadija ended, and he thought of
marrying, perhaps to find in his wife some of the solace he
had when Khadija nursed his wounds. He thought he could
strengthen the ties of kinship between himself and the early
converts to Islam. He proposed to Abu Bakr for his daughter
Aisha, but since she was still a child of seven years of age, he
contracted marriage to her and did not consummate [the
marriage] with her until two years later when she had turned
nine. During these two [years] he married Sawda, widow of
one of the Muslims who had emigrated to Abyssinia, re-

turned to Mecca, and died there.”*

Haykal revisits the marriage to Aisha three years later, again pref-
acing it with a summation of the religio-political situation and its

effect on Muhammad’s state. Whereas previously Muhammad was
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persecuted, insulted, and grieving, here he is “satisfied” and his

o . s ey
community “tranquil in its religion”

At this time, Muhammad consummated [the marriage] with
Aisha, daughter of Abu Bakr, who was then age ten or eleven.
She was a slender girl, sweet of feature, an agreeable compan-
ion, crossing from childhood into maidenhood. She craved

play and merriment and was growing beautifully.”

In both passages, marriages fulfill emotional needs. In the
first, Muhammad seeks the kind of companionship that Khadija
had provided, yet neither a contract with Aisha nor marriage to
Sawda suffices. In the second, Aisha becomes “a source of relax-
ation” from the burdens of government. Haykal conjures a domes-
tic sphere, where Muhammad can shed his communal responsi-
bilities and indulge his young wife’s childish inclinations. She is
described here in terms that most authors reserve for Khadija, as a
domestic comfort to him. Interestingly, Haykal also attends to
how Muhammad meets Aisha’s need for shelter and “play and mer-
riment,” serving as “a sympathetic and loving husband but also a
compassionate father” to her.”

In both what they say and what they omit, these excerpts from
Haykal draw extensively on the facts and tone of the Western
Lives Haykal has read. The range of “ten or eleven” set out in the
second passage does not appear in any of these sources, so far as I
can tell, but the ages of seven and nine, which he gives in the
earlier passage, are attested by early Muslim authorities and, not
coincidentally, mirror Dermenghem.”” (In his later chapter “The
Prophet’s Wives,” Haykal places the “proposal” at age nine and
)98

the consummation two years later.)”® He takes nearly verbatim
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from Dermenghem Aisha’s relationship to Abu Bakr, the two-
year delay prior to consummation, and even the phrasing “thought
of marrying,” with which the text introduces his near-simultaneous
arrangements with Sawda and Aisha.

Haykal plays up the emotional resonance of Muhammad’s
bond with Khadija, though he skims over Dermenghem’s asser-
tions that he lacked love and affection for most of his subsequent
wives. Haykal omits Dermenghem’s reference to Muhammad’s
“obstinate fidelity” to the aging Khadija, who had provided him
comfort and tenderness.” Haykal generally treats Sawda in ways
similar to Dermenghem, though he leaves out the name of Saw-
da’s previous husband and the fact that, according to Dermeng-
hem, Muhammad “seems to have had but little love for her.”°° He
leaves out, too, the French scholar’s titillating remark that “Aisha
was the only one who went to his bed a virgin.”’! (Early Muslim
sources remark on Aisha’s virginity more circumspectly.)

Although Haykal downplays any criticism of Muhammad for
withholding love from later wives, his emphasis on Muhammad’s
love for and bond with Khadija makes the contrast clear. Where
love does emerge more explicitly, in the context of critiquing “Ori-
entalists,” he discounts its significance as a motivation: “If what is
said about Aisha and his love for her is true, it was love that grew
after marriage and not at the time of it. He proposed to her father
for her when she was still nine years of age and waited two years
before he consummated [the marriage] with her. It defies logic
that he would have loved her when she was so young.”%? (Simi-
larly, Muir had written: “The yet undeveloped charms of Ayesha
could hardly have swayed the heart of Mahomet.”)!® Although
Haykal here shifts the ages he provides, his main concern is not

refuting Western critics who condemn Muhammad for Aisha’s
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youth but insisting that this marriage, like that to Hafsa, daugh-
ter of Umar, was motivated by neither love nor desire; instead,
Muhammad aimed to strengthen his “ties” to the fathers, his
“two viziers.”104

Haykal uses difterent language to describe Muhammad’s con-
nection to Sawda than he does when describing his connection to
Aisha. The first passage is subtitled “Proposal to Aisha and mar-
riage to Sawda.” In the text, he uses the term “marrying” for Sawda,

» «

whereas for Aisha he uses “proposing,” “contracting,” and (not)
“consummating.”% He titles the second section “The marriage of
the Prophet to Aisha.” Haykal thus creates four possible ways of
discussing a union: proposal, contract, consummation, and sim-
ply marriage. The classical Islamic texts Haykal cites distinguish
between two events, marriage and consummation, and do not
typically render the linkage with Aisha in three parts. Ibn Kathir,
for instance, acknowledges that scholars debate which marriage
occurred first but agree unanimously that the marriage with Sawda
was consummated first.

There are two complementary explanations for Haykal’s choice
to treat Muhammad’s connection to Aisha as a marriage only upon
its consummation. We may speculate that as arranged marriages
became somewhat less frequent in Egypt, more marriages took
place when the spouses were mature, with little or no separation
between the contract and the commencement of married life. Be-
coming legally married meant becoming socially married. To ap-
ply the legal term marriage to an arrangement that was not its social
equivalent may have seemed confusing. Thus, writing of the pro-
posal and contract and avoiding the term marriage gets around the
legal category retrospectively applied to Muhammad’s union with

Aisha by earlier generations of Muslims. The second explanation
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is simpler: the word for “proposal” became associated with “be-
trothed” or “affianced” or “engaged” and was used in the English
and French texts Haykal relied on (and, later, in their Arabic
translations). It is likely that the accounts that used the term “be-
trothal,” like Irving’s and Muir’s, affected his vocabulary.

If Haykal’s departures from the classical Arabic tradition are
relatively easily explained, Ismail Al Faruqi’s English translation
of Haykal’s Life, which appeared four decades after its initial pub-
lication, takes substantially greater liberties, particularly with
Aisha’s age.l% Al Faruqi places Aisha’s age firmly in double dig-
its; other changes make Aisha seem older and play down any
sexual element of the relationship. Haykal had written, explain-
ing the time elapsed between the contract and its consummation:
“since she was still a child of seven years of age, he [Muhammad]
contracted a marriage to her but did not consummate [the mar-
riage| until two years later when she had turned nine.”%” Al Faruqi
renders this as: “Since she was still too young to marry, the engage-
ment was announced, but the marriage was postponed for three
more years until ‘A'ishah reached the age of eleven.”%® This “trans-
lation” omits the ages Haykal uses, giving no actual age for the
“engagement” (a term not present in the original); adds in the num-
ber eleven; and says that “three more years” (rather than the origi-
nal “two years”) passed before “the marriage” (rather than consum-
mation) took place. Al Farugi’s version sidelines sex entirely.

The less dramatic changes Al Farugi makes to the second
passage have similar effects. Both here and in the chapter “The
Prophet’s Wives,” in which Haykal writes that Muhammad “con-
summated [the marriage] with Aisha,” Al Farugi states only that
he “married” her. Although Al Farugi refers to her youth when he
calls her “a beautiful, delicate, and amiable young girl,” Haykal’s
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Arabic, which I have rendered as “a slender girl, sweet of feature,
an agreeable companion,” alludes to physicality: the shape of her
body, the lineaments of her face. The third element of the de-
scription, which might also be rendered “pleasant for companion-
ship” or “desirable for intimacy,” connotes specifically conjugal
intimacy, a connection Al Farugi’s bland “amiable” forestalls.
Haykal says she was “crossing from childhood into maidenhood,”
suggesting liminality.l®? Al Farugi writes “emerging out of child-
hood and blossoming into full womanhood,” going on to assert
that she was “fully grown.” His term “blossoming” suggests a pro-
cess of transition, but “full womanhood” and “fully grown” evoke
an adulthood at odds with other elements of the passage, which Al
Farugi renders more faithfully: Aisha’s continued attachment to
“play and amusement” and Muhammad’s paternal affection."? His
choice of modifiers is particularly surprising given that the phrase
he translates as “full womanhood” denotes “youth, maidenhood.”
'The phrase he renders as “fully grown” (in my version, “growing
beautifully”) contains no word for “full” or “complete” but hints at
incompleteness; the word he translates “grown” can indicate growth
or progress but is an active participle also used for “developing,”
as in the phrase “developing countries.”

Of course, my renderings of these words are not the only pos-
sible ones, and with the exception of his alterations to the num-
bers given in the first passage, each of Al Faruqi’s choices is indi-
vidually defensible. One might even argue that given Haykal’s
self-contradiction as to Aisha’s age at consummation, Al Faruqi is
merely harmonizing the text to prevent reader confusion. Taken
cumulatively, though, these choices result in a quite difterent over-
all effect. Presumably, Al Farugi’s aim was not to reproduce the

text faithfully for scholarly readers but to translate an authoritative
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religious text for a community of believers for whom a more
literal rendering of Haykal’s text would cause consternation. On
a spectrum of translations, from conservative (or mediatory) to
additive (or creative), Al Farugi’s falls closer to the creative end.!!!
Notably, however, rather than adding to the text, Al Farugi often
modifies by subtraction. About Muhammad’s Coptic slave Mariya,
reportedly the only woman to bear him a child apart from Khadija,
Haykal had been equivocal, stating that she became a wife but
also indicating that he visited her as men visit their slaves. Al
Faruqi simply omits this line, while maintaining the surround-
ing text.!? For Haykal’s Egyptian audience in the 1930s, the
practice of concubinage among the elite was a recent memory; Al
Faruqi adapts the text for a 1970s American audience, for whom
Muhammad’s having a sexual relationship with a female he owned
would have been deeply troubling,

As a counterpoint to this consideration of Haykal in English, let
us take a brief look at the Arabic version of Irving’s Life of Mahomet.
It came out in 1960, with a second edition in 1966—three decades
after Haykal consulted the original and around the same time Al
Faruqi began his translation endeavor.™® The Arabic translation of
Irving’s account of Muhammad’s marriages to Sawda and Aisha
makes two sorts of changes. The first concerns the emotional
dimensions of Muhammad’s relationship to Sawda. It omits the ref-
erence to Muhammad’s “heart prone to affection, and subject to fe-
male influence” and merely says that he did not have a “strong love”
for Sawda.!* The second concerns Aisha’s age. The translator keeps
Irving’s original numbers. However, he adds a footnote about the
matter of Aisha’s age at “betrothal” and marriage.”® Aisha’s youth,
unproblematic for Irving’s American readers in the mid-nineteenth

century, posed difficulties for Egyptian readers a century later.
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Panic and Polemic

More broadly, in speaking of Muhammad’s marriage to Aisha,
books published in the United States around the time Haykal’s
Life appeared in English and Irving’s Life appeared in Arabic
tended to adopt either condescending or condemnatory tones; the
latter increased in frequency and stridency as the twentieth cen-
tury wore to a close. Betty Kelen, in a popular biography (1975),
wrote of a “betrothal” at age seven, placing the “marriage” shortly
after the move to Medina, when Aisha was nine: “We need not
dwell on the abuse to the child of such a marriage,” since it was
customary; further, “Ayesha was dear to Muhammad, and she
loved the Prophet. We can conclude that the relationship between
the two was free from outrage.”® W. Montgomery Watt makes
a similarly unperturbed assessment in Mubammad: Prophet and
Statesman, though he allows that “This relationship between a
man of fifty-three and a girl of ten must have been a strange
one. . .. We must remember, of course, that girls matured much
earlier in seventh-century Arabia.”’” These authors were writing
before hysteria about child sexual abuse had taken hold in the
American imagination. By the last decade of the twentieth cen-
tury and especially the first decade of the twenty-first, Aisha’s age
had become a favorite argument of anti-Islam polemicists, espe-
cially but not exclusively online.!8

In the wake of this public wrangling over Aisha’s age, in which
accusations of pedophilia have become part of a broader public
discourse about Muhammad, those who wish to rescue Islam and
Muhammad from blanket condemnation attempt to contextual-
ize the marriage. Muslim apologists online and in print often re-

peat some variant of the physical-precocity argument, sometimes
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with a mention of climate; non-Muslim authors and those writ-
ing for mainstream general readers tend to stick with arguments
from custom. Colin Turner’s 2006 introduction Is/am: The Basics
mixes both. Fully aware of how such marriages are seen today,
Turner mentions “paedophilia” and “child abuse” but hastens to
reassure his readers that Muhammad’s marriage to Aisha was com-
mon for the era and that “such marriages were almost certainly not
consummated until both parties had entered adulthood, which sev-
enth century Arabs tended to reach earlier than Westerners to-
day.1 (Turner says that Aisha was perhaps ten, though he also
says, inaccurately, that the sources are not explicit about her age,
then goes on to declare it “highly unlikely that Muhammad
would have taken Aisha into his bed until she was at least in her
early teens, which was wholly in keeping with the customs of the
day, and in context not the least improper.”)!?° This reference to
Aisha as a teenager is, of course, highly anachronistic; Lesley Ha-
zelton uses the term frequently in her recent biography Zhe First
Muslim: The Story of Muhammad. She suggests that in claiming
that she was “six years old when she was betrothed and nine years
old when the marriage was celebrated and consummated,” Aisha
may have played up her youth to appear extraordinary, since “to
have been married at the customary age would make Aisha nor-
mal, and that was the one thing she was always determined not to
be.” Hazelton adds, without citing any specific sources, that
“more restrained reports have her aged nine when she was be-
trothed and twelve when she was actually married.”™?! Prolific re-
ligion writer Karen Armstrong’s two biographies present similar
accounts of Muhammad’s remarriages. In the first, she denies a

sexual motivation (“Aisha was only a little girl and at thirty Saw-
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dah was past her first youth and was beginning to run to fat™—
pedophilia was not on anybody’s radar, or she would have con-
tested that claim) and plays up their “political dimension.”*? She
writes later that the wedding occurred when Aisha was nine but
“made little difference to Aisha’s life. Tabari says that she was so
young that she stayed in her parents’ home and the marriage was
consummated there later when she had reached puberty.”1?*
Armstrong’s later biography, like Al Faruqi’s version of
Haykal, never mentions consummation, only a shift of residence.
Introducing Muhammad’s marriages after Khadija’s death, Arm-
strong writes that “Muhammad made some changes in his
household. He needed a wife.” He married Sawda, and Abu
Bakr, “anxious to forge a closer link with the Prophet,” took the
initiative “and proposed that he should marry his daughter ‘A’isha
who was then six years old. ‘A'isha was formally betrothed to
Muhammad in a ceremony at which the little girl was not pres-
ent.” She goes on to explain that “there was no impropriety in
Muhammad’s betrothal to ‘A’isha. Marriages conducted in ab-
sentia to seal an alliance were often conducted at this time be-
tween adults and minors who were even younger than ‘A’isha.”
Not only did they happen in Europe, too, “well into the early
modern period,” but “there was no question of consummating
the marriage until ‘A’isha reached puberty, when she would have
been married off like any other girl.”’** When it comes time for
the union to be sealed, however, Armstrong does not mention
consummation. Instead, among “changes in Muhammad’s fam-
ily life” that occurred in Medina was Aisha’s (possible) reloca-
tion. Again, Armstrong invokes Tabari: she “may by this time

have moved into the apartment that had been prepared for her in
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the mosque, though Tabari says that because of her youth she
was allowed to remain for a while longer in her parents’ house.”?
(Tabari includes several reports that that the marriage took place
when she was six or seven.!? He once notes that “when he mar-

”127 However, he

ried her she was young, unfit for intercourse.
says nothing about puberty and consistently states that consum-
mation occurred when she was nine.!?8)

By the time of Armstrong’s second biography, other writings
had begun to accuse Muhammad of pedophilia and abuse, ex-
tending the characterization to cover Islamic civilization as a
whole. In his The Truth about Muhammad: Founder of the World’s
Most Intolerant Religion (2006), Robert Spencer—front man for
Jihad Watch and grand pooh-bah of the legion of American
Islamophobes—qualifies the accusation of pedophilia as “a bit
anachronistic” but makes an argument similar to that made by
Barham a century earlier about the Laws of Manu. Under the
provocative subtitle “Pedophile Prophet?” Spencer points out that
although child marriage did not bother anyone at the time, its
existence in Muslim communities today can be blamed on the
insistence that Muhammad’s model is to be literally followed.!?
Citing deplorable statistics about child marriage, Spencer writes:
“This is the price that women have paid throughout Islamic his-
tory, and continue to pay, for Muhammad’s status as ‘an excellent
example of conduct’ (Qur’an 33:21).”

With this view of child marriage, which circulated in online
polemics about Muhammad a decade before Spencer’s book, we
move from hierarchical rankings of societies, where some persist
in primitive practices, to pedophilia. However, rather than viewing
pedophilia as an individual perversion, all of Islam and every Mus-

lim is tainted because Muhammad is the perpetrator. Pedophilia is



Mother of the Faithful 191

not (as polygamy once was) merely sensuality or lustfulness unre-
strained, nor is it (as polygamy came to be) an indication of wom-
en’s low status or the broader oppressiveness of Muhammad and
Islam toward females. Here Muhammad’s practice is viewed as
justification for evil, meaning that in order to progress, one must
reject his legacy.

Muhammad’s marriage to Aisha has become, for contempo-
rary polemicists, evidence of pedophilia not as a medical diagno-
sis but as an archaic and evil force. Sodomy had served, both in
the early modern period and the Renaissance era, as a similar de-
vice.130 As the historian Nabil Matar writes, “No other accusation
needed less explanation or demonstration than sodomy. To men-
tion it was to confirm it and to condemn the perpetrator; sodomy
was a self-explanatory judgment, a cognitive keyword that proved
that Muslims had no family structure, no ‘natural’ sexuality, and
therefore no place in the civilized world.”"! Because the point
being made in invoking this term is not, in fact, one about its di-
agnostic accuracy, a rebuttal like the one offered by Yahiya Emer-
ick (“If Muhammad were a pedophile, he would not have waited for
Alishah to reach puberty before completing the marriage, nor
would he have stopped at only one marriage to a young girl”) is
utterly ineffective.3?

Deepak Chopra’s attempt, in his fictionalized biography, to ad-
dress concerns about Aisha’s age in an afterword is neither quite
so combative nor quite so hateful as Spencer’s approach, but it
draws equally false causal links between prophetic precedent and
Muslim practice.’® Chopra notes that on certain issues, Muslim
perspectives differ from those of non-Muslims. He singles out,
and thereby connects, two issues that have caused a great deal of

consternation to contemporary observers: the reprisal against the
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Banu Qurayza and the marriage to Aisha. The former is accepted
by Muslim historians: “After his death, the ranks closed around
absolute truth, which meant that it was a test of faith to turn any
act by the Prophet, even the beheading of his enemies, into some-

thing right and good.” He then continues:

On this point, the critics of Muhammad cite his marriage to
Aisha. She was the youngest daughter of Abu Bakr. ... At
the age of six Aisha was betrothed to a husband, until Mu-
hammad had a revelation that she was meant for him. The
prospective groom was persuaded to give her up. The mar-
riage to Muhammad took place but wasn’t consummated
until Aisha was nine. Beyond Islam, this episode is more than
distasteful. Within the faith, however, it is praised. None of
Muhammad’s other wives were virgins, and the rationale is
that Aisha served as a kind of Virgin Mary, made all the more
pure because she was so young. To the outside world, this is a

prescription for blind fanaticism.!*

Many things about Chopra’s statement cry out for analysis, be-
ginning with the link between a mass beheading and Aisha’s age.
'The two are also intertwined in a biography by Adil Salahi, pub-
lished by the UK-based Islamic Foundation. Originally published
in 1995, the 2008 edition of Mubammad: Man and Prophet con-
tains major changes in precisely these two sections. In the first,
Salahi rejects Ibn Ishaq’s version and thereby reports “a certain
event . . . in a new light that totally negates what has been held as
true by most people, including the present author.” He also adds

an appendix treating Aisha’s age at marriage. In the case of the
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Banu Qurayza, he acknowledges that his current view runs coun-
ter to his previous belief. With regard to Aisha’s age, however, he
explains, “I have always felt that the common notion concerning
her age is wrong.”'%

Returning to Chopra and the comparison he draws between
Aisha and Mary: If any one woman is parallel to Mary in Muslim
tradition, it is Muhammad’s daughter Fatima, who pious Shi‘a
call “the virgin,” her offspring by Ali having been born, it is said,
from her side or thigh; she was also exempt from menstruation.
Alternately, some have drawn a parallel between Mary and Mu-
hammad himself, each made into a pristine vessel to receive the
Word of God.®¢ Chopra is correct about the concern with purity
(connected in South Asian texts with her youth), though it is
probably asserted so forcefully because it was questioned so vigor-
ously. Chopra writes, “The bald fact is that we cannot identify
with customs that exist across such a yawning abyss.”’¥” To the
contrary, it is precisely our acute preoccupation with the sexual-
ization of young girls and the sexual abuse of children that leads
to recent worry over Aisha’s age.

Although Chopra makes a strange bedfellow for contempo-
rary right-wing and evangelical figures who treat Islam as “an
evil and wicked religion,” he, like them, avoids notions of
backwardness and progress and appeals instead to earlier notions
of Truth and Error. Yet none of these figures merely re-creates
medieval distinctions. In associating “pedophile” and “pervert”
with demonic characterizations, they medicalize and patholo-
gize religious valuations. In doing so, they draw on decidedly
modern discourses about both illness and children. Contempo-

rary polemics about Muhammad’s marriages then draw from an
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unwieldy jumble of incompatible discourses, which have in
common mostly that they can provide a language with which to

denigrate Others.!®

Women Writing Women’s Lives
g

Let me close with a brief foray into fiction, which provides an
important window onto historical events. Modern Muslim
women writing about marriage and celebrating Muhammad’s
precedent-setting example as a feminist have typically chosen to
write about Khadija, seeing this marriage as the crucial model.
For those writers interested in Muhammad’s life and the issue of
women’s authority, however, Aisha figures much more promi-
nently, including in several novels.

Chapter 4 noted how Mahfouz’s allegorical novel Children of
the Alley deals with the relationship between Muhammad/Qassem
and Khadija/Qamar. The same novel contains an Aisha figure,
a girl named Badriya, whom Mahfouz introduces in an erotic
though chaste encounter when she brings Qassem coffee. He is
thinking of Qamar then. “Between sips their smiling eyes meet.”
(Mahfouz coyly deflects the question of her age: ““How old are you,
Badriya?’ She bit her lip. ‘I don’t know, she murmured.”)*’ Qassem
then reflects on his life, acknowledging a spectrum of emotions.
No confusion appears between his paternal emotions and his sex-

ual needs:

His lasting happiness was Thsan [his daughter by Qamar]
when he played with her, rocked her, and sang to her, but this

was not the case when she reminded him of his late wife; those
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occasions immersed him in gloom and the hot sighs of yearn-
ing. She had been taken from him at the outset of the journey,
and left him prey to terrible depression whenever he was alone,
to regret, as when he had been on the mountainside, the day
he drank the coffee, the day of the shy smile, as soft as an

afternoon breeze.!*!

His “tormented depression and insomnia” lead him out to walk,
where he encounters one of his men; Qassem confesses, “Some-
times I can’t stand being alone,” and his companion notes,
“Most of your men are married or have families. . .. They’re
never lonely.”* He advises Qassem: “Someone like you cannot
do without a woman.”* Qassem is divided: “‘Marry, after Qamar?’
'The objection in his voice was as strong as his feeling that the man
was right.”

Sexual energy pulses through Mahfouz’s prose. The thought
of remarrying leaves him “disturbed,” as it would seem to be a be-
trayal “after her love and caring.” At the same time, he is left with
“hot sighs of yearning” and roiling with “excitement.” Whatever
conflict this collision of emotional residue and passionate impulses
produces for him, it does not make his followers anxious, even as he
marries several more wives. Qassem likes women, and his commu-
nity finds his obvious virility a source of pride rather than a black
mark on his character.

This is a far cry from the insistent disclaimer of any sexual mo-
tive to his marriage to Aisha or other marriages prominent in more
recent apologetics. These attempts to explain Muhammad’s conju-
gal relationships in terms that make him an indulgent husband and

an ideal companion, focusing on friendly feelings (or gratitude, in
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Khadija’s case), render him unlike either the classical Arabic tradi-
tion of prophetic biography, which celebrates his virility, or the
Western model that Haykal, among others, outwardly deplores
and nonetheless emulates.** Aisha ‘Abd al-Rahman had criticized
Haykal for his apologetic stance on Muhammad’s polygyny; in her
view, Muhammad’s wives were lucky: better to have only a frac-
tion of the attention of a great man than all the attention of a
lesser one.#

More recent female authors have tended to spend less time on
polygyny, even if they treat the wives as a collective. More dra-
matically, many focus their attention on one wife, typically Aisha,
who has been the chief protagonist of sprawling novels. One is
the historical romance by Sherry Jones, Zhe Jewel of Medina (2008),
which occasioned a kerfuffle when its first publisher dropped it at
the last minute, reportedly afraid of possible reprisals. Jones, who
calls the tale of Muhammad and his “favorite wife” “one of the
most touching love stories ever recorded,” surrounds her novel
with a paratext which explicitly sets up Aisha as a compelling fig-
ure.*® She claims that Aisha was engaged at age six and “accord-
ing to numerous accounts” married at nine, though “they consum-
mated the marriage later, when she had begun her menstrual
cycle. Although the tender age may seem shocking to us now,
scholars generally agree that the marriage was motivated by poli-
tics.” The other is Kamran Pasha’s Mother of the Believers (2009),
generally better received, whether because the author is Muslim
or male, or because it fell outside the generally scorned romance
genre. '

Neither was as critically well-regarded as their precursor. As-

sia Djebar (b. 1936) published Far from Medina, which “retold the
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early years from the voices of women, about women and for
women,” and in which Fatima and Aisha played key roles, the
former “an outspoken, fighting feminist” and the latter recalling
and narrating events. Djebar, in one view, “reclaim[ed] women’s
history of the advent of Islam . . . [seeking] out and privilege[ing]
the female voices in the Islamic sources, and used her literary
skill to imagine what the women of the time transmitted orally
to future generations.”™® One critic, however, asserts that she
gets it wrong, that she misreads the Arabic sources and, indeed,
is not qualified to read them.! The charge is that Djebar adopts
Western stereotyped images of Muslim women as silenced, and
finds in the historical sources only what she intends. As much as
any other perceived failing on Djebar’s part, it is her critical
stance toward the canonical Arabic historiographical tradition
that provokes this attack.

Not quite a novel, but also a marked departure from the classi-
cal historical tradition, Nadia Yassine, a Moroccan Islamist with
a complicated relationship to feminism, has written an online se-
ries of “vignettes of the life of the Prophet” in which she treads
a course between minutely documented historical sources and
“iconoclastic critic[ism]” of those texts, presenting a deliberately
feminine perspective on the incidents she recounts.’*® She “did
not challenge the authority of Muslim men—whether the classi-
cal scholars, modern authorities, or her contemporaries,” although
“perhaps there is a subtext” in her reimagining of Muhammad’s
life, “implying that Muslim men have been wanting in telling the
story of the Prophet.”*! This view lies behind Tamam Kahn’s Un-
told, in which she aims to join “the historical and the intuitive as

respectfully as possible.”*?
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These women’s works rely on the same sources used by male
biographers throughout the centuries, with very different re-
sults. If ‘Abd al-Rahman, as one scholar notes, “has written no
‘life’ of Muhammad”—and, indeed, strikingly few Muslim
women have authored Lives in forms typically used for the
purpose—then it is worth thinking about what forms of life
story count as proper biography.”®® Samira al-Zaiyyid, a scholar
in the exclusively female traditionalist Qubaysiyyat network in
Syria, has published a ten-volume encyclopedia, as well as a
two-volume abridgment (Zhe Collective Epitome of Prophetic Bi-
ography), used for teaching.!™ Her use of this format is in keep-
ing with the Qubaysi preference for traditionalist (male) forms
and norms, with the salient difference being the all-female na-
ture of their scholarly communities. The only stand-alone biog-
raphy of Muhammad I have encountered written by a Muslim
woman is 7he Book of Mubammad: a small volume in English,
unencumbered by scholarly apparatus, by Austrian journalist
Mehru Jafter.

A handful of other women have published English-language
lives of Muhammad, including Armstrong and journalist Hazel-
ton, whose The First Muslim: The Story of Mubammad appeared in
2013 Women are overrepresented among authors of children’s
books in European languages. These books by women include
Demi’s lushly illustrated and generally well-received Muhammad,
Marston’s biography for secondary students, and Sarah Conover’s
2013 “young adult” biography, brought out by the Unitarian Uni-
versalist publishing house. Mubammad: The Story of a Prophet and
Reformer imaginatively reconstructs his infancy, childhood, and
teen years and chronicles his early prophetic career. It closes with

the emigration, avoiding controversial topics. ('The issue of wives,
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for instance, is disposed of summarily in a way that emphasizes
his monogamous bond: “He married a number of times after his
wife of twenty-five years, Khadija, died.”>®) Apart from these in-
troductory biographies, which aim at a different target audience,
all recent biographies by women participate in the contemporary
marketplace of ideas about spirituality, politics, and pluralism,
which are the subject of Chapter 6.



Chapter 6
An Enlightened Man

On his way to see his wife Amina, Abdullah, son of Abd
al-Muttalib, passed by the Kaaba. Though he did not
realize it, a light shone from his forehead. A woman he
encountered along the path tried to entice him to her bed.
He declined, and continued his journey, visiting Amina
and conceiving Mubammad. Returning home, he saw
the woman again. She made no overture this time. When
he asked why, she told him that the white light that had
blazed between his eyes the previous day was gone.

This story has long been a staple of Muslim accounts of Muham-
mad’s life. Ibn Ishaq gives two versions, which confirm that there
was something special about Muhammad even before he was born.
In one, the woman is the sister of Waraqa, Khadija’s Christian
cousin. He had told her to expect a prophet to arise from among
their people; recognizing the sign, she proposes to Abdullah, even
trying to sweeten the deal with one hundred camels. In the other
version, the woman is another wife of Abdullah. He approaches
her, but she turns him down because he needs a bath. He leaves
her, bathes, and visits Amina instead. The woman’s finicky attitude
showed her unfit to bear God’s prophet.! As Ibn Ishaq concludes:
“So the apostle of God was the noblest of his people in birth and
the greatest in honor both on his father’s and his mother’s side.”
Muhammad’s conception was unusual, marked by the trans-

mission of the light—in some later accounts, safeguarded since
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creation and passed down through his ancestors—but in other
respects ordinary. Unlike the conception of Jesus, which the
Qur’an says took place by means of the Holy Spirit and with the
intervention of an angel, both of Muhammad’s parents were hu-
man, though exceptional.

What do moderns do with this story of the Muhammadan light?
Some devout believers and writers still relish the tale, embellishing
it and connecting it to other miraculous events surrounding Mu-
hammad’s birth and childhood, including the angel removing the
black speck from his breast. These stories are told in celebrations
of the Prophet’s birthday. Although there has long been concern
among some scholars about how precisely Muslims celebrate, in
the last two centuries puritanical opposition to any commemo-
ration has increased substantially. In a related development, tales
that have long furnished material for pious devotion as well as
theological elaboration about the preexistence of Muhammad and
his importance to creation have become less central to Muslim ac-
counts of Muhammad.?

Why this marginalization? Muir wrote, describing one such
“fanciful fiction” recounting “how the Light of Mohammed,
created a thousand years before the world, passed from father to
son, down to the Prophet’s birth,” that it “forms a kind of celes-
tial romance, the playful fantasy of an uncontrolled imagina-
tion.”* Muir’s rejection, which regards the Muhammadan light—
like other supernatural elements in Muhammad’s life—as an
invention, garnered few direct rebuttals. Those who engaged
directly with his work were more concerned with arguing for
Muhammad’s social and moral virtues than his cosmic status.
Many Muslim authors strip miraculous occurrences and por-
tents from Muhammad’s story without any outright denial; this

practice of simple omission of popular superstition, unworthy of
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retelling, is in keeping with a broader “desanctification of the
Prophet.”™

Stories of holy figures across religious traditions use light mo-
tifs, of course. This book has noted comparison for purposes of
denigration, and comparison for purposes of exaltation, but one
also finds comparison for purposes of illustrating a broader truth.
Religious studies scholars have attempted to remain attentive to
the specificity of stories while analyzing shared elements. Mari-
lyn Waldman’s posthumously polished and published Prophecy
and Power: Muhammad and the Quran in the Light of Comparison ar-
gues for a more thorough rethinking of categories; the act of com-
parison ought not to be to apply a preexisting notion of propheth-
ood or prophecy to Muhammad (or biblical figures) but to do two
things. The first is to use those figures and the ways in which they
have been understood to rethink the categories used for compari-
son. Second, and more intriguingly, is to look at the ways figures,
including Muhammad, used comparison as part of their rhetori-
cal strategies.

In addition to scholarly comparison, which attempts to under-
stand rather than to find religious truth, one finds appreciative
outsiders with devotional sensibilities who may not believe in the
literal truth of such tales as the Muhammadan light but who ex-
pect to gain spiritual wisdom from the encounter with it. In simi-
lar ways to the deracinated versions of Buddhism or yoga that
flourish in America, some non-Muslims approach the Muslim
tradition as a source of enlightenment, and Muhammad as a spir-
itual teacher from whom they can learn. In her first biography of
Muhammad, Karen Armstrong wrote: “In all the great religions,
seers and prophets have conceived strikingly similar visions of a

transcendent and ultimate reality. . . . I believe that Muhammad
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had such an experience and made a distinctive and valuable con-
tribution to the spiritual experience of humanity.”® More gener-
ally, “the Muslim interpretation of the monotheistic faith has its
own special genius and has important things to teach us.”” Fif-
teen years later, in her second biography, she made a similar case
that Westerners need to know about Muhammad, but focused
less on spirituality and more on social issues: “As a paradigmatic
personality, Muhammad has important lessons, not only for Mus-
lims but also for Western people.” The example of his “tireless
campaign against greed, injustice, and arrogance,” his “effort to
bring peace to war-torn Arabia,” and his “creative effort to evolve
an entirely new solution” when “the old way of thinking would no
longer suffice” are vital today: “We entered another era of history
on September 11, and must strive with equal intensity to develop a

different outlook.”®

Muhammad, Jesus, and the Buddha

A superficial but not unimportant difference between compari-
sons done in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries and com-
parisons done in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries is the
shift from the triad of Moses, Jesus, and Muhammad to Muham-
mad, Jesus, and the Buddha.” Whereas the early eighteenth cen-
tury featured Moses, Jesus, and Muhammad as a trio of impostors—
and whereas for much of the nineteenth century others were keen
to join Muhammad to or separate him from biblical figures—by
the late nineteenth century, the landscape had shifted: Buddhism
had made its debut on the stage of world religions (as Indian au-
thor Ameer Ali acknowledged), and Moses was comparatively less

important.
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Today, authors often treat Muhammad, Jesus, and the Buddha
in parallel. Peter Manseau’s chronicle of holy relics advertises, on
the inside flap, “postmortem accounts of Jesus, Buddha, Muham-
mad, and a crowd of other holy souls.”® Jane Dammen McAuliffe
prefaces her discussion of “prediction motifs” in “Al-Tabari’s
Prelude to the Prophet,” with nods to Buddhist biographies and
Christian exegesis.!! Jonathan Brockopp introduces his Caméridge
Companion to Muhammad by observing that “the popular venera-
tion of Muhammad is quite similar to that offered to Jesus, the
Buddha, and countless other religious figures around the world.”!?
In Memories of Mubammad, Omid Safi draws a parallel between
the spiritual centrality of Muhammad’s ascension and “the cruci-
fixion of Jesus and the enlightenment of the Buddha”; he also notes
that “Muslims’ perceptions of the Prophet have remained no more
static over the centuries than have Christians’ estimations of Christ
or the Buddhists’ engagement with Gautama Buddha.”

'The Enlightenment-era linkage of Moses, Jesus, and Muham-
mad as three impostors fraudulently claiming inspiration stands
in sharp contrast to the joining of Muhammad, Jesus, and the Bud-
dha in Deepak Chopra’s Enlightenment series, a volume on each
man available in a boxed set. Chopra’s approach attests to their joint
truthfulness, or at least usefulness. In Mubammad, Chopra writes
of his own “fascination with the way in which consciousness rises
to the level of the divine. This phenomenon links Buddha, Jesus,
and Muhammad.”* However, he still treats Muhammad differ-
ently. Buddha: A Story of Enlightenment and Jesus: A Story of En-
lightenment are joined by Mubammad: A Story of the Last Prophet.

Though this is not Chopra’s aim in his fictionalized accounts,
others have attempted to find the “true” historical figures behind

the legends of these three men. The archaeological and textual



An Enlightened Man 205

quest for the historical Jesus had a parallel in the Orientalist
search for the man behind the statue—that is, the historical Bud-
dha.’> A tension between doctrine and biography meant that a
distinction between the Jesus of history and the Christ of faith
came to be accepted in many circles as a functional compromise.
Buddhists have been less interested in the connection between
the Buddha’s life and his teaching, in part because that teaching
downplayed the role of his own life.!6

Muhammad is a slightly different case. Muslims have long
sought guidance from records of Muhammad’s human deeds,
though in the modern era far more people attribute far greater
weight to those acts in comparison with other elements of his role.
What has changed is primarily the celebration of Muhammad’s
historicity, sometimes contrasted directly with the comparatively
scarce evidence of other prophets’ lives. In his 1925 Madras Lec-
tures, Syed Suleman Nadvi signaled “historicity” as the first crite-
rion by which to judge anyone’s claim to be a model for human-
ity A related assumption is that the facts of Muhammad’s life
can be known independently of the authoritative and charismatic
lineages of teachers and spiritual guides, and indeed apart from
Muhammad’s cosmic status as the jewel of creation. The historical
Muhammad siphons attention from the luminous ethical exem-
plar: the lessons adhere in recorded facts. Very recently, moreover,
some biographies written for non-Muslims have sought to connect
the life and the lesson.

Where does the miraculous fit in to this picture? Scholars who
quest for the historical Muhammad treat legends as “incrustations
from fairyland” overlaying factual biographies.!® Removing myth-
ical debris, one uncovers the historical figure. Influenced by the

“historical Jesus” scholarship, which sought to determine what
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could be precisely known of Jesus’s life, Michael Edwardes intro-
duces the London Folio Society’s translation of Ibn Ishaqs Life
with an attempt to extract a factual core from later embellish-
ments. He distinguishes between objective facts and the “aura of
the miraculous” that early biographers added, “a rich accretion of
myth and miracle, mysterious portents and heavenly signs,” all of
which are present in the story of the “legendary Muhammad.” Ed-
wardes is confident that “behind the legendary Muhammad there
lies one of the great figures of history . . . [and that] it is possible to
build up the events of his real, as distinct from his symbolic life.”?

In addition to attempting to discover the man in question, there
was an attempt to understand the faith that grew up around him.

Pointing out the centrality of “the historical person of the Bud-
dha and the incipient period of [Buddhism’s] history” to early
study of that tradition, historian of religion Tomoko Masuzawa
gives a list of Lives published over the nineteenth century. They
bear titles like Buddha and His Religion; Buddhba: His Life, His Doc-
trine, His Order; and simply Life of the Budd'a. One could easily
substitute “Mahomet” for “Buddha” in any of the titles. She notes,
too, the “two typical, nearly requisite, means of identifying an
individual religious tradition as distinct, unique, and irreducible to
any other: the naming of an extraordinary yet historically genuine
person as the founder and initiator of the tradition, on the one
hand, and the recognition of certain ancient texts that could be

claimed to hold a canonical status, on the other.”?

Unlike with Buddhism, Muslim tradition and Western schol-
arship had long recognized Muhammad as this “extraordinary yet
historically genuine person.” Yet similar dynamics were at work.
'The term Mohammedanism, already in limited circulation, dis-

placed loaded phrases like “the Saracen heresy” and “Arabian im-
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postor.” Scholars—occasionally the same ones who worked on
Buddhist texts—sought to delimit a universe of reliable texts
from which to extract the basic facts of Muhammad’s biography
and the Mohammedan faith.?! (The term Is/am would only come
into its own in the twentieth century as the name for the “religion”
founded by Muhammad.) The well-studied textualization of Bud-
dhism and Hinduism in the nineteenth century—owing a great
deal to the energy and labor of Orientalist scholars, whose focus
on ideals and doctrines expressed in purportedly authentic texts
led to the study and description of particular religions (“isms”) at
the expense of lived practice—had a parallel in Islam. This was
neither entirely successful—people’s religious practice remains
messy and difficult to classify—nor a one-way imposition. The
newly canonical texts were taken up by some insider elites as “true”
Buddhism or Hinduism or, in this case, “Islam.” Stripped-down
sets of religious norms became a criterion in intra-Muslim debates,
as did these desanctified biographies of Muhammad. Not every-
one was so quick to jettison the mythical and symbolic elements,
however.

Instead of searching for facts underneath myths, another ap-
proach sought to uncover a different sort of truth &y means of the
myths. Stories about founders conveyed something of the “person
in history.” John Fenton, in the late nineteenth century, applied this
method to the births and awakening experiences (revelation on
the one hand, enlightenment on the other) of Muhammad and the
Buddha. He sought to show that, despite key difterences, the
myths that arose about them had universal elements. Moreover,
Fenton saw both as examples of the “great man.” He argued that
“great men are creatures of the times which they themselves help

to modify,” and that by looking at myths, “we may obtain some



208 THE LIVES OF MUHAMMAD

knowledge of the man himself in history, as he appeared to his
followers and contemporaries.” This glimpse of the “person in
history” does not correspond precisely to him as a “historic per-
son” but as an idealized version, stripped of most of his “failings,
weaknesses, peculiarities” and reenvisioned through the lens of
core biographical motifs.?? Although not factual, the mytho-
logical elements in the Lives of religious founders help us under-
stand the impulses of followers, the lenses through which they seek
to make sense of their towering figures. As historian of religion
John Stratton Hawley notes, “Within each religion a powerful
body of tradition emphasizes not codes but stories, not precepts but
personalities, not lectures but lives.”? These narratives serve a com-
munal function, as did, in some views, the prophetic and religious

impulses themselves.

Miracles, Founders, and Figureheads

Other scholars of religion were interested not in the venerating
community but in how religious inspiration functioned within
the psyche of extraordinary individuals. Acknowledging them as
great men who did great things, these scholars sought to under-
stand the “prophetic impulse” and its origins and effects on those
who received or wielded it.

'The broader transformations in ideas about religious figures that
changed how Muhammad’s purported miracles (or lack thereof)
were viewed also made possible the attempt—rocky at first—to
set such figures on a level field and judge them by the same crite-
ria. The transition from religious polemic to “comparative religion”
was halting and bumpy. Marcus Dods’s 1877 book Mohammed,

Buddha, and Christ sits at the cusp, torn between two aims. His
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title establishes the three men’s equivalence. The contents, however,
betray this superficial equality: two chapters on Mohammedanism
and one on Buddhism are followed by a chapter on “The Perfect
Religion.” (Sometime in the last century, a reader of the University
of Michigan’s copy crossed out “Perfect” and wrote in “Christian”;
the scribble is now digitized for posterity.)

For all that he named individuals in his title, Dods primarily
used the men as metonyms for their religions. The book origi-
nated as a series of lectures to students of London’s English Pres-
byterian College. How Islam, Buddhism, and Christianity have

been and ought to be studied is one of its key concerns:

One cannot fail to notice in the literature of the day a ten-
dency more or less pronounced to put all religions, including
the Christian, more nearly on one level, and especially to deal
with them as if they were all alike outgrowths from the same
root, man’s religious faculty. This tendency has been stimu-
lated by the comparative study of religions, which has brought
to light the large number of resemblances existing in the vari-
ous religions of the world but which has as yet been backward

in detecting, analyzing, and defining essential distinctions.?*

Dods lamented this development. Despite common impulses in
Islam, Christianity, and Buddhism, the distinctions matter more.

Later authors were less wary of comparison and less willing to
explicitly advocate one religion over another—even as they contin-
ued to appeal to the newfangled trinity of Muhammad, Jesus, and
the Buddha. For instance, Edwardes begins by setting Muham-
mad in parallel to other figures: “It is always extremely difficult to

be objective about the life of the founder of a great religion—his
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personality is inevitably blurred by an aura of the miraculous.
Early biographers are preoccupied, not with historical fact, but
with glorifying in every way the memory of one they believe to
have been a Messenger of God or even God Himself.” Edwardes
lumps together a presumed “Messenger of God” and one presumed
to be “God Himself” as instances of a larger category: “founder([s]
of . .. great religion[s].”

Edwardes implicitly sets Jesus in line with others, in sharp
contrast to the Bombay Tract and Book Society’s Life of Mahomet
from the previous century, which used Jesus to illustrate Muham-
mad’s myriad shortcomings. In nineteenth-century India, the
question of Muhammad’s performance of miracles was a central
element of religious polemics, as was more direct comparison be-
tween Muhammad and Jesus. The missionary Life compares Jesus
and Muhammad in its final pages. The section begins with a dis-
claimer about the endeavor of viewing Muhammad and Jesus side
by side: “It is difficult to make a fair comparison of Mohammad
with Jesus Christ. Even if religious reverence towards ‘the Son of
God’ did not restrain us, how could we compare the licentious po-
lygamist, the robber, the fiery warrior, the inexorable bigot, with
the benevolent and majestic ‘Son of Man?”?¢ Muhammad’s polyg-
amy, relatively little discussed in the book, became the first means
of distinguishing the two men, perhaps because the entire passage
echoes Alexander Ross’s 1653 treatment of “Mahumetanisme,” in
which “Islam provides the foil for Ross’s version of Christian Or-
thodoxy.”” Despite reticence about comparing the “Son of God”
with a human being, the author manages to compare on several
notes: “Mohammad was a leader of Arabian plunderers: Jesus went
about doing good. Mohammad became a warrior at the head of

armies: Jesus was ‘the Prince of peace” Mohammad was a man of
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unbounded sensuality: Jesus was ‘holy, harmless, undefiled, sepa-
rate from sinners.” Mohammad was ambitious: Jesus was ‘meek
and lowly in heart” Mohammad rested his claims on secret reve-
lations: Jesus did ‘the works which none other man did, healing
the sick, and raising the dead.””®

Like other nineteenth-century texts, the tract is preoccupied
by themes of purity and corruption. It tells of secrecy, changeabil-
ity, conflict, and contradiction in Muhammad’s life, in contrast to
the constancy of Jesus’s life. Jesus “lived and died in Judea,” while
Muhammad “travelled and mingled with men of varying nations,
and of conflicting religions.” Sameness is safe; difterence is danger-
ous. Positing intercultural contact as inherently problematic might
seem an awkward position for a British Christian living in mostly
Hindu India communicating to Indian Muslims to take. Yet lest
there be any doubt that commingling and contamination can lead
to devastating consequences, the final sentence of the work sums it
up: “Mohammad was a destroyer: Jesus is THE SAVIOUR."?

We find a generally similar approach delivered in a more diplo-
matic tone from English evangelical Thomas Patrick Hughes, who
had gradually became less vociferous in his criticism of Muham-
mad and Islam after returning from two decades of missionary
work in India. Hughes connects Muslims’ defective spirituality
with their inferior exemplar. If Islam “has failed in raising the
hearts of men to the high level of a spiritual Christianity, it must
be because it does not possess in the character of Muhammad
what Christianity possesses in the character of the Divine Jesus—a
living example of purity and truth.”°

Muslim comparisons of Muhammad and Jesus take a different
tack, since Muslims revere Jesus as one of God’s prophets. There

are, of course, anti-Christian currents in Muslim thought, but no
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blame accrues to Jesus himself. Jesus is a divine messenger to
whom Christians have inappropriately ascribed divinity. They
corrupted the Gospels he brought, but Jesus remains unsullied.
Muslims tend to treat Jesus’s reputation more respectfully than
do many inhabitants of nominally Christian countries of the
West today. However, some modern biographies venture a tenta-
tive line of argument in which Muhammad compares favorably to
Jesus.3! These involve no denigration of Jesus but they suggest that
Muhammad is a better model for humanity. Since he was a man
with wives, family, and worldly concerns, he can be an appropri-
ate guide and model in a way that Jesus, who lived an unusual and,
in particular, celibate life, cannot be.? As Aisha ‘Abd al-Rahman
observes, while Christians claim that Jesus has a divine nature,
“the Islamic message has insisted upon admitting the human na-
ture of the Prophet. . . . He is attracted to a wife, becomes involved
in family life, and suffers from love and hate, desire and absti-
nence, fear and hope. What applies to any human applies also to
him, such as daily toil, being orphaned, bereavement, disease and
death.” The only exception to his susceptibility to human “frail-
ties” is in those matters directly concerning his role as prophet.*®
Here, the elements of Muhammad’s life that served as fodder for
criticism by earlier thinkers become the basis for his elevation.
Jesus’s set-apartness renders him less exemplary. In her view, Mu-
hammad’s humanity makes his role that much more meaningful:
“What honour, that a Prophet carrying the Message of Heaven
should be a part of mankind itself.”3*

'The decades between Hughes and ‘Abd al-Rahman saw exten-
sive debates over the precise nature of Jesus’s historicity and hu-
manity. Ernest Renan’s famous Life of Jesus, published in French in

1863—almost exactly a century prior to Edwardes’s edition of Ibn
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Ishaq and shortly after the Bombay Book and Tract Society’s
Life—laid a new foundation for thinking about Jesus, and there-
fore about comparison between him and Muhammad. Given Re-
nan’s writings on Islam, his famous declaration about Muham-
mad and the full light of history, and his engagement in debate
with Ahmad Khan, his Life was not only a “critical text in the
intellectual history of France” but also a milestone in Egypt and
India.® Shortly after the book’s publication, Renan spoke of Jesus
publicly as “that incomparable man.” A century and a half later, it
is difficult to comprehend the scandal of that utterance. “Incom-
parable” sounds like praise. But for pious inhabitants of the nine-
teenth century, the key term was man: “incomparable” or not, to
call Jesus “that . . . man” was itself offensive.

By the 1960s, things had changed dramatically in popular ap-
proaches to Jesus and in views about religious pluralism, includ-
ing about the inclusion of Islam. Edwardes’s introduction to the
Life assumes this parity, even as it substitutes Buddhism for Juda-
ism in its appeal to tradition.

Armstrong adopts a similar framing technique in Mubammad:
A Prophet for Our Time. Her two poles, though, are not legend and
fact, but “transcendent reality” and “current events in the mundane
sphere.” She believes in a “sacred past,” neither opposed to nor cir-
cumscribed by a factual one; historicity is not the holy grail. Rather,
she looks for an insider’s perspective: “The faithful scrutinize the
sacred past, looking for lessons that speak directly to the condi-

tions of their lives.” She continues:

Most religions have a figurehead, an individual who expresses
the ideals of the faith in human form. In contemplating the

serenity of the Buddha, Buddhists see the supreme reality of
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Nirvana to which each of them aspires; in Jesus, Christians
glimpse the divine presence as a force for goodness and com-
passion in the world. These paradigmatic personalities shed
light on the often dark conditions in which most of us seek
salvation in our flawed world. They tell us what a human be-

ing can be.3

Armstrong views the Buddha and Christ as “figurehead[s]” “in hu-
man form™“paradigmatic personalities,” like Muhammad, who
“tell us what a human being can be.” The three figures are equiva-
lent only insofar as one understands Jesus as a human manifesta-
tion of divine ideals. Renan’s “incomparable man” begins to look
utterly ordinary.

Unlike Dods, Edwardes and Armstrong presume that readers
can and should evaluate Muhammad in nonconfessional terms,
just as non-Christians evaluate Jesus in nonreligious terms. As
W. Montgomery Watt, author of three biographies of Muham-
mad, puts it: “What Muslim and other non-Christians are asked
to accept in this world where religions mix is this core of historical
fact about the teaching and achievement of Jesus as a human be-
ing but without the theological interpretations.”” They should

extend the same courtesy to Muhammad.

Great Moral Teacher(s)?

Civic and academic discourse in purportedly secular societies of
North America and Europe demands that one separate the praise-
worthy historical achievements from the religious message delivered
by a religious “founder” or “figurehead.” Whether this is possible

remains an open question. Still more fraught, however, is the
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question of how religious believers ought to approach competing
religious claims.

Given that the issue at stake is comparison, perhaps the ques-
tion can best be addressed by a comparative example. C. S. Lewis,
who died in 1963, was by training a scholar of medieval literature,
though he is perhaps best known as the author of the Narnia series
of children’s books. He was also an amateur theologian and a pop-
ular Christian apologist. His commonsensical theology includes a
famous argument, which he did not invent but popularized. In
Mere Christianity, he targets those who proclaim their admiration
for Jesus as a “great moral teacher” but reject his divinity and his
status as savior. This, Lewis says, is untenable. Either Jesus was
telling the truth about being the Son of God or he was lying. If he
was lying, either he was insane, “on a level with the man who says
he is a poached egg,” or he was purposefully, maliciously mislead-
ing people: “the Devil from Hell.” Since one cannot, Lewis in-
sisted, admire a madman or an evil fraud, one must either reject
Jesus entirely or accept him as the Son of God and savior of hu-
mankind. What one must not do, he said, is say “the really foolish
thing that people often say about Him: T'm ready to accept Jesus
as a great moral teacher, but I don’t accept His claim to be God.””%
Lewis’s trilemma has attracted plaudits and rebuttals that do not
concern us here.* What matters is the problem itself.

Such willingness to accept Jesus as a human moral teacher tout
court would have been unintelligible to medieval Christians or
nineteenth-century missionaries. It is possible because of inter-
twined developments in European thought. Enlightenment ratio-
nality and Romantic ideas about genius had humans seeing pro-
found truths without any necessary Divine hand. The Enlightenment
leveling of the religious playing field and the rise of academic
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religious studies led to the treatment of various traditions as in-
stances of a larger phenomenon called religion. Related, the men
(and they are nearly always men) associated with the origins of
these religions came to be investigated on a par as “founders,”
whose lives or, for the skeptical, life stories bore crucial com-
monalities. And yet there were numerous ways of envisioning any
given founder. Thomas Jefferson’s Jesus (a “mild, humanitarian
moralizer”) is distinct from the gospel radical, the medieval sav-
ior, and related to, though not quite the same as, the great moral
teacher to whom Lewis objects.*

Since at least the eighteenth century, some who reject Muham-
mad’s claims to prophethood nonetheless see in him something
admirable, worthy, and respectable. In a recent twist, some have
come to see in him not only the founder of a great religion or a man
who reformed his society, but also a spiritual leader and exemplar
from whom even non-Muslims can learn. Not everyone subscribes
to this view, of course; images of Muhammad as deluded or de-
monic continue to circulate. And just as Lewis argues for taking
Jesus’s words at face value, there are those who hold that Muham-
mad was precisely what he purported to be: a prophet from God
entrusted with a revelation that will lead those members of human-
ity who accept it on the straight path to eternal felicity. My concern
here is the muddy middle ground: those who reject Muhammad’s
prophethood but celebrate his qualities and accomplishments.

It is not just from the perspective of academic religious studies
that the founders of great religions, in Edwardes’s phrase, have
been subjects of investigation. Believers from other traditions or
no tradition have weighed in. Tom Stecker’s oddball biography
The Man Mohammed: A Dramatic Character Sketch (1900) takes the

form of a play, which is mostly concerned with scandals and chal-
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lenges in Muhammad’s household. He articulates a larger pur-

pose in his preface, pleading:

Let scholars of all religious confessions include among their
researchers the study of men who deserve the name of reli-
gious leaders; let them consider them not as either demigods
or demons, but as men; let them endeavor to extract cogent
truths and virtues from human follies and inconsistencies in
doctrine and career of their subjects; let them remove the nim-
bus and halo of mystery from the brows of these humble tu-
tors and present them as our peculiarly constituted brothers,
who have imparted to us their diversely conceived convictions
concerning truths of the metaphysical realm—and even the
greatest curse of the ages, religious antagonism, which even
in our day continues to culminate in massacre and war, will,
in time, become an obsolete barbarism, while an approaching
step toward uniformity of worship among the nations will be

accomplished.

This is an extraordinary program of action, particularly coming
from a man who penned the cheesy line for Muhammad, on see-
ing Zaynab: “O heavenly nymph! Thy beauty dazzles me!”# Over-
blown rhetoric aside, Stecker is committed to understanding a
common religious impulse, stripped of miracle and mystery,

which could unite humanity.

Pluralism and Exclusivity

Some Christian figures, including prominent theologian Hans

Kung, have moved toward a more inclusive view of Islam that
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may include recognition of Muhammad’s prophethood for Mus-
lims.** One sign of progress is “evangelical Baptist theologian Tim-
othy George’s measured Christian conservatism regarding Islam.”
Rejecting other evangelicals’ pronouncements that the Quran
resulted from demon possession, George “affirmed that Muham-
mad’s establishment of monotheism was ‘in keeping with biblical
faith’”* At the same time, he insisted that there were certain ir-
reconcilable “truth-claims” made by each religion, particularly
having to do with the nature of Jesus.** This awareness that there
are limits to how far such recognition can proceed is absent from
some Muslim writings. Ahmad Gunny, in his history of French
and English depictions of Muhammad, complains that although
“in 1965, Vatican Council II stressed in positive terms those as-
pects of his preaching that are acceptable to Christians . . . it kept
silence over Muhammad’s claim to divine inspiration, and there
still seems to be some ambivalence towards Islam and Muhammad
in Roman Catholic thinking.”* Does the pope, the leader of a
faith whose truth claims rule out Muhammad’s prophethood,
really err by remaining mum as to whether Islam’s message is
divinely inspired? (Indeed, given Pope Benedict’s inflammatory
2006 remarks about Muhammad, silence seems the better option.)
In contemporary Western societies, citizens widely agree on equal
accommodations for religious belief and observance (or nonbelief
and nonobservance) as a matter of civic law. Is it reasonable to sug-
gest that private citizens, much less religious leaders, must go be-
yond tolerance to accept rival truth claims, some of which dimin-
ish or outright contradict their own beliefs?*® Or, put a different
way, “How much of the Islamic view of Muhammad can outsiders

share, without becoming Muslims and ceasing to be outsiders?”#
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These are large questions, beyond the scope of this book to an-
swer. We may consider, however, how these questions manifest in
biographical writings. There have been a few explicitly Christian
attempts to grapple with Muhammad’s life from a pluralist rather
than a polemical perspective. One approach has been to see
Muhammad as representing a kind of incomplete or inferior—
in Carlyle’s term, “bastard”—Christianity. Such Lives recognize
something human and perhaps legitimately prophetic, neither de-
luded nor demonic. The largely unspoken view in these portraits
is that he may have been connecting in some way to a divine cur-
rent flowing through the universe, but he was not directly com-
missioned by God in the way that the Hebrew prophets were. In
such attempts to explain Muhammad’s religious-spiritual im-
pulses, God is surprisingly absent. Despite their Christian ori-
gins, they often smack of broader Romantic sensibilities. Watt, for
instance, disclaiming any particular theological expertise, dis-
cusses in broad terms a “creative imagination” shared by artists,
in which universal themes emerge. “Prophets and prophetic reli-
gious leaders,” he suggests, “share in this creative imagination”
and “proclaim ideas connected with what is deepest and most
central in human experience, with special reference to the partic-
ular needs of their day and generation.” Watt here combines the
notion of a creative current running through the universe that
poets and prophets alike tap into with a sense of the social utility
of their works.

Tor Andrae, a Lutheran bishop, attempts to connect the larger
question of how to think about religion and religious figures with
the personal story of Islam’s prophet.*® Mobammed: The Man and
His Faith was originally published in German in 1932, the same
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year Haykal’s first review article on Dermenghem appeared. An-

drae writes:

There was a time when it was considered in accordance with
good scientific method to interpret all religious development
as due to...social and economic factors, which operated
with the simple inevitability of natural law, or to ideas and
conceptions which, by their necessary and reciprocal interac-
tion, gave rise to religious dogmas and systems. . . . No place
was really left for the great, leading, creative religious person-
alities. To go back to the particular personal experience, or
the prophetic initiative, as the source of the new religious cre-

ation, was regarded as an act of scientific bankruptcy.’

He argues instead for the force and impact of “the creative spiritual
life” of extraordinary people: “In all religious movements whose
history we can really survey the awakening power proceeded from
an individual personality.”

In recounting Muhammad’s creative shaping of what the title
ambiguously calls “his faith” (is it his inner certainty or the reli-
gion he founded?), Andrae neither takes Muslim claims about
revelation at face value nor assumes that Islam can be reduced to

a mash-up of earlier religions:

The development of Islam . .. presents us with yet another
proof that the prophetic personality is the original source of
new religious creation. . . . That the fundamental ideas of Is-
lam were borrowed from the Biblical religions is a fact which
requires no further discussion. . . . And yet it is cheap wisdom

to think that this disposes of the question of Mohammed’s
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originality. . . . There is originality enough in Mohammed’s
achievement in catching up into a vital and adaptable per-

sonal synthesis the spiritual potentialities of his age.”!

'The traditional biographies allow glimpses of Muhammad’s inner
life, as does the Quran; reading it “enables us to trace a soul which
wrestles with its fate, and with naive candour reveals its aims and
hopes, as well as its faults and accomplishments, its weakness and
courage.”?

In Andrae’s view, “That Muhammad acted in good faith can
hardly be disputed by anyone who knows the psychology of inspi-
ration.” Yet this does not rule out his conscious shaping of what
was “originally spontaneous inspiration.”* For Muir, this had been
the crux of the problem, the moment when Muhammad turned
from spiritual seeker to grasping striver—or, as Peirce Johnstone
put it, when his “sincere . . . desire to reform his countrymen” led
him to take “the false, fatal step of proclaiming himself the Apostle
of God,” and then “to exalt his personal authority he used the Holy
Name.” For Andrae, that “the Prophet gradually grew accustomed
to think of ideas that emerged in his consciousness and decisions
that matured in his soul as direct expressions of the Divine will”
did not make him an impostor. Rather, Andrae concludes, “A gen-
uine prophet is one who really has a message to deliver, one in
whose soul some of the great questions of his age have stimulated a
restlessness which compels him to speak and for whom the ecstasy
and prophetic inspiration are but the natural and inevitable expres-
sion of a strong lasting conviction and a genuine passion.”®

There are limitations, though, to this celebration of Muham-
mad’s creative soul, which come in the connection between his

inner resources and his outer actions, which mix, unpredictably,
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forbearance and violence. Andrae concludes his reflections on a
less flattering note: “We Christians are inclined to compare Mo-
hammed with the unsurpassed and exalted figure whom we meet
in the Gospels, and that we cannot avoid seeing his historical per-
sonality against the background of the perfect moral ideal to which
the faith of his followers tried to exalt him. And when it is measured

by such a standard, what personality is not found wanting?”’

Native Informants?

Similar questions about the relationship between Muhammad’s
actions and his character arise in more recent biographies. At least
a dozen English-language biographies of Muhammad aimed at
general audiences have been published in the United States and
United Kingdom since the turn of the twenty-first century, un-
doubtedly spurred in part by interest in Islam after the September
11 terrorist attacks. Their authors include academics (Jonathan
Brown, Tarif Khalidi, Daniel Peterson, Omid Safi), journalists
(Lesley Hazelton, Barnaby Rogerson), public intellectuals (Karen
Armstrong, Tariq Ramadan), and spiritual figures (Deepak Cho-
pra), as well as a poet (Elliott Weinberger) and a professional po-
lemicist (Robert Spencer). These categories are inadequate: Safi
has a profile as a public intellectual; Ramadan, a doctorate and an
Oxford professorship; Armstrong, a growing reputation as a pur-
veyor of spiritual advice. What they share is that they are not di-
vided strictly by religion. With the exception of Spencer, whose
books provide reasonably accurate information framed and inter-
preted in relentlessly negative ways, these authors give at least
somewhat positive accounts of Muhammad, which combine atten-

tion to historical fact with recognition of Muhammad’s spiritual
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agency, or initiative. They also tend to devote significant attention
to the Banu Qurayza, and their diverse ways of approaching the
bloodiest event of Muhammad’s career are revealing.

'These contemporary publications on Muhammad have mixed
audiences, too. In some ways, this continues a pattern established
a century and a half ago, when Muslims and non-Muslims began
to regularly read one another’s work. Muir aimed his biography at
non-Muslims, and when Muslims read the work, it provoked an-
ger rather than appreciation, along with extensive engagement.
Yet when Zaidi aimed at correcting non-Muslim misunderstand-
ings in his Mothers of the Faithful he was fooling himself; only
scholars and polemicists paid heed to Muslim authors, and schol-
ars were interested in premodern writings, the earlier the better.
Since the late twentieth century, however, and in the last decade in
particular, Muslim-authored works have been published to appeal
to general non-Muslim audiences as well as Muslims. This shift
has partly to do with the changing times and partly to do with the
works themselves. Large numbers of Muslims live and write in
Europe and North America, some holding academic positions and
others working as journalists and public intellectuals. Works
composed or published in French and, especially, English have a
global reach. For some topics, books written by Muslims have ad-
ditional cachet by virtue of “authenticity,” but this is often true for
books about women’s experiences (particularly insofar as they con-
form to the “victim” or “escapee” model) rather than for those on
topics on which one is expected to be “objective.”8

One of the books with a legitimate claim to a crossover audience
is Tariq Ramadan’s In the Footsteps of the Prophet.” It is the anti-
Haykal. The tone is confident, not combative; the narrative smooth,

not choppy. Ramadan digresses at times to make points about
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contemporary relevance but avoids direct engagement with crit-
ics. And the title itself harks back to the earlier tradition: it empha-
sizes Muhammad’s role rather than his name and uses the imagery
of a path, which is ubiquitous in Muslim writings on spiritual and
legal conduct.®® The appeal to non-Muslims is deliberate, with the
idea that the subtitle’s “Lessons from the Life of Muhammad™—a
life that Ramadan recounts in roughly chronological fashion—
are applicable to universal human struggles. ('The original French
subtitle puts it even more clearly: Spiritual and Contemporary
Teachings.)!

Ramadan interweaves accounts of key events, such as the Battle
of the Trench and the retaliation against the Banu Qurayza, with
the lessons to be learned from them. The account of the siege of
Medina is embedded in a chapter titled “Tricks and Treason™
both terms of which refer to Muhammad’s enemies. When the
chapter opens, Muhammad and his community are facing a “diffi-
cult” situation. Their defeat by the Quraysh at Uhud a few years
earlier had led their opponents to believe them “vulnerable.” Mu-
hammad was able, sporadically, to ward off “planned attacks on
Medina,” but they were facing Meccans who “desire[d] to eradicate
the Muslim community from the peninsula” and made alliances to
that end.®? All of these descriptors portray Muhammad’s commu-
nity as beleaguered and him as, alternately, a capable leader using
his men to best advantage and someone forced reluctantly by cir-
cumstance into using military means of communal self-defense.®?

Ramadan rejects the view of Muhammad as weak in Mecca,
strong in Medina.®* Rather than emphasizing Muhammad’s
strength, Ramadan illustrates Muslim vulnerability: “Many Mus-
lims were taken prisoner during those years after falling into am-

bushes or simply being outnumbered by their enemies. They were
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often tortured and dreadfully put to death, and tradition reports
their courage, patience, and dignity in the face of death.”® In this
complex and treacherous milieu, the defection of allies such as
the Banu Nadir tribe, “who lived inside Medina itself, made it
impossible for the Muslims to set up a defense strategy.”®® Muham-
mad used “intuition,” quick thinking, and decisive action to secure
his community’s safety by the “exceptional” expedient of cutting
down tall palm trees. Once the tribe agreed to leave, he did not
carry out “his threat to execute them” but instead let them leave
with not only “their women and children” but also “a considerable
amount of wealth.”®’

In similar fashion, Muhammad’s next unanticipated military
strategy was to ward off Meccan attackers by digging a trench to
complement existing natural fortifications. In recounting Muham-
mad’s adoption of the tactic from a Persian convert, Ramadan draws
a lesson about creativity.®® Ramadan has argued elsewhere that
modern Muslims should borrow others’ techniques and strategies.’
Here, he roots such appropriations in Muhammad’s precedent.

The expulsion of the Banu Nadir serves as a prelude to the
bloodier story of the Banu Qurayza; the two form a thematic pair.
Ramadan draws lessons from Muhammad’s conduct in both. In
the former, he lingers less on Muhammad’s strategic vision or grasp
of military tactics and more on care for the environment. About the
palm trees, he writes: “Never again would the Prophet act in disre-
spect of creation, and he was to repeat again and again . . . that
such respect must be complete, even in wartime.”” (Yahiya Emer-
ick likewise points out Muhammad’s “green” bona fides; prior to
this incident, “he had always ordered his men to refrain from harm-
ing the environment in their campaigns.” In this instance, though,

“in order to shorten the conflict, he took the drastic step, as men
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in war sometimes must, of choosing expediency over principle.””?)

Ramadan is not preoccupied by strict follow-through on threats
or the question of Muhammad’s decisiveness and resolve; rather,
as he writes in another context, beyond justice there is forbearance,
“the excellence of the heart, that offers forgiveness or gives people
more than their due.””? Some of the lessons are about qualities like
generosity—the Banu Nadir story is about an individual’s way of
being in the world—and others, like that of the Banu Qurayza,
emphasize communal action.

Deepak Chopra’s novelized biography Mubammad: A Story of
the Last Prophet, told in nineteen chapters with different narra-
tors, makes an unexpected counterpart to Ramadan’s book. Like
Ramadan, Chopra dispenses wisdom, and he too would probably
prefer the modifier “spiritual” to “religious.” One similarity is su-
perficial: both books’ covers show desert scenes, Chopra’s including
a distance view of a man walking through the sand. In fact, it
shows footsteps, presumably representing those of the Prophet.

Chopra focuses on Muhammad’s humanity: not only the things
he shares with other important spiritual figures—Jesus and the
Buddha—but also the things he has in common with ordinary hu-
man beings. His Muhammad, like Ramadan’s, is someone from
whom people can learn, not through formal dictates or the vision
of his conduct preserved by Muslim jurists but by understanding
his struggles in his confrontation with the Divine. However under-
standing Chopra is about Muhammad, he presents Islam and
Muslims as particularly linked to a backward past: though every
faith has its orthodoxy and fundamentalists (which he conflates),
he equates Muslims in toto with “fear of the modern world.”” As
noted earlier, for him, Muhammad’s conduct toward the Banu

Qurayza is, like his marriage to the young Aisha, incomprehen-



An Enlightened Man 227

sible to non-Muslims but defended by Muslims as necessarily right
and proper. (In fact, recent biographies by non-Muslims take a
range of approaches to the conflict with the Banu Qurayza, from
deflecting blame to signaling it as a regrettable but necessary dem-
onstration of political will.”* Salahi’s revisionist discussion makes
clear also that Muslims are not of one mind about the matter.)

British convert Muhammad Marmaduke Pickthall had al-
ready, in the concise biography which prefaced his 1930 English
translation of the Qur’an, set the stage for deflecting blame for the
slaughter of the “treacherous” Qurayza tribe, who were “conscious
of their guilt” for having attempted to betray the Muslims. Mu-
hammad, in a move that is described in straightforward military
terms, “ordered war against” them. They “surrendered uncondi-
tionally” and “begged to be judged by a member of the Arab tribe
to which they were affiliated. The Prophet granted their request
and carried out the sentence of the judge: the execution of the men
and the enslavement of the women and children.”” In this ac-
count, Muhammad only acceded to the tribe’s own wishes and
followed through on established procedure.

In Mubammad: A Biography of the Prophet, Armstrong describes
Muhammad’s actions, contextualizing them but without exculpat-
ing him. Perhaps spurred by the desire to combat anti-Muslim sen-
timent in the wake of September 11, her later biography shifts blame
onto the arbiter, emphasizing his responsibility for the decision to
execute the men.”® Hazelton is one of the few authors to suggest
that Muhammad himself bore substantially more responsibility for
the gruesome outcome. Although the arbiter made the decision,
Muhammad selected him knowing he was a “militant hard-liner”
who could not be expected to show clemency. In her view it was

a political strategy that accomplished its purpose of instilling
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respect and fear among other potential defectors precisely because
it was a departure from customary modes of tribal dispute resolu-
tion.”” Whether they themselves make explicit comparisons, these
authors write in awareness that readers will undoubtedly compare
Muhammad with other figures—]Jesus, current national leaders,
Muslim religious figures. Safi's Memories of Mubammad brings
this comparative element to the fore.”® It is also about communal
boundaries and (mis)understanding. He makes the interreligious
dimensions of his project explicit, and resists the monochromatic
portrait of Islam and Muslims that Chopra paints. “Difficult”
passages from scripture exist in all three “Abrahamic” traditions,
but he lays out a constructive and positive path. “If,” he writes, “we
are willing to participate in a culture of generosity that affirms
that a// of our traditions contain verses, teachings, and practices that
are at first glance—and sometimes at second and third glance—
profoundly problematic, and that we must come to terms with
them, and that all of our traditions also contain profound beauty
and wisdom, then there is a journey we can take together.” That
journey involves recognition of the unpleasantness in Muhammad’s
life but also the triumph over difficulties; it also acknowledges that
one’s choice of lenses through which to view any tradition affect
the resulting view.

Unlike the works of Anglo-Muhammadan authors of the late
nineteenth century, or Egyptian writers of the first half of the
twentieth century, Muhammad’s world-altering accomplishments
are not the centerpiece of these books. Yes, it matters that he ac-
complishes remarkable things. Chopra’s back cover advertises “The
Revelation That Changed the World.” But the acts are connected
also to interior changes: Muhammad “remade the world by going

inward.””? Nasr’s Muhammad: Man of God refers to the impor-
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tance of “the spiritual dimensions. .. of the life of the person
who changed human history.”8° Safi writes of the “Muhammadi
revolution,” in which inward transformation must precede out-
ward change: “before there can be a social movement, there has to
be a spiritual awakening.”® The crucial elements of Muhammad’s
story being offered to readers in these books are not recipes for
starting a socialist revolution or standing up to colonial officials or
being strong in the face of religious opposition. Instead, they have
to do with being an ethical person, aware of God in times of ad-
versity, and confronting complex social and moral dilemmas with
an acute sense of both responsibility and wonder. Some decades
earlier, Andrae and Watt were interested in the “creative spiritual
life” of prophets, these extraordinary individuals. These contempo-
rary biographies presume that readers themselves will have creative
spiritual lives and that, whether Muslim or not, Muhammad’s life
can serve as a resource for their individual quests to develop and

enhance those inner lives.

Defying Categorization

Recent biographies defy neat division into modern and traditional,
Eastern and Western, or Muslim and non-Muslim; instead, they
make a hash of those categories. None does so more completely than
the lyrical, minimalist Life by Eliot Weinberger. Mubammad cap-
tures far better than most recent Salafi biographies the tone, at
once reverent and matter-of-fact, of premodern Muslim accounts.
He draws from Tabari’s History, hadith collections, the Quran, and
a seventeenth-century Persian Sufi treatise. He resuscitates the
miraculous elements that Haykal and his ilk had dispensed

with, resurrecting the Muhammad of devotion.®? He recounts the
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transmission of the primordial light, the splitting of the breast,
the splitting of the moon, and his causing hair to grow on a bald
man’s head. Yet Weinberger’s Mubammad is unmistakably modern
in its organization and emphases. The first section narrates his life.
The last, replete with miracles, recounts the night journey and
ascension. The middle section describes his relationships with
women. Though the material on wives and wonders is from tradi-
tional texts, its extraction from the quotidian details of expeditions,
battles, and daily life results from an impulse toward thematic co-
herence indispensable to the modern biographical tradition. Wein-
berger sidesteps the contemporary impulse to contextualize or
justify and instead merely relates; his characteristic authorial act is
pruning. What is essential is the inclusion and placement of the
material. Between the biography proper and the spiritual and leg-
endary, Muhammad’s relations with women are, quite literally, at

the center of his story.



Conclusion

By the turn of the twentieth century, two largely separate streams
of writing about Muhammad, one hagiographical and the other
polemical, had converged in a single contentious body of literature.
European and American portraits of the Prophet, shaped decisively
by new notions of what made a man great and what counted as
merit, set the agenda for Muslim depictions. Along the way, “au-
thentic” historical sources from the first centuries of Islam became
a touchstone for scholars and lay readers alike: all wanted to know
the facts about Muhammad’s life. Texts written symbolically came
to be read literally. A shared rhetoric of evidence and objectivity
pervaded biographies. So did a shared format—mostly narrative
and chronological-—and shared topics: pre-Islamic paganism, “rev-
elation,” violent encounters with hostile Meccans and Medinan
Jews, and relationships with women—what Ziauddin Sardar calls
“wives and warfare” and Omid Safi describes as “violence, sex, and
heresy.”! This does not mean, of course, that only one version of
Muhammad appears in modern biographies. This is manifestly not
the case. Both among Muslims and among non-Muslims, various

approaches to the Prophet’s life story coexist. Using raw materials
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from a handful of early Muslim texts, biographers paint diverg-
ing portraits of their subject. No matter the author’s background,
the results “depar(t] dramatically from—without necessarily contra-
dicting”—the sources on which they are based.?

'The considerable overlap among modern biographies illustrates
the futility of appealing to a timeless clash of civilizations be-
tween Islam and the West. In Muhammad’s own era, identities
were fluid and factionalized.? In the fourteen hundred years since
then, neither Islamic nor Western civilization has been a unified
entity politically, economically, or religiously. Intra-Muslim dissen-
sion exists over everything from whether one ought to stand when
reciting blessings on the Prophet, to whether one can depict Mu-
hammad’s face, to which of his wives are trustworthy as sources of
information, to whom, if anyone, he designated as his successor.
Much less has Christianity or the West been a cohesive unit. The
idea of “Europe” is of fairly recent origin. Christianity was per-
haps more brutally riven by the Reformation than Islam was by
the Sunni-Shi‘a divide.* The repeated Protestant invocation of
Muhammad and the Pope as twin antichrists foils any simple
Christianity-versus-Islam story.

Not only is the notion of unified Muslim and Western civiliza-
tions baseless, but so is the presumption of timelessness in ideas
about Muhammad. A comparison of Humphrey Prideaux’s Zhe
True Nature of Imposture, published at the turn of the seventeenth
century, and Robert Spencer’s Muhammad: Founder of the World's
Most Intolerant Religion, published at the turn of the twenty-first,
shows that they difter vastly on questions of pluralism. Prideaux
asserts, from an avowedly Christian perspective, that Muhammad
is an impostor; he lambastes Muhammad’s lustfulness, ambition,

and fabrication of revelation. Spencer paints no more flattering a
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portrait but proclaims Muhammad not an impostor but founder
of a religion.’ And, vitally, the main criticism of this religion is not
that it is false but that it is intolerant. Prideaux would have scofted
at the idea of religious tolerance; he aimed to uphold singular reli-
gious truth.

Prideaux and Spencer differ on issues of pluralism but share an
animating impulse: opposing us to them. In contrast, the Enlight-
enment tract The Three Impostors and Deepak Chopra’s Mubam-
mad, published around the same time, respectively, as Prideaux’s
and Spencer’s books, assume an essential sameness of religions—
the former, that all are similarly untruthful; the latter, that all con-
tain truth.

In any survey, the choice to emphasize similarity or difference
affects the end result profoundly. This study has toggled back
and forth. Any body of work, looked at closely enough, reveals
contradictory impulses and divergent tendencies. This is true for
the views of Muhammad found in early modern English drama
and Enlightenment-era French biography, late nineteenth century
evangelical tracts and inter-war Egyptian Lives. Stepping back, one
sees larger trends and patterns despite these internal variations.

A similarly irresolvable tension arises in considering continuity
and change in Western approaches to Islam in general and Mu-
hammad in particular. Two models compete. Jonathan Lyons be-
lieves that for the last millennium “the West’s construction of Islam
and Muslims has been essentialist, uniform, and not conducive to
nuance and variation.”® Change is minimal; positive ideas about
Muhammad fail to catch on because of a pervasive “anti-Islam dis-
course.” So powerful are recurring images of violence, backward-
ness, and misogyny that “the argument of any individual scholar

is dissipated in the face of the overwhelming power of the broader
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discourse at work.”” My experiences attest to the impotence of
facts alone to change people’s beliefs; as another scholar notes,
“Westerners and Western intellectuals often choose what they
want to believe about Islam, rather than believing what the evi-
dence suggests they believe.”

Lyons’s pessimism seems warranted, too, by the persistence of
old accusations. In American evangelical circles, references to
Muhammad as false prophet, impostor, and demonically possessed
continue, giving the lie to the suggestion that “connections be-
tween premodern and modern prejudices are tenuous.” If such ter-
minology faded from polite discourse by the nineteenth and twen-
tieth centuries, it continued in certain religious contexts and has
made a comeback since the September 11 attacks, as with the rever-
end Jerry Vines’s Southern Baptist Convention speech in 2002, in
which he called Muhammad “a demon-possessed pedophile.”’

Yet contrary to Lyons, there have been significant changes. In
earlier periods, insults against Muhammad were typically used for
rhetorical force in attacks on other Christians. Roger Williams re-
ferred to “that stupendous Cheater Mahomet” while criticizing
Quaker leader George Fox in 1676." An 1851 article denigrated
Mormonism’s prophet-founder Joseph Smith as “The Yankee
Mahomet.”? In contrast, Vines targets Muslims directly. And new
accusations piled alongside the old attest to new worries: preacher
Jerry Falwell’s declaration that “Muhammad was a terrorist” would
have made no sense in a premodern context (though it echoes ac-

cusations of violence),"3

nor would have Vines’s accusation of pedo-
philia (though it draws on old themes of sexual perversion).

Vines combined one of the oldest accusations with one of the
newest. How he defended his charges in the firestorm that fol-

lowed illustrates the common ground he and his Muslim critics
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stood on. When challenged, Vines cited authoritative badith texts
quoted in a book by putative “ex-Muslims.” Rejoinders to Vines
took two main forms. Some accepted the literal truth of his
sources but stressed the need for historical contextualization
(“things were different then”). Others insisted that these particu-
lar texts were not accurate, and alluded (vaguely) to different facts
extractable from other texts. Thus, Vines and his Muslim critics
might disagree about specific texts’ reliability, but all share two
presumptions. The first is that authentic early sources contain facts
about what Muhammad did. The second is that by his deeds is how
one judges him. In contrast to medieval emphases on personal hab-
its or physical qualities, it is deliberate acts that matter. Medieval
polemics associated objects of scorn with disgust-inducing filth; to-
day, even the ugliest accusations hurled at Muhammad condemn
his actions and not, for instance, his appearance or smell. Then,
sloppy eating signaled degeneracy and animality, which were linked
to violence and lust.* Today, it is marriage that matters, not table
manners.

And yet, the accusation of pedophilia is meant to elicit not just
condemnation but horror. Modern accounts are largely demythol-
ogized, written in terms of history, science, and fact as opposed to
symbolism, myth, and legend.” In this case, though, Muhammad’s
sexual conduct becomes the locus for a renewed vision of Islam as
an archaic and evil force. Medieval emphases on debauchery and
lustfulness have become, since the colonial era, concern with op-
pression. Exactly which oppressive practices are singled out has
also changed. William Muir, unbothered by Aisha’s age, was trou-
bled by polygamy and divorce, which, alongside slavery, debased
women. Today, divorce carries little stigma in the United States

and Europe, and even polygamy is quaint but unthreatening;
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scripted television dramas like Big Love and reality shows like
Sister Wives portray it as an exotic curiosity. On the other hand,
child sexual abuse ranks with school shootings as a cause for con-
demnation. Sex with children is evil; thus, by implication, anyone
who engages in it is evil. By the twentieth century, Muhammad
had largely stopped being viewed as evil, even by people who did
not much approve of him. The popularity of the pedophile epithet
corresponds with a resurgence of the idea of evil, and the link
between evil and Islam. Nor is it coincidental that the accusation
surged after the clergy sex-abuse scandal: anti-Muslim and anti-
Catholic sentiments remain connected.

Just as premodern polemics based on disgust were formulated
about and by members of different communities, so, too, new
conventions about sexuality and achievement are shared across
communal and, increasingly, geographical boundaries. This sort
of give-and-take has always been part of the Muslim biographical
tradition. There was no pure “Islamic” tradition prior to the en-
counter with Western modernity. From the start, Muslim citizens
of the late antique world borrowed from biblical and Near Eastern
heroic motifs, praising Muhammad in the language of their times.
Muhammad’s biography included “ideational complexes whose
mobility exceeded the limited reach of this or that ethnicity, lin-
guistic group, or religious sect.” This is not a question of corrup-
tion but merely a question of the circulation and interpenetration
of ideas and style: certain “intellectual property was held in com-
mon” across sectarian lines.!® This approach to Muhammad’s life
is not illegitimate but rather inevitable.

Yet although some authors always concerned themselves with
responding to outsider claims and criticisms, and varied local tradi-

tions provided plentiful images with which to glorify Muhammad,
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prior to the nineteenth century, one could speak about a tradition
of Muslim biography that was, in meaningful ways, coherent and
self-contained. There is something qualitatively different about the
ways in which Muslim and non-Muslim portraits of Muhammad
intermingle and intermarry from the nineteenth century forward.
Some of this has to do with power: in responding to Muir, Ahmad
Khan and Ameer Ali adopted the literary conventions, the styles of
argument, and quite literally the language of their opponent.”

Such exchanges worked both ways. Muslim writings about Mu-
hammad have also affected the way the majority of non-Muslim
authors approach his life. Deference to the main contours of the
newly homogenized story, as outlined in Chapter 1, prevails; the
only ones who consistently buck it are scholars sometimes too
quickly anathematized as revisionists. Often, what they are revis-
ing is not “the Muslim tradition” but the small slice of it consis-
tently presented and represented as the story of his life.

Certain sorts of material were excluded from Muhammad’s life
story as it developed in the seventh through ninth centuries; things
got left out, written off, forgotten.’® Another round of narrowing
took place in the last two centuries. A few things Muslim tradition
had marginalized got pulled back to the center of the story when
Western scholars resuscitated them, such as the Satanic verses;
other things simply dropped out. Sunni-centrism infects main-
stream Western biography: the Prophet invariably dies with his
head on Aisha’s shoulder;” the first four caliphs are always “rightly
guided”; and if Ali converts first, he is usually the first “youth” to
do so, making Abu Bakr the first “man.”?® And “first” means after
Khadjija, who is virtually always forty when she marries Muham-
mad. The range of anecdotes one finds in modern biographies is

strikingly narrow.
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So is the cast of characters. Muhammad’s wives, particularly
Khadija and Aisha, displace other figures, such as Muhammad’s
mother or foster mother. The emphasis on conjugal rather than
kin relationships grows from shifting social norms but is rein-
forced by research practices. As Islamic studies scholar Marion
Katz observes, though they are central to the maw/id narratives
that celebrate Muhammad’s birth and infancy, “Neither Amina
nor Halima is a major figure in the mainstream historical tradi-
tion dealing with the Prophet’s life.”*! Since the early biographies
and chronicles are the main sources used to write Muhammad’s
life, Amina and Halima recede.

'That authors draw from a small pool of anecdotes owes partly
to an understandable desire for narrative coherence. Modern
readers want the story—they do not want seven versions of the
tale of Aisha’s necklace that repeat or, worse, contradict each other
on major points or minor details. No one wants to wade through
lengthy lists of authorities and weigh the information presented
according to the trustworthiness of its reporters. There are, it is
true, premodern examples of this sort of writing, and presumably
oral storytellers preferred continuous narration. But the prevalence
of smoothed-out written accounts, which proceed mostly forward
in time from a determined starting point, is recent and has led to
a homogenized story. If one is going to tell an incident once, it
will be the majority version. The fact that there were alternate ver-
sions often drops out entirely.

Texts containing competing accounts of what happened, for in-
stance, during the night journey and ascension present a problem.
So do the “divergent and contradictory” accounts of Khadija’s age
at her marriage to Muhammad, the number of sons she bore him,

and even her date of death.?? If Ibn Hisham presents accounts that
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report X and Y and Z about an event, what view does one impute
to him? Modern practice treats auzhors as responsible for assessing
material they report (“Ibn Hisham says”). By contrast, “traditional”
readers saw compilers as responsible for collecting and presenting
materials that readers, properly guided by their teachers, would
assess.

Which raises the issues of reading, interpretation, and authority.

Modern Islam is a profoundly Protestant tradition.?> Among
Sunni Muslims in particular, core elements of post-Reformation
Protestant textual practice enjoy widespread—though not
universal—acceptance. Believers read scriptural texts in isolation
from their commentarial traditions and often without expert guid-
ance. Qur'an and badith are widely translated into vernacular lan-
guages. Confronted by a difficulty or a question about religious doc-
trine or practice, alaypersonislikely to turn to scripture—translations
of the Qur’an often have a subject index, though keyword-searchable
online texts are rendering other mechanisms obsolete.

‘These notions about texts, authority, and vernacular languages
were influential in the encounters among scholars and texts which
shaped interreligious and intra-Muslim debates. This does not
mean that modern Islam was created by missionaries and Orien-
talists and imposed wholesale on hapless Muslims.?* Reformers
like Ameer Ali and Muhammad Husayn Haykal—as well as more
“traditional” figures like Qasim Nanautvi—were not dupes of co-
lonialism. Instead, they used Western texts, ideas, and strategies
to present, or invent, a usable Muslim past—a past that differs in
crucial respects from once-traditional visions of early Islam—and
a viable Muslim future. With the si7a movement in the Indian
subcontinent and the explosion of works on Islamic topics in

Egypt, prophetic biography became “a tool to combat the cultural
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and intellectual onslaughts of the west.”” And, even as “Modern
Muslims’ obsession with how Westerners represent the Prophet is
inseparable from the issues of global power, hegemony, and colo-
nialism,”® the form and content of Muslim prophetic biographies
have been deeply conditioned by and implicated in those on-
slaughts. It “is not about an encounter between ‘tradition’ and
‘modernity, but about a peculiarly constituted modernity in which
different traditions converge.”?

'The convergence of traditions which has been the subject of this
book has occurred on a stage in which British and American
writers and readers loom large, as does the English language it-
self. When Annemarie Schimmel published an expanded English
version of And Mubammad Is His Messenger (1985)—her landmark
study of poetic and mystical veneration of the Prophet—she omit-
ted the images of him found in the German original. She explained
that even though these were part of the medieval Muslim artistic
tradition, contemporary Muslims might take offense. Unspoken
is that although they were not likely to encounter them in the
German edition, the English edition would have a global, and
partly Muslim, readership.?

Muhammad’s life continues to be central not only for ongoing
exchanges—friendly and not-so-friendly—across confessional lines,
but also for intra-Muslim polemical purposes. When the current
head of one Ahmadi sect blames Muslim “misfortune” in the Inno-
cence of Muslims debacle on the fact that “Muslims have no unity and
no leadership,” he is implicitly singling out his community as, unlike
the majority of Muslims, unified around a single leader.?” Debates
of this sort existed long before Western political, military, and eco-
nomic supremacy decisively altered the context for thinking about

Muhammad. That said, the global preeminence of a hegemonic
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Western order and its effect on Muslim thinking, including about
Muhammad, are undeniable. Indonesian mogul Muhammad Syafii
Antonio, using a team of authors from his Tazkia (piety) Institute,
recently issued a glossy eight-volume encyclopedic biography of the
Prophet.®° It bears the title Ensiklopedia Leadership ¢ Manajemen
Muhammad SAW, “The Super Leader Super Manager.” The first por-
tion is technically in Bahasa, though loan words are so evident that
one need not bother with a translation. The abbreviation “SAW”
stands for the Arabic blessing that pious Muslims attach to every
mention of Muhammad.’! The last part is in English. The title is
reminiscent of Labib Riyashi’s 1934 Arabic biography Mubammad:
The World's First Superman in that it attributes to Muhammad char-
acteristics and qualities that bear little resemblance to the facts of his
life as typically told.>? Can Muhammad be seen as a model CEO?
Perhaps. After all, early Muslims wrote about him as a shepherd,
because all prophets were shepherds; and mid-twentieth-century
Egyptians wrote about him as a socialist reformer, because that is
what they needed. Why should a businessman not write about him
as the epitome of executive skill? “Leadership” and “Manajemen”
are not quite the same as annunciatory dreams and miracles, but

they have a cosmic reverberation all their own.
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