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Editor's preface

The Arab World has, for some time, been attracting the attention of a growing public
throughout the world. The strategic position of the Arab countries, the oil they produce,
their sudden emancipation and emergence as independent states, their revolutions and
coups d’état, have been the special concern of statesmen, politicians, businessmen,
scholars and journalists, and of equal interest to the general public.

An appreciation of the present-day problems of Arab countries and of their immediate
neighbours demands a certain knowledge of their geographical and social background;
and a knowledge of the main trends of their history political, cultural and religious-is
essential for an understanding of current issues. Arabs had existed long before the
advent of Islam in the seventh century AD, but it was with Islam that they became a
world power. Arab civilization, which resulted from the contacts the Arabs had with
other peoples and cultures, especially after the creation of this world power, and which
reached its height in the ninth, tenth and eleventh centuries, was, for a few centuries
that followed, the guiding light of a large part of the world. Its role cannot, thus, be
ignored.

The Arab Background Series provides the English speaking, educated reader with a
series of books which attempt to clarify the historical past of the Arabs and to analyse
their present problems. The contributors to the series, who come from many parts of
the world, are all specialists in their own fields. This variety of approach and attitude
creates for the English-speaking reader a unique picture of the Arab World.

N. A. ZIADEH



Preface

The rise and development of Islam ham been the subject of numerous studies, both
general and specialized, but a major question, that of the origins and early growth of
Shi'a Islam, has received insufficient attention. So far, the approach to this subject ham
been largely through the works of heresiographers such as Baghdadi, Ibn Hazm, and
Shahrastani; and the picture that has emerged has been that of a heresy founded on
political and economic considerations. Indeed, valuable as the heresiographies are for
an understanding of the problems involved, over-dependence on such polemical works
can only be expected to result in such conclusions.

A much more reliable basis for research may be found in the historical texts, many of
which preserve contemporary documents and fragments of older and more trustworthy
accounts; but in their studies of Shi'a Islam, scholars have seldom turned to these more
objective works. For many years, of course, these texts were accessible only in ancient
manuscripts preserved in isolated collections scattered throughout the world. And
within the works themselves, a passage relevant to our subject may often appear only
after the perusal of an entire volume. Now, however, the great upsurge of scholarly
interest in the Islamic world in both the East and the West has borne fruit, and the
researcher has at his disposal modern critical editions of early sources and a plethora
of invaluable reference aids.

In the light of the evidence now available, it is possible to undertake a critical
reassessment of the origins and development of Shi‘'a Islam. In these pages, therefore,
an attempt is made to trace out and reconstruct those earliest tendencies and ideas
which gave Shi'a Islam its distinctive character. As these factors came to focus on the
guestion of religious leadership, our discussion will largely concentrate on the Shi'i
response to this problem, from its origins among a group of early Muslims until the
Imamate of Ja'far as-Sadiq. By this time, all the fundamental elements of Shi‘ism had
appeared, and were being formulated into what would eventually become the Twelver
system of doctrine and legal practice.

My aim has been to reconstruct and present the development of an Islamic ideal-that of
a particular vision of religious leadership that first appeared after the Prophet's death-
based on the testimony of the historical sources. In this sense my work may be seen as
completing itself with Chapter Eight, dealing with the movement of the Tawwabun.
Chapter Nine deals with a problem within the Shi'a itself, and here certainly historical
sources cannot be of much help. A solid historical foundation can be restored once
again with Chapter Ten, which provides a background for the Imamate of Ja'far as-



Sadiq. The last chapter does not, in fact, mark the culmination of the main theme of this
work, but rather offers to the reader an assessment of a developed stage of a concept of
religious leadership as it emerged from its rudimentary foundations.

With these few words about the work, it is my pleasant duty to acknowledge the
valuable help which has been rendered to me in the preparation of this study. Professor
Nicola A. Ziadeh kindly offered me the opportunity to write in his series. Much of the
research work involved was made possible by a generous grant from the American
University of Beirut. Mr Lawrence |. Conrad rendered patient and perseverant
assistance during the course of my work, and Miss Lamia Awad typed the manuscript
with diligence and care. Numerous colleagues and friends have read parts of the text
and have made valuable comments and suggestions. To all of them | extend my utmost
gratitude and sincere thanks.

American University of Beirut
27th August 1976
SYED HUSAIN M. JAFRI



Chapter 1

Conceptual Foundations

The division of the community of Islam into Sunni and Shi'i branches has commonly
been explained in terms of purely political differences. Its origins have been attributed
to basically political partisanship with regard to the leadership of the Umma, a
partisanship which later exploded into conflict in the civil war between Ali and
Mu'awiya. This war not only established the Umayyads in power, but also supposedly
marked the advent of Shi‘ism as a religious movement divergent from the main body of
believers. Such an interpretation grossly oversimplifies a very complex situation. Those
who thus emphasize the political nature of Shi‘ism are perhaps too eager to project the
modern Western notion of the separation of church and state back into seventh century
Arabian society, where such a notion would be not only foreign, but completely
unintelligible. Such an approach also implies the spontaneous appearance of Shi'ism
rather than its gradual emergence and development within Islamic society. The recent
occidental conception of "a purely spiritual movement" is exceptional. Throughout
most of human history religion has been intimately involved in the whole life of man in
society, and not least in his politics. Even the purely religious teaching of Jesus-as it is
commonly regarded-is not without its political relevance.l!

Just as the Prophet was basically a religious and spiritual teacher and messenger and,
at the same time, due to the circumstances, a temporal ruler and statesman, Islam has
been since its very birth both a religious discipline and, so to speak, a socio-political
movement. It is basically religious because of the status Muhammad attained as the
Apostle of God appointed and sent by Him to deliver His message to mankind, and
political because of the environment and circumstances in which it arose and grew.
Likewise Shi'ism, in its inherent nature, has always been both religious arid political,
and these co-existing aspects are found side by side throughout its history. It is
therefore difficult to speak, at any stage of its existence, about the "political" Shi‘a as
distinct from the "religious™ one. Throughout the first three or four centuries of Islamic
religious and institutional development, one cannot fail to see that all religious
discussions among Muslims had both political and social relevance. When we analyse
different possible relations which the religious beliefs and the political constitution in
Islam bear to one another, we find the claims and the doctrinal trends of the supporters
of Ali more inclined towards the religious aspects than the political ones; thus it seems
paradoxical that the party whose claims were based chiefly on spiritual and religious
considerations, as we shall examine in detail presently, should be traditionally labelled
as political in origin.



The term Shi'a, keeping in view its historical development, must strictly be taken
throughout this chapter in its literal meaning as followers, party, group, associates,
partisans, or in a rather looser sense, the "supporters".2 In these meanings the word
Shi'a occurs a number of times in the Qur'an.3 In its applied meaning as a particular
designation for the followers of Ali and the people of his house, and thereby a distinct
denomination within Islam against the Sunni, the term Shi‘'a was a later usage. In the
infant years of Islamic history, one cannot speak of the so-called "orthodox" Sunna and
the "heretical" Shi'a, but rather only of two ill-defined points of view that were
nevertheless drifting steadily, and finally irreconcilably, further apart With this meaning
of the term Shi'ain mind, our main purpose here is to trace the background of this
support to Ali and to investigate its origins in the Arabian society of the day in the midst
of which Islam arose. Consequently it will be illustrated how this attitude became
manifest as early as the death of the Prophet Muhammad.

The starting point in any study of Shi'i Islam must, by historical necessity, be the nature
and composition of the Muslim community which emerged at Medina under the
leadership of Muhammad. This community was homogeneous neither in cultural
background and traditions nor in politico- social institutions. The unification of different
people or groups of people in a new system does not imply a complete elimination or
even a change in some of their deep-rooted values and traditions. It was therefore
natural that certain values, ideas, and inclinations of different component parts of the
Umma should reflect themselves in certain aspects of the new religious order.
Consequently, rather than a homogeneous approach to all issues, especially of a non-
fundamental nature, one must expect to find in the Umma a multiplicity of approaches
and points of view, with the acceptance of Muhammad and his mission being the
fundamental factor binding the various groups together.

The inclination of some of the Arabs from among the Companions of the Prophet to
support Ali was thus a natural corollary of the already existing ideas prevalent among
the various Arab tribes who together constituted Muhammad's Umma at Medina. This
Umma consisted of the Meccans, both from the Quraysh al-Bitah. (those who inhabited
the district immediately around the Ka'ba) and Quraysh az-Zawahir (those whose
guarters were in the outskirts); of Medinese, who were divided into Aws and Khazraj,
both tribes of the South Arabian stock and still preserving many of the characteristics
of their original land; of the desert Arabs surrounding Medina; and even of some Arabs
and non-Arabs from distant places, such as Bilal of Abyssinia and Salman of Persia. All
of them together formed a common society under Islam, but when we consider a
problem common among them we have to take into consideration the different
temperaments and inclinations of each group, and not those of only one single people,
group, or locality. We must presume that the Arabs of different origins and socio-
cultural backgrounds understood Islam, at least in its early stage, according to their
own social and moral ideas.



Arab society, both nomadic and sedentary, was organized on a tribal basis, and of all
the social bonds, loyalty to the tribe (al-'asabiya) was considered the most important.
This feeling of al-'asabiya, along with other aspects of tribal life, provides the most
emphatic expression of and a constant theme for pre-Islamic poetry. The tribal system
was based on the actual or fictitious descent from a common ancestor through whom
the social and moral status of the members of the tribe was determined. People who
could not boast of their ancestors as a symbol of greatness were of little social
standing and often subject to contempt. Knowledge and awareness of the common
ancestor was therefore the central point in Arab social consciousness, and honour and
glory of atribe in comparison with any other tribe consisted of the honour and glory of
its ancestors. Any claim to prestige and honour of the individual members as well as
the whole tribe was perhaps exclusively dependent on that of the ancestors. The word
used for such claims is hasab, which is commonly explained by the Arab philologists in
the meaning of enumeration of the famous deeds of ancestors.4 This does not mean
that the word hasab excludes the enumeration of those ancestors themselves who
figure in the genealogical tree in both paternal and maternal descent.® If the noble
deeds of one's ancestors are numerous enough to be cited and boastfully enumerated
by their descendants, the richer is their hasab or sharaf, as is evident from a popular
expression, al-hasab or sharaf al- dakham.® This means a nobility which becomes
“thicker" and stronger through accumulated noble deeds of ancestors generation after
generation.” Thus sings the famous Arab poet Nabigha adh-Dhubyani:

"His father before him and his father's father
built the glories of life as models."8

A tribe with large numbers but few deeds of fame to its credit coming down from its
ancestors was not only of less social standing but also subject to mockery from those
who could enumerate more of their ancestors' noble deeds. So we hear from the poet
Damra as he says:

"And the joint stock which they have begotten
among the race of Sa'd and Malik:

but some of the fire-sticks of the tribe fail to light
and are nothing worth."®

In arigidly tribal system such as that of the Arabs, the fame of ancestors for noble
deeds was the foremost source of pride and of claim to superiority. Nobility thus
derived, atribe considered it a constellatory factor in claiming its higher position in
relation to other tribes. Within a tribe a particular clan had higher claim to glory, and
therefrom to leadership, if its direct line of ancestors was more distinguished by their
noble deeds in relation to other clans of the same tribe. This fame of ancestors was not



mere genealogical ornament to the descendants but had individual relevance to each
man and was of great significance in the claim of individual honour.10 Thus, for
example, Nu'man b. al-Mundhir, King of Hira, asked 'Amir b. Uhaymir b. Bahdala, who
had claimed the highest rank among all present, "Are you then the noblest of all Arabs
in respect of your tribe?" He replied, "The Ma'add excel in nobility and number, and
amongst them the Nizar, and amongst them the Mudar, and amongst them the Khindif,
amongst whom the Tamim, and amongst these the Awf, within Awf the family of
Bahdala. He who does not admit this may contest with me."11

Not only physical characteristics were considered by the Arabs to be hereditary;12 they
firmly believed that noble qualities as well were inherent in certain stocks. Moral
gualities thus being genetically transmitted, the best virtues for an individual were
therefore only those which were handed down to him from his noble ancestors. The
Arabs made a clear distinction between inherited nobility and nobility claimed only on
account of personal merit, the former being a source of great social prestige while the
latter was of little consequence. In other words, personal fame and merit counted for
little in securing for oneself an exalted position; it was inherited fame and inherited
merit which confirmed proper estimation in the society. 13 There are numerous
references in pre-Islamic poetry where ancestral nobility and virtues are described as a
strong and lofty building which they built for their descendants14 and which it would be
shameful for the latter to destroy.15> Ancestral fame of nobility and virtuous deeds must
therefore be preserved as the strongest and most continuous incentive to be adopted
by the descendants. It was in this sense that the term Sunna had frequently been used
long before Islam.16 After Islam the institution of Sunnaremained as forceful as ever,
but its content was drastically replaced by the Prophetic Sunna. Nevertheless certain
trends of the original Sunna did persist, at least in certain sections of the Arab-Muslim
community.

The most privileged in Arab society, in the midst of which Islam arose, was therefore
the one who could boast publicly that he was destined to have ancestors who had
nothing undistinguished to leave to him as their Sunna. A word commonly used to
express the idea of ability to trace moral qualities back to one's noble ancestors is irq,
(pl. a'raqg and 'uruq). Irg means root, origin of a man, and its plural a'raq signifies
ancestors of a man. Thus frequent expressions of a man's inheritance from noble
ancestors are found in phrases such as, "he has an hereditary share in generousness
or nobleness,"17 or "noble blood lifted him up to his ancestors."18

It is clear that in the religious sentiments of the Arabs, ancestral piety, noble deeds, and
moral qualities as Sunna played an important role. The religion of the Arabs, which
varied in strength and importance from locality to locality throughout the peninsula,
was originally the worship of tribal symbols, which later became identified with certain
forces of nature represented by numerous deities. The tribal deity, symbolized in the



sacred stone (nasab), was called the lord (rabb) of its temple. Allah, the supreme deity
of the Meccan sanctuary, was described as Rabb al-Ka'ba or Rabb Hadha al-Bayt.19 It is
important to note that the word rabb often referred not to the deity but to the person in
charge of the sanctuary.

There was no organized priestly hierarchy, but certain clans acted as guardians of the
sanctuaries. This guardianship passed from one generation to another, together with
the reputation for hereditary sanctity.20 This sanctity, which had its original source in
the magical power attributed to the idol which they served, was strictly connected with
the idea of nobility of race (sharaf) synonymous with the pride of descent from noble
ancestors. The nobility of the clan being hereditary, the priestly clans of long standing
represented the highest aristocracy in pre-Islamic Arabia. Traces of this sort of
aristocracy are to be found in the belief of the Arabs, especially of the South, that
members of certain families have a charisma or spiritual power, or sharaf. The
guardianship of a sanctuary, a "house" (bayt), and "honour" (sharaf) came to be
understood as being inseparable.2l As a result, priesthood in Arabia was very often
combined with tribal leadership, even with kingship. We may go even further by stating
that political leadership there was originally of a religious and priestly nature. The South
Arabian monarchial institution of the mukarrib is a clear proof of the office of the priest-
king who embraces at once religious and temporal authority.

The clans of political rulers could have attained the status of great nobility after first
acquiring power by political means, but nevertheless, they could not equal the
sacerdotal lineages; for example, the kings of Kinda ranked only after the three most
noble priestly houses. These three houses, "after the house of Hashim b. Abd Manaf
amongst the Quraysh", were: Az-Zurara b. ‘Udas of the Tamim, Al-Hudhayfa b. Badr of
the Fazari tribe, and Dhu'l- Jaddayn b. Abd Allah b.

Hammam of the Shayban tribe. "And as far as the Kinda were concerned they were not
counted amongst the ahl-al-buyutat, even though they were the kings."?22

It is apparent that not only was priestly status the foundation of political leadership, but
when the latter was attained by men of non-priestly clans, it imposed upon them
religious functions. They were also mediators between men and deities. As a result, the
idea of tribal leadership and service to the God became synonymous. Those who led
the tribe were of necessity the guardians of the tribal bayt. They were the ahl al-bayt, the
"people of the house", or the bayt of such and such atribe.23 Together these leading
clans formed the noble estate of Arabia, the buyutat al-'Arab.24 Even later, when the
meaning of the ahl al-bayt became limited to the descendants of the Prophet, the term
Buyutat al-'Arab survived into later centuries in the sense of the tribal aristocracy and
nobility.25



It is against this background that we have to consider the status of the Banu Hashim,
not only among the people of Mecca but in a wider circle due to their vast contacts with
the people of different places through the yearly fair of 'Ukaz and the pilgrimage to the
Ka'ba. Some western scholars have sceptically questioned whether the ancestors of
Muhammad were really as important in dignity, nobility, and influence as the sources
suggest, and they usually claim that the importance of the Banu Hashim has in fact
been grossly exaggerated. The basis of this doubt is that the Abbasids were
descendants of Hashim, whereas the rivals whom they ousted, the Umayyads, were the
descendants of Abd Shams, and that the latter have been treated unsympathetically by
the historians who happened to write under the Abbasid regime. For this reason, it is
claimed that Hashim and his family, the ancestors of the Abbasid caliphs, had been
given greater prominence in extant histories than they really possessed. This entire
hypothesis, however, is open to considerable criticism. Scrutiny of the sources
suggests that this has not happened to any appreciable extent, and that there are no
grounds for assuming any serious falsification or large scale invention in presenting

Muhammad's ancestry.26

There is no need to go as far back as Qusayy, father of Abd ad-Dar and Abd Manaf,
whom unanimous historical testimony presents as the unrivalled supreme authority of
Mecca both in religion and in political matters.27 After the death of Qusayy, Abd ad-Dar
inherited his father's authority, but he died early and his sons were too young to
effectively maintain their rights. Abd Manaf, the younger son of Qusayy, had been the
powerful rival of his elder brother and ultimately concentrated some of the chief offices
of his father in his person after the death of 'Abd ad-Dar.28 Eventually the sons of Abd
Manaf inherited their father's influence; among them, Hashim, though the youngest, was
entrusted with the most honourable offices pertaining to the Ka'ba, ar-rifada and as-
siqaya: providing food and water to the pilgrims.29 There are no serious grounds to
doubt the accounts given by the early tradition that Hashim achieved great success and
glory in his lifetime by his acts of public welfare and by his splendid hospitality
extended to the pilgrims visiting the Ka'ba from all parts of Arabia.30 When Hashim died,
he was replaced by his brother Al-Muttalib. For a short time it seems that the fortunes of
the family were declining under the leadership of Al-Muttalib, but they soon recovered
under Hashim's son Abd al-Muttalib, who had been brought up in Medina with his
mother and then brought to Mecca by his uncle Al-Muttalib.31

The other sons of Hashim having died without male issue, Abd al-Muttalib took charge
of the family's affairs, which meant the de facto merger of the Banu Hashim and Banu
Abd al-Muttalib. This is not the place to discuss whether or not the family of Hashim at
that time was as prosperous and influential in Meccan internal affairs as it used to be.
The same sources which are too often suspected of being biased in presenting
Muhammad's ancestors in unduly favourable circumstances do not hesitate to relate
how Abd al- Muttalib faced serious set-backs at the beginning of his career. The grand



offices of ar-rifada and as-sigaya secured for the house of Hashim a commanding and
permanent influence, and it seems natural that by the virtue of these offices a
widespread fame abroad must have guaranteed to the family at least some regard in
Mecca. Abd al-Muttalib seems to have been a man of initiative and energy,32 necessary
prerequisites to become a man of consequence in the Meccan merchant aristocracy. He
greatly enhanced his position by restoring the ancient well of Zamzam. In the course of
time, he became the chief custodian of the Ka'ba and was also regarded as a renowned
judge of the customary law. Because of his position as the sole person in charge of the
main services pertaining to the most respected sanctuary of the Peninsula, he became
one of the most, if not the most, prominent figures of Mecca. We are told by Ibn Sa'd
and lbn Hisham that "he was the leader of the Quraysh until his death,"” and that "his
greatness in honour (sharaf) attained an exalted position which no one from amongst
his fathers had reached before him. He commanded great respect and the love of his

people."33

After Abd al-Muttalib's death, his eldest surviving son Abu Talib inherited his father's
position. It seems, however, that Abu Talib did not prove himself to be of that same
calibre and energy as his father and grandfathers, and consequently the family lost
much of that power and command which it had previously enjoyed in the inner circle of
Meccan aristocratic society.34 Nevertheless it does not necessarily follow that the
material decline of the family's fortunes should have deprived it, in the minds of the
people, of the memory of their immediate past. The regard for a successor of three or
four illustrious generations could not have faded so soon, especially among groups
beyond Mecca. The sanctuary of the Ka'ba, a shrine of extreme antiquity, was a highly
important and popular centre of worship in the Peninsula,3® and its offices of as-sigaya
and imarat al-bayt (keeper of the Ka'ba) are noted in the Qur'an.36 Supplying the
pilgrims with water must have been a lucrative job in Mecca, where water is so scarce,
and the water of Zamzam, which soon shared in the sacredness of the sanctuary, was
required not only by the yearly pilgrims but also by the huge trade caravans halting at
Mecca.3’ Many early writers have recorded detailed accounts of the universal influence
of the Ka'ba, of the vast contacts of the people of Mecca due to its being a centre for the
trade caravans from Yaman in the South, from Dumat al-Jandal in the extreme North,
and from other far-off places, and of the 'Ukaz, the greatest of the Arabs' yearly fairs. It
Is therefore natural that the honorific services attached to the sanctuary and rendered
by the house of Hashim for such along period must have extended the family's fame
and prestige over a very wide area as the pilgrims and the caravans left Mecca. We can
thus conclude that at the time of Muhammad's emergence, his family must have
retained the glory and memory of the long-standing sacerdotal lineage of Hashim even
though the family's material and political fortunes were at a low ebb at that time.
Psychologically at least, the works and deeds of three generations cannot be
obliterated from the consciousness of the people abroad by the sudden decline in
wealth and political power of the present generation at Mecca. The Banu Hashim were



commonly recognized by the Arabs as the guardians of the Temple, the Ahl al-Bayt, of
Mecca.38

It was in this family background that Muhammad arose as the Messenger of God and
restorer of the true religious Sunna of Abraham and Ishmael3® which had been
corrupted and distorted by the people through the ages. Abraham was not only
recognized by the Arabs as their tribal father and progenitor but was also
acknowledged by them as the founder of the sanctuary of the Ka'ba and of Mecca. This
tradition was no Muslim legend. If it had not been an accepted truth long before
Muhammad's time, it could not have been referred to in the Qur'an as an acknowledged
fact; nor could certain spots around the pre-Islamic Ka'ba have been connected, as we
know them to have been, with the names of Abraham and Ishmael.49 Muhammad was
fully conscious of this popular and deep-rooted tradition of Abraham's association with
the Ka'ba, with which the Arabs in general and Muhammad's four generations of
predecessors in particular were so closely linked. Ibn Khaldun points out that it was
regarded as something extraordinary and most honourable if the leadership continued
in one and the same family for four generations.41

All the factors discussed above combine to form an inseparable background against
which the problem of succession to Muhammad has to be considered. As has been
pointed out above, this problem must not be considered only from the point of view of
seventh century Meccan society, for the Umma of Muhammad at the time of his death
was composed of people of a variety of background, values, and ideas, drawn from
different parts of Arabia. It was, therefore, natural that different people should view the
problem from different angles. The way in which the problem of succession was solved
in the assembly of Sagifa between the death and the burial of the Prophet will be
discussed below. It will suffice here to note in passing that the decision taken in Sagifa
was also in conformity with the common practice and ancient tradition of the Arabs, at
least of one important group from among them.

The two main constituent groups of the Umma at the time of Muhammad's death were
the Arabs of northern and central Arabia, of whom the tribe of the Quraysh was the
most important and dominant, and the people of South Arabian origin, the Banu Qayla,
whose two major branches, the Aws and the Khazraj, were settled in Yathrib. They were
known as the Ansar, or "helpers", because they gave Muhammad and Islam a shelter
and a home at the most critical moment of the Prophet's mission. Differences in almost
all aspects of life-social, cultural, economic, religious, geographical, and even
presumably racial and ancestral between the Arabs of the South and the North are too
well known to need elaboration here at length. Goldziher,42 Wellhausen,*3 Nicholson,44
and many other outstanding scholars have thoroughly studied the subject in depth. It
should, however, be pointed out that to consider all the Arabs as one single cultural
group is a grave mistake. They had never been so. The North was cut off from the



centre by the desert as the South was separated from the rest of Arabia by the Rub' al-
Khali. Widely different geographical and economic conditions played their inevitable
and natural role in every aspect of development of the two kindred races. The Arabs of
northern and central Arabia, the Hijaz, and the highlands of Najd, developed along
different lines from the southern Arabs of Al-Yaman in character, way of life, and socio-
political and socio-religious institutions. As in all other aspects of life, the two groups
differed widely from each other in religious sensitivity and feelings. Among the people
of the much more advanced and civilized provinces of South Arabia there was a clear
predominance of religious ideas, whereas among the people of the North religious
sentiments were evidently lacking. A South Arabian prince, for example, in his votive
inscriptions thanked the gods who made him victorious over his enemies, and warriors
erected votive memorials to their divine helper for any success they achieved. In
general the thankful and submissive feeling towards the gods is the basic theme of the
existent South Arabian monuments. In sharp contrast to this, the warriors of northern
Arabia boasted of their heroic courage and the bravery of their companions. They did
not feel obliged to thank divine powers for their success, though they did not altogether
refuse to acknowledge such powers.4%> Even the scanty traces of lukewarm religious
sentiments amongst the northern Arabs cannot be dissociated from the influence of the
southern Arabs settled down in the North.46 This difference in religious sentiments was
naturally reflected in their pattern of tribal leadership. The chiefs or the sheikhs in the
North had always been elected on a principle of seniority in age and ability in
leadership. There might sometimes be other considerations, such as nobility and lineal
prestige, but in the North these were of less importance. The Arabs in the South were,
on the other hand, accustomed to hereditary succession in leadership based on
hereditary sanctity. Because of this fact the South Arabian tribes of the Aws and the
Khazraj at Yathrib presented an atmosphere more easily conducive to the religious
thought which was of great importance in Muhammad's success. Thus we may assume
that the majority of the North Arabians understood Islam, at least at the first stage of
their acceptance of it, as a socio-political discipline based on the religion taught by the
Prophet, since they had been lukewarm to religious impulses. The Aws and the Khazraj,
South Arabian in origin, understood Islam as basically a religious discipline coupled
with a socio-political movement, since in their cultural past, though remote, they had
been more sensitive to religion. It was only a matter of emphasis in approach and
understanding, at least at the first spontaneous response.

When the Prophet died the question of his succession was therefore understood to
combine in it both political and religious leadership, a principle well known to the Arabs
though naturally with different degrees of emphasis on one or the other of these two
aspects. To some it was more political than religious; to others it was more religious
than political. The majority of the Muslims, who readily accepted Abu Bakr, laid more
emphasis on the socio- political side in accepting the customary procedure of
succession to the chieftainship in its new interpretation given by the first caliph, as we
shall examine below. They largely, if not solely, disregarded the religious principle and



the idea of the hereditary sanctity of a certain house. This assumption is strongly
supported by the statement of 'Umar b. al-Khattab to Ibn Abbas, "The people do not like
having the prophethood and caliphate combined in the Banu Hashim."47 We must
assume that both 'Umar and Abu Bakr were well aware of the importance which the idea
of inherited sanctity held in one section of the Umma. At the same time they must have
realized that should the election of Abu Bakr be open to doubt, the unity of the Umma
would be seriously endangered. They nevertheless considered it necessary to
dissociate the caliphate from the priesthood of the Ka'ba, which was enshrined in the
hereditary sanctity of the Banu Hashim.

There were others, especially of South Arabian origin, who felt that in Mecca leadership,
together with priestly prerogatives, was inherited in the clan of Abd Manaf by the
Hashimites,48 though after the death of Abd al-Muttalib they were overshadowed by the
clan of Umayya in political matters. The rise of Muhammad as the Prophet of God and
the supreme authority in Arabia again brought the Banu Hashim to power, a fact
acknowledged by Abu Sufyan's surrender to the Prophet at the fall of Mecca. To some
of the Companions, therefore, a normal logical choice of successor would have been
another Hashimite, and the entire question of succession to the leadership of the
Muslim community was, for them, a problem of great religious significance. In addition
to political expediency, deep-rooted religious considerations had to be taken into
account by certain of the Companions. These, whom we may call more legalistically
minded individuals, could not agree to the interpretation given by Abu Bakr and his
supporters, because, as we shall see below, they understood the leadership of the
community as above all areligious office. To them Muhammad was the restorer of the
true religion of Abraham and Ishmael, and so in him the hereditary sanctity of his clan
reached its highest level. This idea was also strongly supported by the Qur'an when it
declared, for example, "Verily, God has chosen Adam and Noah, the family of Abraham
and the family of 'Imran above all people."49 The commentators have all unanimously
explained that Muhammad belonged to the "family of Abraham" referred to in this verse.
Thus when he died his successor could only be a man from the same family and
endowed with the same qualities by the same principles.

In this respect, there must be noted the Qur'anic concept of the exalted and virtuous
family, whose favour in the eyes of God derives from their righteous deeds and services
in the cause of God. In all ages the prophets have been particularly concerned with
ensuring that the special favour of God bestowed upon them for the guidance of man be
maintained in their families and pass to their progeny. The Qur'an repeatedly speaks of
the prophets praying to God for their progeny and asking Him to continue His guidance
in their lineages. In the answer to these prayers, the verses of the Qur'an bear direct
testimony to the special favour of God being granted to the direct descendants of the
prophets to keep their fathers' covenants intact, to become true examples of their
fathers' righteousness, and to keep fast to the path of righteousness set by these
prophets. Four terms are repeatedly used in the Qur'an to express God's special favour



for the descendants of the prophets: Dhurriya, Al, Ahl, and Qurba.

The word Dhurriya, meaning offspring, progeny, or direct descendant, has been used in
thirty-two verses of the Qur'an. It is used either in direct connection with the prophets’
own concern that their children should remain on their path or that their work of
guidance should be continued through their own progeny. Often the word is used in
verses where the prophets claim that God had selected them to become models of
righteousness based on their direct descent from other prophets. This concern for a
prophet's progeny is reflected in a verse (ll, 124) where Abraham was told by God: "I will
make you an Imam of the people." Whereupon Abraham pleads, "And what about my
offspring (Dhurriyati)?" God replies, "My covenant will not go to evildoers." In a similar
verse (XIV, 37) Abraham prays to God:

"Oh my Lord God! | have made some of my offspring to dwell in a valley
without cultivation by the Sacred House, in order, Oh Lord, that they may
establish regular prayer: so fill the hearts of some among men with love
towards them and feed them with fruits: so that they may give thanks."

This prayer is favourably answered when God declares (XIX, 58):

"There are they on whom God bestowed His bounties from the prophets of
the posterity of Adam; and of those whom we carried with Noah [in the Ark]
and of the posterity (Dhurriya) of Abraham and Israel and of those whom we
guided and chose."

The term Al, meaning nearer or nearest relations by descent from the same father or
ancestor or a man's family or kinsmen, is used in the Qur'an twenty- six times in
connection with the descendants of the prophets or those who succeeded them in
guidance and special favour from God. A verse describing Muhammad as belonging to
the descendants of Abraham has been quoted above. In another verse (IV, 54) we read:

"Or do they envy the people for what God has given them of His grace: But
indeed we have given to Abraham's children (Al Ibrahim) the book and the
wisdom and we gave them a great kingdom."

The word Ahl, which is used many times in the Qur'an has almost the same meaning as
Al, though it is also used in a broader sense in referring to the people of a town or
inhabitation, a group, or followers. When used in conjunction with the term bayt: Ahl al-
bayt, it refers to the immediate descendants of a family or such a family of the same
"house", or bayt. In this compound form, Ahl al-bayt is used in the Qur'an especially in
reference to the immediate family of Muhammad. In verse XXXIII, 33, we hear:,



"And God only wishes to remove from you [all kinds of] uncleanliness, O
members of the family [of Muhammad] and thoroughly purify you."

All the commentators of the Qur'an are unanimous in the opinion that the term Ahl al-
bayt in this verse refers to Muhammad's daughter Fatima, his cousin and son-in-law Ali,
and his two beloved grandsons, Hasan and Husayn.

The fourth term, Qurba (from the root garuba, nearness), means near or blood
relationship, relatives, or kinsmen. As is the case with the term Ahl al- bayt, the term
Qurba was also used specifically for the immediate relatives of Muhammad.

Thus the Qur'an (XLII, 23) reads:

"That is the bounty whereof God gives glad tidings to his servants who
believe and do righteous deeds.

"Say, [O Muhammad] | do not ask any reward from you for this [apostleship]
except the love of [my] relatives."

Commenting on this verse, the commentators are again unanimous in their opinion that
the word Qurba refers to Muhammad's relatives-Fatima, Ali, Hasan, and Husayn. The
only point of disagreement arises In that the Sunni commentators include the wives of
the Prophet, whereas the Shi'i writers do not.

The total number of verses that mention special favour requested for and granted to the
families of the various prophets by God runs to over a hundred in the Qur'an. From this
we may draw two conclusions. If one accepts the axiom that the Qur'an was revealed in
terms understandable in the cultural atmosphere of seventh-century Arabia, then it is
obvious that the idea of the sanctity of a prophet's family was a commonly accepted
principle at that time. Even more important is the fact that the Qur'an's constant
repetition of this idea must have left the impression among some of the Muslims that
Muhammad's family had a religious prerogative over others.

Neither Banu Taym b. Murra, the clan of Abu Bakr, nor Banu Adi b. Ka'b, the people of
‘Umar, had ever been regarded with esteem on any religious grounds, thus those who
laid stress on the religious principle could not accept them as candidates for
succession to Muhammad. The candidate could come only from the Banu Hashim, and
amongst them the figure of , Aliwas by far the most prominent He too was the great-
grandson of Hashim and the grandson of Abd al-Muttalib. He was the son of Abu Talib,
Muhammad's uncle, who had given the Prophet the care and love of the father
Muhammad had lost before birth. Ali was the nearest and closest associate of
Muhammad, for the Prophet had acted as his guardian during the famine of Mecca, and



he had subsequently adopted him as a brother both before the Hijra and again in
Medina.>0 He was the first male to embrace Islam,>1 Khadija being the first woman. He
was also the husband of Fatima, the Prophet's only surviving daughter, and by her
fathered two of the Prophet's grandsons, Al-Hasan and Al-Husayn, both of whom
Muhammad loved dearly.

It seems that these inherent personal qualities and virtues secured Ali a unique and
advantageous place over all other family members and companions of Muhammad, and
earned him a group of friends who were devoted to him with a special zeal and
consideration even during the lifetime of the Prophet Perhaps it is because of this that
the Shi'a claim the existence of Shi‘ism even in the lifetime of the Prophet; the earliest
heresiographers, Sa'd al-Ash'ari and An-Nawbakhti, clearly state that Shi'ism (in the
sense of a particular regard and appreciation of Ali's personal merits) had already
appeared in Muhammad's lifetime.®2 Moreover, this idea of Ali's superior qualifications
for the caliphate was further strengthened by a series of events which took place during
the Prophet's life in which he showed some special consideration for Ali. A few of these
should be pointed out as illustrations of Ali's growth in prestige and favour:

At the very beginning of his mission, when the verse "Warn your tribe, the nearest
kinsmen" (XXVI, 214) was revealed (about three years after Muhammad's first revelation
and the conversion of Khadija, Ali, and Abu Bakr), the Prophet gathered all the Banu
Abd al-Muttalib and informed them of his mission. Explaining his task, he asked for
support and help in furthering the cause. Instead of assistance, the Prophet received
only ridicule; the only exception was Ali, who, though only thirteen years old, gave the

Prophet his enthusiastic support.>3

The prerogative of the religious brotherhood between Ali and Muhammad,
which has already been mentioned above, must be taken into special
account in this series of events. The Prophet adopted Ali as his brother in
faith (ukhuwwa) both before the Hijra and again in Medina. This was such a
recognized historical fact that no historian has denied it.

Ali's position can only have been elevated in the eyes of the Companions
when he was appointed by Muhammad as the standard bearer at both Badr

and Khaybar and in other wars.>4

The nomination of Ali by the Prophet as his deputy at Medina during the
expedition to Tabuk was another important record to Ali's credit.® It was on
this occasion that the Muhammad said to Ali, "You are to me what Aaron
was to Moses except that there will be no Prophet after me."%6 This tradition
attached to the event of Tabuk has been recorded by almost all historians
and traditionists, and when we see that Muhammad was referring to many



similarities in his person and mission with other great prophets of the past,
we find no difficulty in accepting this tradition. In one of the several
Qur'anic passages dealing with this subject (XX, 29-32), Moses asks of God:
"And give me a minister from my family, Aaron, my brother; add to my
strength through him, and make him share my task.” Muhammad's
comparison of himself with Moses would thus have been incomplete
without an Aaron, and obviously no other person in his family but Ali could
serve him as Aaron.

Yet another very important event was the communication of the chapter of
al-Bara'a (Qur'an, IX). In the ninth year of the Hijra, the Prophet sent Abu
Bakr to lead the people in the Hajj. After Abu Bakr's departure to Mecca the
chapter of Bara'a was revealed to the Prophet to communicate to the
people, especially to the polytheists. When people asked the Prophet
whether he would dispatch the chapter to Abu Bakr to deliver it on his
behalf, he replied, "No, | will not send it except through someone from
amongst the people of my family (rajul-un min ahli bayti)." The Prophet then
called Ali and ordered him to take his own camel and go to Mecca at once

and deliver the Qur'anic message to the people on his behalf.57

There are no serious grounds to doubt the authenticity of these events, which have
been recorded by writers of all schools of thought and which also seem plausible in
their context. Even if one is inclined to extreme caution and scepticism, it cannot be
denied that these events in favour of Ali were in such wide circulation that the majority
of historians and traditionists from the earliest times had to record them. In this series
of events, the famous but controversial tradition of Ghadir Khum, upon which the Shi'a
place the utmost importance, has been intentionally ignored. This event is named after
a place called Ghadir Khum, a pool or a marsh with some shady trees, situated only a
few miles from Mecca on the road to Medina, from where people disperse to their
different destinations. When Muhammad was returning from his Farewell Pilgrimage he
stopped at Ghadir Khum on 18 Dhu'l-Hijja (10 March 632) to make an announcement to
the pilgrims who accompanied him from Mecca and who were to disperse from this
junction. By the orders of the Prophet, a special dais or pulpit made of branches of the
trees was erected for him. After the noon prayer the Prophet sat on the pulpit and made
his last public address to the largest gathering before his death three months later.
Taking Ali by the hand, Muhammad asked his followers whether he was not superior in
authority and person (awla) to the believers themselves. The crowd cried out in one
voice: "It is so, O Apostle of God." He then declared: "He of whom | am the mawla [the
patron, master, leader, friend?], of him Ali is also the mawla (man kuntu mawlahu fa Ali-
un mawlahu). O God, be the friend of him who is his friend, and be the enemy of him
who is his enemy (Allahumma wali man walahu wa adi man adahu).”

As far as the authenticity of the event itself is concerned, it has hardly ever been denied



or questioned even by the most conservative Sunni authorities, who have themselves
recorded it Most noteworthy among them are Imam Ahmad b. Hanbal in his Musnad,
Tirmidhi, Nasa'i, Ibn Maja, Abu Da'ud and almost all other Sunan writers, lbn al-Athir in
his Usd al-Ghaba, Ibn Abd al- Barr in his Isti‘ab, followed by all other writers of
biographical works and even Ibn Abd Rabbih in his Iqd al-Farid, and Jahiz in his
Uthmaniyya.58 The traditions of Ghadir are so abundantly reported and so commonly
attested by hundreds of different transmitters belonging to all schools of thought that it
would be futile to doubt their authenticity. Ibn Kathir,%9 a most staunch supporter of the
Sunni viewpoint, has devoted seven pages to this subject and has collected a great
number of different isnads from which the tradition is narrated. It is also lbn Kathir who
informs us that the famous historian at-Tabari, in a two-volume unfinished work entitled
Ki'tab al- Fada'il (mentioned also by Yaqut in his Irshad, VI, p. 452), wrote in full details
the Prophet's discourse in favour of Ali at Ghadir Khum. A modern scholar, Husayn Ali
Mahfuz, in his penetrating researches on the subject of Ghadir Khum, has recorded with
documentation that this tradition has been narrated by at least 110 Companions, 84
tabi'un, 355 ulama’, 25 historians, 27 traditionists, 11 exegesists, 18 theologians, and 5
philologists.60 Most of them were later counted by the Sunnis as among their own
number.

Horovitzb1 and Goldziher,52 in their studies on the tradition of Ghadir Khum, state that
the oldest evidence of this tradition is the verses of Kumayt (died 126/743-4), which they
consider undoubtedly genuine. The refusal of these two scholars to accept any
evidence before Kumayt is based on their sceptical assumption that the verses of the
Prophet's poet, Hassan b. Thabit, composed on the spot, might not be genuine.
However, the Shi'i sources, and also some of the Sunni authorities, claim that the oldest
evidence is the verse of Hassan b. Thabit, which the poet, with the Prophet's
approbation, instantly composed and recited%3 when the people were congratulating Ali
on the occasion. Keeping in view the fact that Hassan was accompanying the Prophet at
his historical first pilgrimage after the migration, and the fact that the poet used to
compose and recite verses on all noteworthy occasions of the Prophet's activities, it is
highly improbable that this event should have passed unrecorded by Hassan, the
official poet-reporter of Muhammad.

The event is, however, not recorded by some of those sources which are commonly
used for the study of the life of the Prophet, such as Ibn Hisham, Tabari, and Ibn Sa'd.
They either pass in silence over Muhammad's stop at Ghadir Khum, or, if they mention
it, say nothing of this tradition. Veccia Vaglieri explains the attitude of these few writers
in that they "evidently feared to attract the hostility of the Sunnis, who were in power, by
providing material for the polemic of the Shi'is, who used these words to support their
thesis of Ali's right to the caliphate. Consequently, the western biographers of
Muhammad, whose work is based on these sources, equally make no reference to what
happened at Ghadir Khum. It is, however, certain that Muhammad did speak in this



place and utter the famous sentence, for the account of this event has been preserved,
either in concise form or in detail, not only by Ya'qubi, whose sympathy for the Alid
cause is well known, but also in the collections of traditions which are considered as
canonical, especially in the Musnad of Ibn Hanbal; and the hadiths are so numerous and

so well attested by the different isnads that it does not seem possible to reject them."64

The bone of contention between the Sunnis and the Shi'is is not, however, and never
has been, the authenticity of the event of Ghadir Khum, nor the declaration of the
Prophet in favour of Ali, as quoted above; the real disagreement is in the meaning of the
word mawla used by the Prophet The Shi‘a unequivocally take the word in the meaning
of leader, master, and patron, and therefore the explicitly nominated successor of the
Prophet. The Sunnis, on the other hand, interpret the word mawla in the meaning of a
friend, or the nearest kin and confidant.6®> No doubt the richness of meaning of many an
Arabic word and the resulting ambiguity does render both the interpretations equally
valid. The Sunnis, while accepting the tradition, assert that in that sentence the Prophet
simply meant to exhort his followers to hold his cousin and the husband of his only
surviving daughter in high esteem and affection. Further, the Sunnis explain the
circumstance which necessitated the Prophet's exhortation in that some people were
murmuring against Ali due to his harsh and indifferent treatment in the distribution of
the spoils of the expedition of Al-Yaman, which had just taken place under Ali's
leadership, and from where he, along with those who participated in the expedition,
directly came to Meccato join the Prophet at the Hajj. To dispel these ill- feelings
against his son-in-law, the Prophet spoke in this manner.66 Accepting this explanation
as such, the fact still remains that this declaration of the Prophet in such an
extraordinary manner, equating Ali in authority and person with himself, does provide a
strong basis for the Shi'i claims.

Taking for granted the controversial character in interpretation of the Ghadir tradition,
the events mentioned above could have been understood by some of the Prophet's
Companions as indicative of his inclination towards Ali, though he did not or could not
nominate him explicitly, perhaps because of the old North Arabian custom of leaving
the selection of a leader to the people. A commonly suggested obstacle in the way of Ali
Is said to have been his comparatively young age at the time of Muhammad's death.
However, our sources do not fail to point out that, though the "Senate" (Nadwa) of pre-
Islamic Mecca was generally a council of elders only, the sons of the chieftain Qusayy
were privileged to be exempted from this age restriction and were admitted to the
council despite their youth. In later times more liberal concessions seem to have been
in vogue; Abu Jahl was admitted despite his youth, and Hakim b. Hazm was admitted
when he was only fifteen or twenty years old.67 Ibn Abd Rabbih tells us, "There was no
monarchic king over the Arabs of Mecca in the Jahiliya. So whenever there was a war,
they took a ballot among chieftains and elected one as 'King', were he a minor or a
grown man. Thus on the day of Fijar, it was the turn of the Banu Hashim, and as a result
of the ballot Al-'Abbas, who was then a mere child, was elected, and they seated him on



the shield."68 At the time of Muhammad's death Ali was at least thirty-three years old,
though in some other sources his age is given as thirty-six.

In conclusion, the idea that the question of the succession was primarily religious,
rather than merely political, the popular notion of the hereditary sanctity of the Banu
Hashim, coupled with the events which took place during the lifetime of the Prophet in
favour of Ali, led to the crystallization of a point of view concerning the succession to
the leadership of the community in which a number of Muhammad's companions felt
that Ali was the most suitable person to keep the covenant intact. In the heated debates
of the Sagifa incident, right after the Prophet's death, these Companions did not
hesitate to voice their opinions. The resulting disagreement, to which we now turn,
marks the beginning of what was eventually to develop into a permanent division of the
Umma into Sunni and Shi'i.



Chapter 2

Sagifa: The First Manifestations

In any attempt to determine the origins of Shi'i feelings in Islam, one must try to
examine in detail the earliest incident in which such feelings manifest themselves. The
history of a people in every branch, be it political, cultural, religious, or constitutional, is
an unbroken continuity. No religious or political organization nor any particular
viewpoint within a religious tradition can be properly understood without due reference
to its first tangible appearance.

Historically the event of the Saqifa is inextricably connected with the emergence of the
Shi'i viewpoint The Sagifa, after which the event is named, was an old assembly hall in
Medina where the people used to discuss and resolve their crucial problems. It was
there that, as soon as the news of the Prophet's death came out, the people of Medina
gathered together to choose their leader. It was there that a group of Muhajirun forced
on the Ansar their wish for the acceptance of Abu Bakr as the sole leader of the
community. In this meeting at the Saqifa, some voices were raised in support of Ali's
claims to the caliphate; thus "Saqifa" should be taken as a generic name for the first
split among the Muslims. To ignore it in tracing out Shi'i history and subsequent
development in Islam would certainly lead to misunderstanding and wrong conclusions.
It is thus an historical imperative to examine the proceedings of the Saqifa and attempt
to ascertain the points raised therein which ultimately found expression in the
establishment of the Shi'i discipline in Islam.

A characteristic historiographical problem has to be seriously taken into consideration
before any attempt can be made to outline the Sagifa incident. One may well question
the authenticity of the reports in ascertaining the exact details of what occurred in the
selection of the first successor of the Prophet The controversial nature of the subject
itself and the difficulty inherent in the source material make the task of this
investigation far from easy. This difficulty becomes still more serious when we note that
the earliest extant report on the event was committed to systematic writing not before
the first half of the second century of Islam, and during the reign of the first two
Abbasid caliphs. This was the time when the division of the Muslim community into
Shi'i and Sunni groupings had set deep into the hearts of Muslims, and both camps
were accusing each other of deviation from the true path of Islam. In these
circumstances it seems quite possible that the different reports describing the
proceedings of Abu Bakr's selection would have been circulated from different quarters
according to their respective interests. One might, therefore, suspect the reports of the



historians of Shi'i sympathies such as lbn Ishaq, Ya'qubi, and Mas'udi as being biased
in favour of the Shi'is; and similarly the writings of Ibn Sa'd, Baladhuri, and even Tabari
as reporting in Sunni colour. Nevertheless, a close scrutiny of all early sources named
above shows that the event of the Sagifa is reported, in its broad outline and essential
points, in very similar ways, with of course some differences in details, in treatment of
the material, and in emphasis on one report or the other. These differences are clearly
indicative of the inclinations of the respective writers or their informants towards one
side or the other, and can be discerned, though not without some difficulty. Similarly
those reports of the very few writers who take extreme positions to support one
particular view can also be easily distinguished when compared with other accounts.

For a study of this nature, it would be most appropriate to extract and examine the
earliest known coherent tradition as a basis for comparison with accounts recorded by
other writers. The earliest extant work which reports the Saqifa episode is that of
Muhammad b. Ishaqg b. Yasar (born 85/704, died 151/768), whose Sirat Rasul Allah was
the first comprehensive biography of the Prophet. His report, though concise and brief,
gives almost all the essential information of the event without dwelling on many of the
details and different reports given by the writers who immediately followed him. The
shortness of Ibn Ishaqg's account of the Sagifa is easily understandable in that his work
deals mainly with the life and career of the Prophet The event of the Saqifa in all its
details is thus beyond the scope of his work; that the incident is mentioned at all is
probably due to the fact that it took place before the burial of the Prophet This is evident
from the arrangement of the closing chapters of his biography, which deal with: 1: The
iliness of the Prophet, 2: His death, 3: The affair of the Saqifa of Bani Sa'ida, 4. Funeral
preparations and burial of the Prophet.

Ibn Ishaq first introduces the event in only a few lines and without citing his
authorities.1 It is Ibn Ishag's usual technique to introduce first a collective tradition by
combining different reports into a simple narrative which serves as an introduction to
the detailed account which follows. In this he proves himself to be a loyal pupil of his
master Az-Zuhri, who was the first to introduce collective traditions.2 Thus what
appears to be simply an introductory paragraph in Ibn Ishaq's narrative of the Sagifa is
given by others with different isnads (chain of transmitters) and with slightly varying
words and lengths. After this brief introduction Ibn Ishaq relates the whole event in one
single tradition of considerable length, which runs to about three and a half pages3 and
covers almost all the essential points of the event This tradition deserves a few
observations. Firstly, the whole story is related in the very words of the second caliph,
‘Umar b. al-Khattab, from one of his Friday sermons in the mosque of Medina. 'Umar
being a strict disciplinarian in observance of religious formalism, Friday prayers must
have been attended by a great number of people in Medina, and his exposition must
have had such a wide circulation among both the Muhajirun and the Ansar that it could
not be a later fabrication attributed to him. Secondly, this speech is reported almost
unanimously by the majority of the historians who followed Ibn Ishaq, such as Tabari



and even Baladhuri, who often wrote selectively to support the Sunni viewpoint of his
day. Thirdly, it is beyond any doubt true that 'Umar b. al-Khattab himself played the
most important role at that crucial moment, took the initiative in the fateful event of the
Saqifa, and indeed was the moving spirit in the selection of Abu Bakr. A unanimously
accepted report in his own words is therefore of the greatest historical importance.
Fourthly, Ibn Ishaq begins the tradition by prefixing the words "in connection with these
events (Saqifa) Abd Allah b. Abi Bakr told me .. ." This indicates that, besides 'Umar's
account, Ibn Ishaqg was aware of other reports and detailed accounts, but for the sake of
brevity picked out the one which he considered the most reliable and at the same time
comprehensive enough to cover the entire event.

The isnad of this tradition in Ibn Ishaq is direct, short, based solely on Medinese
informants, and prefixed with the verb of certainty and personal contact, haddathani,
"he told me". The isnad reads: "Abd Allah b. Abu Bakr told me from (1) Ibn Shihab az-
Zuhri (2) from 'Ubayd Allah b. Abd Allah b. '‘Utba b. Mas'ud (3) from Abd Allah b.
al-'Abbas." Both Abd Allah b. Abi Bakr4 (born ca. 60/679-80, died ca. 130/747-8) and
Zuhris® (born ca. 51/671, died 124/742) belonged to the third generation (Tab'i Tabi'un)
after the Prophet, and to the second generation of traditionists. Both were pioneers of
Muslim historiography, and both received their material from the Tabi'un, who in turn
were either eye-witnesses to the events while in their early youth or had received the
information from the Companions of the Prophet. With the recent researches in Islamic
historiography by Nabia Abbotté and others, it is now established beyond any doubt
that the life, wars, and career of the Prophet, collectively known as Sira, along with
subsequent events, became an object of historical research beginning with the
generation that followed Muhammad. In this connection there appear names such as
Aban.’ (born ca. 20/641, died ca. 100/718-19), the son of the Caliph 'Uthman; 'Urwa b. az-
Zubayr b. al-'Awwam8 (born 23/644, died 94/ 712-13); Wahb b. Munabbih® (born 34/654-5,
died 110/728-9); and others. This interest in historical research gathered great
momentum by the third generation and reached its climax in the Sira or Maghazi works
of two of Ibn Ishag's most prominent teachers, Zuhri and Abd Allah b. Abi Bakr. It is
reasonable to assume that these two pioneers of historical writing in Islam must have
interested themselves in the event of the Sagifa, which was certainly the most important
event that took place at the time of the death of the founder of Islam. It is equally
reasonable to assume that lbn Ishaq preferred to narrate the event as it was handed
down to him from his two most intimate and respected teachers rather than to quote
from other sources, especially when his interest in the Sagifa was limited to the events
related to the death of the Prophet. It is also important to note that these two authorities,
especially Zuhri, appear in almost all the later works which describe the Sagifa incident
Baladhuri and Tabari, whose interest in the event is not confined to the events
connected with the death of the Prophet, quote these two sources in their accounts of
what they consider to be one of the most important historical events in Islamic history.



In Ibn Ishaq's narrative, Zuhri's authority is ‘Ubayd Allah b. Abd Allah b. 'Utba b.
Mas'ud,10 one of Zuhri's four most trusted and esteemed teachers. These four were Said
b. al-Musayyib1l(died 94/712-13), under whom Zuhri sat for ten years as a faithful
student, 'Urwa b. az-Zubayr, Aban b. '‘Uthman, and 'Ubayd Allah b. Abd Allah. All four
are among the most distinguished and recognized authorities on Figh, Sira, and
Maghazi. Zuhri is frequently quoted as expressing his highest regard for them, and
described them as the "four seas of knowledge" and "the four seas of the Quraysh".12
Three of them, with the exception of Aban, are also among the famous illustrious seven
lawyers of Medina. All these four have been credited with leaving written works for the
following generations in addition to what they had transmitted orally to their pupils. Our
interest in these four celebrated scholars of Islamic history is due not only to the fact
that one of them appears in Ibn Ishaq's isnad, but also to the fact that their names
frequently appear in many of the isnads of the Saqifa event recorded by other writers.

A word must be said concerning Abd Allah b. al-'Abbas13 (born three years before the
Hijra, died 68/687-8), who appears as the last authority in lbn Ishaag and in many other
Sagifa accounts written by the historians and traditionists who followed Ibn Ishaq. It will
suffice to say that he has always been respected as one of the most trustworthy
authorities in all periods and among all schools of thought in Islam, not only in Qur'anic
exegesis but in other branches of learning cultivated at Medina. He was in fact one of
the distinguished founders of the Medinese school of learning and scholarship, which
devoted itself mainly to religious sciences. Bukhari, Muslim, Abu Da'ud, Tirmidhi, An-
Nasa'i, Ibn Maja, followed by many others, unanimously accepted his traditions. In the
scholarly research for which he was well known, he gathered information concerning
the life of the Prophet by questioning senior companions.14 Not only did he witness the
event of the Saqifa as a young man, but he also must have carefully preserved the
information received from his father Al-'Abbas, the uncle of the Prophet, who was
undoubtedly involved in the controversy which engulfed Medina immediately after the
death of the Prophet. It is not surprising therefore that Abd Allah b. al-'Abbas appears in
almost all the sources describing the Sagifa.

The second author of note who deals with the Saqifais Abu Abd Allah Muhammad b.
Sa'd (born ca. 168/784-5), who wrote the first systematic and comprehensive
biographical work, Kitab at-Tabaqgat al-Kabir (The Book of Classes), dealing with
important personalities from the Prophet down to the time of his own death in 230/844-
5. In arranging his material he deals in detail with the lives and careers of the first
generation of Muslims, especially the Companions and close associates of the Prophet.
One would have expected that Ibn Sa'd, while writing a long forty-one pagel® biography
of Abu Bakr, would have discussed the event of Sagifa in much greater detail than his
predecessor lbn Ishaqg. As it was perhaps one of the most important and most crucial
events in the entire career of Abu Bakr, it is surprising that Ibn Sa'd does not seem to be
interested in the proceedings as such. He clearly attempts to hush up all those reports



which might reflect on the controversial character of the selection of Abu Bakr, and
carefully selects only those traditions which exalt Abu Bakr's undisputed excellence
and qualifications for the leadership of the community at the death of the Prophet. He
makes every effort to praise and glorify the first caliph's virtues, his services to Islam,
and the qualities which befitted him for immediate succession to Muhammad. Indeed he
uses the same technique in writing Ali's biography to show that he was the best
candidate for the office in his time. In this he proves himself the true representative of
the Sunni tradition in Islam of the early third century and of the piety of the Medinese
school, both of which were built on the Murji'a doctrine. This doctrine, in its more
refined and developed form in the third century, required a Muslim to refrain from any
discussion which might tarnish the respect and honour with which the early
personalities of Islam, especially the Companions, were regarded. Anyone reading lbn
Sa'd's biography of Abu Bakr will immediately notice that the writer is interested in
presenting only the best qualities and virtues of his subject. A brief summary of Ibn
Sa'd's arrangement of the material will help in understanding how he wishes his reader
to look at Sagifa.

Ibn Sa'd begins by writing two pages on the clan, family name, and title of Abu Bakr.16
Even in this biographical data his main emphasis is on his title of As-Siddiq, the
truthful. He inserts a tradition to the effect that after Muhammad's ascent to heaven
(Mi'raj), which he feared people would not accept, the angel Gabriel assured him that
Abu Bakr would do so since he was a Siddiq. The second section, entitled "Abu Bakr's
Conversion to Islam"17 contains five traditions all to the effect that Abu Bakr was the
first among men to believe in Muhammad's Prophethood and completely ignores many
traditions which describe Ali as the first man to become Muslim.18 This is followed by
the third section, with the heading, "Description of the Cave and the Migration to
Medina",19 in which Ibn Sa'd records twenty-six traditions. These traditions emphasize
Abu Bakr's close friendship with Muhammad, that he was "only one of the two" when
Muhammad took refuge in the cave on his way to Medina, and that his services were
invaluable at that critical moment Then, after a few traditions about Abu Bakr's abode at
Medina, he immediately records Abu Bakr's brotherhood in faith with '‘Umar b. al-
Khattab and the Prophet's declaration that Abu Bakr and 'Umar were the leaders or
Lords of the adults of Paradise of all times, with the exception of the Prophets and the
apostles. This is followed by the traditions which describe Muhammad's special favour
to Abu Bakr latter's house to be built adjoining the when he ordered the mosque in
Medina while others were denied this honour, that Abu Bakr defended Muhammad in all
the battles, and that the Prophet appointed him as his standard-bearer at Tabuk. The
last five traditions in this section describe Muhammad's statements that if he was to
choose a friend (Khalil) for himself he could name no one other than Abu Bakr, that "No
one is more beloved to me in my entire community than Abu Bakr," and that "The most
zealous and vigilant after me in my community is Abu Bakr."

The fourth section, entitled "Description of the Prayer which the Prophet Ordered Abu



Bakr [to lead] before his Death"20 is perhaps the most indicative of Ibn Sa'd's attitude.
Here he gives ten traditions, the first five of which describe the Prophet's insistence that
only Abu Bakr must lead the prayer while Muhammad was sick. The following three
traditions describe Muhammad's request for writing material to write down his will and
command to the effect that Abu Bakr should succeed him, so that people should not
doubt or disagree on this question. When Abd ar-Rahman, the son of Abu Bakr, went
out to bring the writing material, people said, "Sit down. Who could dispute over Abu
Bakr?" In the ninth tradition, A'isha the widow of the Prophet is reported to have replied
when she was asked: "O mother of the faithful, who did the Prophet appoint to succeed
him?" "Abu Bakr," she replied. "Who after Abu Bakr?" she was asked. "Umar," she
answered. "Who after '‘Umar?" again she was asked. "Abu 'Ubayda b. al- Jarrah,"” she
answered, on which the enquirer kept silent. The section closes on the tenth tradition,
coming back to the topic given to the heading, saying, "The Prophet was sick for
thirteen days; whenever he felt better he led the prayer, but whenever his condition was
not so well Abu Bakr led the prayer."” It is interesting to note here that except for two
rather unimportant reports, all of these traditions are reported from A'isha, the daughter
of Abu Bakr, whose rivalry with and dislike for both Ali and Fatima are well known.

Anyone who reads this section of Ibn Sa'd will immediately feel that the author has a
specific task set before him. The entire section is carefully planned to show that Abu
Bakr, by the special favours and indications shown by the Prophet, was beyond any
doubt the only deserving candidate to succeed the dying Prophet The author becomes
so impatient that he even abandons the main theme of the section, and in the second
tradition, which would have otherwise been under the event of the Saqifa, describes
‘Umar's argument against the Ansar in favour of Abu Bakr, based on the latter's being
the leader of the prayer. The tradition reads: "When the Prophet died, and the Ansar
suggested [in the assembly of the Saqifa], 'Let us have a leader from among ourselves
and a leader from among yourselves (Muhajirun),’ ‘Umar said, 'Did not you know, O
people of Ansar, that the Prophet appointed Abu Bakr to lead the people in prayer?" The
Ansar said 'Yes.' 'Then would you like to prefer yourselves to Abu Bakr?" '‘We take

refuge in God, to prefer ourselves over Abu Bakr,' said the Ansar."21

Immediately after this section, Ibn Sa'd comes to the event of the Saqifa. Unlike other
writers before and after him, he does not name this section "Affair (amr) of the Saqifa”,
but gives the heading, "Description of the Homage [paid] to Abu Bakr" (Dhikr bayat Abi
Bakr). One cannot fail to see that in the four preceding chapters lbn Sa'd has carefully
prepared a psychological background for his reader to accept his account of the
undisputed selection of Abu Bakr on the basis of his merits and qualities so far
enumerated. On the Sagifa he records a total of fifteen traditions22 of which only six
directly or indirectly are related to the Saqifa. The first tradition reports that when the
Prophet died 'Umar came to Abu 'Ubayda b. al-Jarrah and said, "Open your hand and |
will pay homage to you (Li ubaya'uka) because the Prophet declared you trustworthy of



this community." Abu 'Ubayda replied, "O ‘Umar, | never found you so misled since you
accepted Islam. Would you do me fealty while there is among you As-Siddiq, only
second of the two [in the cave]?" The second tradition is almost identical.

The third tradition is a peculiar example of Ibn Sa'd's treatment of the subject In this
report he extracted a small sentence from the lengthy three-page tradition reported by
Ibn Ishaq and others in the form of '"Umar's speech in the mosque of Medina. Ibn Sa'd's
fragment reads: "lbn Abbas said, 'l heard 'Umar saying, while describing Abu Bakr's
bay'a, "There is none among you to whom people would devote themselves as they did
to Abu Bakr." In the fourth tradition Ibn Sa'd can no longer completely ignore the
controversy which arose on the question, but even this is presented as an argument in
favour of Abu Bakr. It reads: "When people held back from Abu Bakr, he said, 'Who
could be more deserving for this thing (amr) than 1? Was | not the first to pray with the
Prophet?' Then he mentioned those good deeds [lit. attributes] which he performed with
the Prophet.” The fifth tradition is, in fact, the only one which, on the authority of Abu
Bakr's grandson, Qasim b. Muhammad b. Abi Bakr,23 refers to the debate of the Sagifa.
It is hurriedly hushed up in only seven lines. the rest of the tradition deals with the
distribution of some goods by Abu Bakr. The rest of the ten traditions have hardly
anything to do with the Saqifa event as such, and are mainly devoted to Abu Bakr's
excellence, frugality, simplicity, devotion, and piety.

There is hardly any need for further comments on Ibn Sa'd's treatment of the Sagifa. It
should suffice here to note that an historical investigation into the controversial nature
of the subject was outside the scope of his work. Nevertheless, his importance as an
early writer cannot be overemphasized. He is one of the foremost authorities of his time
and represents a school of biographer-traditionists of great importance; in any study of
the Saqifa he cannot be ignored. Ibn Sa'd becomes much more important when we
notice his adherence to the "pious” traditional technique and the adoption of many a
tradition given by him in this subject by those who followed him. He represents a
school which came to dominate the development of the Sunni point of view in Islam. His
presentation of the Saqifa leads his reader to believe that Abu Bakr's selection went
smoothly, without any noticeable opposition or controversy, and that it was readily and
instantly accepted by everyone, including Ali, who himself admitted the former's
superior claims and merits.

We now must turn to lbn Sa'd's younger contemporary Ahmad b. Yahya b. Jabir al-
Baladhuri24 (died 279/892-3), whose voluminous Ansab al-Ashraf is perhaps the most
important historico-biographical work of the third century. On the one hand, he follows
Ibn Sa'd in technique and incorporates much of his material; on the other, he goes
much deeper and collects every possible report and version of the Sagifa event from
divergent sources and different schools. While Ibn Sa'd depends mainly on Medinese
informants, Baladhuri finds them unsatisfactory; he goes further and frequently quotes
Mada'ini, who takes up a kind of middle position between Kufan and Medinese



traditionists. He also narrates from lbn al-Kalbi, Abu Ma'shar, Awana, and, in at least
two cases, even from the Shi'i Abu Mikhnaf.25 He thereby demonstrates not only his
keen historical interest in investigating the event of the Sagifa but also its great
Importance in the annals of early Islam. The pietistic attitude which was a dominant
characteristic of the Medinese schools, especially when dealing with the differences
among the prominent companions, was not so prominent with the more historically-
minded authors of the Kufan and Basran schools. Baladhuri's preservation of the latter
tradition is thus of considerable importance for the present discussion.

In Baladhuri's scheme, the Saqifa is treated in a manner similar to that of Ibn Ishaq, with
the events connected with the death of the Prophet. In the chapter entitled "Affair of the
Sagifa", Baladhuri records a total of thirty-three traditions,26 seven of which are exactly
identical to material in Ibn Sa'd. In this Baladhuri shows his great respect for his elder
contemporary, whom he always quotes with the direct verb, haddathani (he told me),
indicating that he took Ibn Sa'd's material not from the Tabaqgat but by direct dictation
from Ibn Sa'd himself. 27 The rest of the twenty-six traditions deal with the controversy
over the question of succession, the heated debates which took place in the Saqifa,
rival claims of the Ansar and the Muhajirun, Ali's protest over the selection, the
opposition of Banu Hashim and some of the Ansar to Abu Bakr, and Abu Bakr's own
statement that though he was not the best candidate, he accepted the caliphate to save
the community from dissension. Eleven of these twenty-six traditions are taken from
Mada'ini, who frequently quotes Zuhri, whose own isnads often go back to the sources
of the "four seas of the Quraysh" discussed above.28 The most revealing point here is
that four of these twenty-six traditions (1. a complete description of the controversial
debate in the Saqgifa; 2. Abu Sufyan's offer of help to Ali; 3: Abu Bakr's statement that
though he was not the best candidate, he accepted the caliphate only to avoid
dissension; and 4: a small part of 'Umar's speech that even if Abu Bakr's selection was
a hasty affair, it did save the community from evil) are narrated by Baladhuri from Ibn
Sa'd with the verb "he told me". Ibn Sa'd knew these traditions and found them
important enough to transmit them orally to Baladhuri, but he himself shrank from
including them in his Tabagat.

The long speech of 'Umar which describes the Saqgifa in full and comprises the
comprehensive account in Ibn Ishaq, as we have seen above, is reported by Baladhuri
three times; first (No. 1173) from lbn Sa'd, where only a small sentence justifying Abu
Bakr's merits (as in Tabagat) is reported; a second time (No. 1176) when only the first
part of it is given; then finally the full text (No. 1181), as in lbn Ishaq, is recorded. In all
three places the final three authorities are the same as in the Sira: Zuhri, 'Ubayd Allah,
and lIbn Abbas, though the first authorities change in all three instances. In No. 1173
Zuhri's narrator is Salih b. Kaysan.29 in No. 1176 it is Mu'ammar b. Rashid30 and in No.
1181, the full text is taken by Baladhuri from Mada'ini through Ibn Ju'daba.31 There are a
few differences between the text of Mada'ini quoted by Baladhuri and that of Abd Allah



b. Abi Bakr quoted by Ibn Ishaq. To conclude it will suffice to say that although
Baladhuri displays a tendency in favour of Abu Bakr's excellence for the office, as is
evident from the order of preference in the arrangement of the material, he does not
suppress many traditions which show the inclination of some of the important
companions towards Ali.

The picture of the Sagifa still remains rather incomplete until one takes into
consideration Baladhuri's younger contemporary lbn Wadih al-Ya'qubi (died 284/897).
Anyone reading Ya'qubi's rendering of the Saqgifa immediately after Ibn Sa'd and
Baladhuri will notice a sharp contrast both in substance and in emphasis. Whereas lbn
Sa'd would have us believe that Abu Bakr faced hardly any opposition from those who
favoured Ali, Ya'qubi would impress upon his reader that there was rather serious
opposition to Abu Bakr from a group which supported Ali's rights to the caliphate.

Unlike Ibn Sa'd and Baladhuri, Ya'qubi does not give separate traditions prefixed by
isnad, nor does he follow his sources verbally except in quotations and direct
speeches. This is his method throughout his history, the Saqifa being no exception.
Opening with the heading, "Information (khabar) of the Saqifa of Banu Sa'ida and the
Fealty to Abu Bakr", he writes a cohesive, uninterrupted four-page narrative from all the
sources available to him.32 It of course paraphrases many traditions into one
continuous account, but all the quotations and speeches are faithfully preserved
without any transformation. This is evident from comparisons with other sources before
and after him.

As regards his sources, we know that, as a general rule and perhaps for the sake of a
literary cohesive text, he rarely cites his authorities. Nevertheless, it is usually not
difficult to ascertain their identity.33 In the case of the Saqifa, some of his sources, such
as Mada'ini and Abu Mikhnaf, are the same as those used by Tabari. Here we must point
out that it is beyond any doubt an historical fact that the event of the Saqifa became an
object of keen historical interest right from the very beginnings of historical writing in
Islam. This is evident from lIbn Nadim's and Tusi's Fihrists, Najashi's Rijal, and other
bibliographical works which list numerous treatises on the Saqifa under the names of a
great many writers beginning from the early second century onward. For example, both
Abu Mikhnaf34 and Mada'ini3® are reported to have written independent treatises on the
subject, and when we read the Saqifa account in Tabari, Baladhuri, and others, we find a
number of traditions on their authority. lon Abi 'l-Hadid (died ca. 656/1258) in his
voluminous Sharh Nahj al-Balagha, a mine of valuable historical material composed
with the help of arich library of rare manuscripts in his possession, writes forty pages
on the Sagifa36 that incorporate some of these rare treatises which survived until his
time. Among these is a text by Abu Bakr Ahmad b. Abd al-'Aziz al-Jawhari37 (died
298/910-11), who cites many early authorities in his treatise on the Saqifa. A modern
scholar of note, Agha Buzurg at-Tehrani, records in his exhaustive work on Shi'i



literature a great number of treatises written down on the Saqifa in the early centuries of
Islam.38 Many of them considerably predate Ya'qubi. a few of them even originate from
the circle of traditionists who gathered around the Imam Ja'far as-Sadiq (died 148/765-6).

By the time Ibn Sa'd, Baladhuri, and other Sunni writers set out to write, Sunni Islam
had already defined and fixed its attitudes and loyalties based on the Murji'i principles
of synthesis and tolerance. It was, therefore, natural for these writers to suppress or
ignore any report that might clash with the accepted norms of the day. Most of that
material which could support the Shi'i position in favour of Ali was thus either
suppressed or conveniently suspected of being fabricated. This was exactly what
happened to Ya'qubi. There is a common tendency to suspect his accounts, which
could cause, mainly because he himself was a Shi'i support the Shi'i. But quite logically,
if Ya'qubi can be suspected of bias in favour of the Shi'i position, why cannot other
historians of the opposite affiliation be equally suspected of suppressing those reports
which serve the Shi'i purpose? In this situation, we feel that Ya'qubi's history should be
considered a valuable compendium of historical documents which survived the
tendentious efforts of the historians of the majority party. The argument for the overall
authenticity of his material is enhanced by the fact that most of his Sagifa material is
also reported in fragmentary fashion by his non-Shi'i successors. We may thus
conclude that certain data handed down to us by Ya'qubi, but omitted by his three
predecessors, are of immense historical importance for the reconstruction of the Saqgifa
event. These four writers cover every point of view and leave little to be added by the
encyclopaedic annalist Muhammad b. Jarir at-Tabari (died 311/923-4). He generally
displays a remarkably unbiased and uncommitted attitude in his history, undoubtedly
the most comprehensive that has survived to us. He does not base his selection of
sources on religious affiliations, but uses them- according to his own historical
judgement in relation to each event. He builds his narrative by recording several parallel
and co-ordinated traditions or, wherever necessary, by giving divergent reports coming
to him from different sources. In the latter case he gives his own historical opinion
either by explaining how each event is to be placed and interpreted or by arranging his
material in order of preference. This second method he uses when reporting on the
Saqifa. He completely ignores lbn Sa'd's account of the event, incorporates most of the
material of Ibn Ishaq, Ya'qubi, and Baladhuri through his own sources, and makes some
additions of his own. He reports 'Umar's speech on the Saqifa in full, exactly as did lbn
Ishag, but the former's authority is Abbad b. Abbad3° (Al- Muhallabi) from Abbad b.
Rashid,40 while the last three authorities are the same as in Ibn Ishaq. He is also the one
who, alone among all the historians of Islam, preserves Abu Mikhnaf's treatise on the
Sagifa.41 On the whole, Tabari's history presents a balanced and unbiased account of
the Saqifa. He makes it absolutely clear that there was a strong body of support for Ali,
but on the other hand, emphasizes that Abu Bakr was duly elected by the majority of the
people.

There is little need to examine in detail the works of those writers who followed these



five early sources. Subsequent authors, such as Mas'udi42 (died 344/955-6), Ibn Athir43
(died 630/ 1232-3), Ibn Abd Rabbih44 (died 327/938-9), and even Suyuti (died 911/ 1505-6)
in his specialized work on the subject of the caliphate,4> add hardly anything
substantially important to our knowledge on the event. Later Shi'i works by authors
such as at- Tabrasi46 and al-Majlisi4” are mainly polemic in nature and give a very
tendentious pro-Shi'i account of no historical value.

In an attempt to reconstruct the events at the Sagifa, the best approach is to take, as a
basis, Ibn Ishaqg, who is not only the earliest authority, but also the one whose work has
reached us in the recension of Ibn Hisham (died 218/ 833), himself a die-hard Sunni and
earlier than the other four writers mentioned above. Moreover, Ibn Hisham never
hesitates in his task of editing Ibn Ishaq's Sira to correct or comment on any point with
which he disagrees, and he often inserts some additional information he thinks was
overlooked or omitted by the author. 48 Ibn Hisham makes none of these comments,
additions, or corrections in the account of the Sagifa, however. The tradition of the
Sagifa in the Sirais thus an account recorded by a writer of Shi'i leaning,4® approved by
an editor critic of Sunni belief, and also reported by the majority of the writers following
Ibn Ishaq through different authorities, as we have seen above. For other necessary
details not presented by Ibn Ishag, we must draw from our other four authorities. It is
our intention here to base our reconstruction of the Sagifa on a translation of 'Umar's
speech as recorded by Ibn Ishaq.50 Since a speech of this sort naturally is not
supposed to cover every detail, frequent breaks will be utilized to draw in other sources
and attempt to form a complete picture of the proceedings. Sources of the additions
filling the gaps will be given within the narrative so that the reader will be able to notice
them immediately.

Before narrating 'Umar's speech, Ibn Ishaq opens with an introduction, without isnad,
which can be found in Baladhuri (I, p. 583) on the authority of Ahmad b. Muhammad b.
Ayyubs®! from lbrahim b. Sa'ds®2 from lbn Ishaq from Zuhri. It reads as follows:

"When the Apostle died, this clan of the Ansar gathered round Sa'd b.
‘Ubadain the hall of Banu Satida; and Ali and az-Zubayr b. al-'Awwam and
Talha 'Ubayd Allah separated themselves in Fatima's house while the rest of
the Muhajirun gathered round Abu Bakr accompanied by Usayd b. Hudayr
with the Banu Abdu'l-Ashhal. Then someone came to Abu Bakr and 'Umar
telling them that this clan of the Ansar had gathered round Sat d in the hall
(sagifa) of Banu Sa'ida: 'If you want to have command of the people, then
take it before their action becomes serious.' Now [the dead body of] the
Apostle was still in his house, the burial arrangements not having been
completed, and his family had locked the door of the house. ‘Umar said, 'l
said to Abu Bakr "Let us go to these our brothers of the Ansar to see what

they are doing." ’ "53



After this lIbn Ishaqg records '‘Umar's famous speech, for which the chain of transmitters
has been examined in each of our sources above. Passing over those parts which do
not deal with the Sagifa, it reads:

"In connection with these events [selection of Abu Bakr] Abd Allah b. Abu
Bakr told me from Ibn Shihab az- Zuhri from ‘Ubayd Allah b. Abd Allah b.
‘Utba b. Mas'ud from Abd Allah b. Abbas who said, 'l was waiting for Abd ar-
Rahman b. Awf in his station in Mina while he was with 'Umar in the last
pilgrimage which '‘Umar performed. When he ['Abd ar-Rahaman] returned he
found me ['Abd Allah b. al' Abbas] waiting, for | was teaching him to read
the Qur'an. Abd ar-Rahman said to me: "l wish you could have seen a man
who came to the Commander of the Faithful ['Umar] and said, 'O
Commander of the Faithful, would you like a man who said, "By God, if
‘Umar were dead | would do fealty to so-and-so."? Fealty given to Abu Bakr
was an unpremeditated affair (falta) and was ratified." ’ "

Here we must point out that this speech, though recorded by the vast majority of
writers, includes neither the name of the person who talked to '"Umar nor the name of
the one to whom he wished to pay fealty, except in Baladhuri, I, pp. 581, 582. In tradition
No. 1176 Baladhuri quotes 'Umar as saying that the person speaking to 'Umar was
Zubayr, and that the person Zubayr wanted to hail as caliph was Ali. In tradition No.
1181, Baladhuri gives only one name: "'Umar delivered a sermon in which he said that
'so- and-so says if 'Umar dies we will pay our homage (baya'na) to Ali."' Baladhuri's
report can be confirmed by later writers such as Ibn Abi 'l-Hadid, who gives the name of
Ali on the authority of al-Jahiz.®4 It is, however, of great importance to note that it was
Ali's name which caused 'Umar to deliver such an important and fiery speech.

"'Umar was angry [when he heard this] and said, 'God willing, | shall get up
among the men tonight and warn them against those who desire to usurp
power over them.' | (‘Abd ar-Rahman) said, ‘Do not do it, Commander of the
Faithful, for the festival brings together the riff-raff and the lowest of the
people; they are the ones who will be in the majority in your proximity
[assembly] when you Stand among the people. | fear lest you should stand
and say something which they will repeat everywhere, not understanding
what you say or interpreting it correctly. so wait until you come to Medina,
for it is the home of the Sunna and you can confer privately with the jurists
(fugaha') and the nobles of the people. You can say what you like and the
jurists will understand what you say and interpret it properly.' 'Umar replied,
'‘By God, if He wills, I will do so as soon as | reach Medina . . .

"We came to Medina at the end of Dhu'l-Hijja and on the Friday | (Ibn
'‘Abbas) returned [to the mosque] quickly when the sun had set ... 'Umar



sat on the pulpit, and when the muezzins were silent he praised God, as was
fitting, and said: 'Today | am about to say to you something which God has
willed that | should say and | do not know whether perhaps it is my last
utterance. He who understands and heeds it let him take it with him
wherever he goes; and as for him who fears that he will not understand it,
he may riot deny that | said it.'

". ..l have heard that someone [Zubayr as in Baladhurr] said, 'If 'Umar were
dead | would do fealty to so-and-so [Ali].' Do not let a man deceive himself
by saying that acceptance of Abu Bakr was a hasty mistake (falta) which
was ratified. Admittedly it was that, but God averted the evil of it. There is
none among you to whom people would devote themselves as they did to
Abu Bakr. He who accepts a man as ruler without consulting the Muslims,
such acceptance has no validity for either of them: and they are subject to
death [punishment].

"What happened was that when God took away His Prophet [from among
us], the Ansar opposed us and gathered with their leaders in the Sagifa
[hall] of Banu Sa'ida, and Ali and az-Zubayr and their companions [and
those who were their supporters] withdrew from us, while the Muhajirun
gathered to Abu Bakr."

From 'Umar's own statement, it is clear that there was serious opposition to Abu Bakr's
candidacy not only from the Ansar, but also from Ali and his supporters. Thus, no
sooner had the news of Muhammad's death come out than the Ansar of Medina,
undoubtedly fearful of Meccan domination and perhaps aware of their designs, hastily
assembled in the Saqgifa Banu Sa'ida to elect a leader from among themselves. ‘Umar b.
al-Khattab, upon hearing people saying that Muhammad was dead, stood and furiously
remonstrated that the Prophet could not die. Claiming that Muhammad had simply
disappeared for a time, he threatened he would kill anyone who claimed that
Muhammad was dead.>® Abu Bakr, Sunh, a suburb of Medina, then who had been at his
house in arrived on the scene. Hearing 'Umar's altercations, he went straight into the
Prophet's house. Discovering that Muhammad had passed away, Abu Bakr came back
and confirmed his death to the people gathered around 'Umar.

At this point we have three different versions. The first reports that when Abu Bakr was
addressing the people, an informant came and told him and 'Umar about the Ansar's
meeting in the Saqifa. Both Abu Bakr and 'Umar, along with those around them, then
rushed to the Sagifa. This version must be rejected on the simple grounds that Abu
‘Ubayda b. al-Jarrah does not appear anywhere in this tradition, contradicting all other
reports, where he is one of the three most important persons in the whole drama. The
second version reports that after confirming the death of the Prophet to the people, Abu



Bakr and 'Umar went to the house of the Prophet and joined his relatives, who were
busy with the burial preparations. Two informants then came and told them about the
Saqifa, whereupon the three-Abu Bakr, 'Umar, and Abu 'Ubayda-ran to the Saqifa. This
version also does not appear to be correct because: 1: it presupposes that these three
most important companions were completely unaware of both the serious tension, often
conflict, which had been developing over the last few years between the Muhajirun and
the Ansar, and the gravity of the situation under the circumstances; 2: it contradicts
‘Umar's statement that Ali and his supporters separated themselves from the others and
locked the door of the house; 3: it is a tradition recorded only by Baladhuri (I, p. 581),
and on arather weak isnad. The third version, which is repeatedly narrated by all of our
sources with the exception of Ibn Sa'd, reports that after addressing the people
regarding Muhammad's death, Abu Bakr, along with 'Umar and Abu 'Ubayda, went to the
house of, most probably, Abu 'Ubayda. There they met to deliberate on the critical
leadership crisis which had arisen owing to the death of the Prophet, and certainly
keeping in view the resentful feelings of the Ansar which had been developing for quite
some time.56 It was there that the council of the Muhajirun was interrupted by an
informant who rushed in to tell them what the Ansar were doing. Hearing that, Abu Bakr,
‘Umar, and Abu 'Ubayda rushed to the Sagifa to prevent any unexpected development
Returning again to 'Umar's speech, we are told:

"l told Abu Bakr that we should go to our brothers the Ansar, so we went off
to go to them when two honest fellows ['Uwaym b. Sa'ida 5" and Ma'n b.
Adi8] met us and told us of the conclusion the people had come to. They
asked us where we were going, and when we told them they said that there
was no need for us to approach them and we must make our own decision. |
said, 'By God, we will go to them.' And [when we arrived] we found them
[the Ansar] in the hall of Banu Sa'ida. In their midst was a man wrapped up.
In answer to my inquiries, they said that he was Sa'd b. '‘Ubada and that he
was sick. When we sat down there, a speaker pronounced the Shahada and
praised God as was fitting and then continued: 'We are God's Helpers and
the squadron of Islam. You, O Muhajirun, are a family of ours and a
company of your people have come to settle down [among us].' | [at this
point 'Umar interrupted and] said: 'And look, they were trying to cut us off
from our origin and wrest authority from us.' When the Ansar's speaker
finished, | wanted to speak, for | had prepared a speech in my mind which
pleased me much. | wanted to produce it before Abu Bakr and to repulse the
roughness and asperity of the speaker of the Ansar. But Abu Bakr said,
‘Gently, 'Umar!" | did not like to anger him and so he spoke. He was a man
with more knowledge and dignity than I, and by God he did not omit a single
word which | had thought of and he uttered it in his inimitable way better
than | could have done. Abu Bakr said: 'All the good that you have said
about yourselves you duly deserve. But the Arabs will not recognize
authority except in this tribe [lit. clan] of Quraysh. They are the best and the



noblest of the Arabs in descent, blood, and country [i.e. settled in the
centre]."™

An addition from Baladhuri (I, p. 582) completes Abu Bakr's speech and shows further
how he argued against the Ansar: "We are the first people in Islam and among the
Muslims, our abode is in the centre, our descent is noblest, and we are nearer to the
Prophet in relation; and you [Ansar] are our brothers in Islam and our partners in
religion; you helped us, protected us and supported us, may God reward you His best.
So we are the rulers (umara') and you are the deputies (wuzara'). The Arabs will not
submit themselves except to this clan of the Quraysh. Certainly a group from among
you [present] knows well that the Prophet said, 'The leaders are from the Quraysh (al-
a'immat-u min al-Quraysh), therefore, do not compete with your Muhajir brothers in
what God has bestowed upon them."

Now we return again to ‘Umar's speech.

"[Abu Bakr said,] 'So | offer you one of two men; accept. whichever you please.' Thus
saying he took hold of my hand and that of Abu 'Ubayda b. al- Jarrah, who was sitting
between us. Nothing he ever said displeased me more than that. By God, | would rather
have come forward and have had my head struck off-if that were no sin-than rule over a
people of whom Abu Bakr was one . . ."

In Ya'qubi's account (ll, p. 123), "[Abu Bakr said] 'The Quraysh are closer to Muhammad
than you, so here is 'Umar b. al-Khattab, for whom the Prophet prayed, "O God, confirm
his faith," and the other is Abu '‘Ubayda, whom the Prophet declared "a trustee of this
umma"; choose either one whom you like and pay homage to him.' But both of them
refused and said, 'We cannot take preference over you, you are the companion of the
Prophet and only second of the two [in the cave at the time of the hijra]." In one of
Baladhuri's accounts (I, p. 582), when Abu latter Bakr suggested the name of ‘Umar, the
exclaimed: "And while you are alive? Who could set you aside from your place in which
the Prophet had installed you?" Ya'qubi (Il, p. 123) describes Abu 'Ubayda as saying: "O
people of Ansar, you were the first to help [Islam] so do not be the first to differ and
change." Ya'qubi continues: "Then Abd ar-Rahman b. Awf stood and said: 'you have
your merits, but you do not have [any one among you] like Abu Bakr, ‘Umar, and Ali.' On
this, one of the Ansar, Al-Mundhir b. Arqam,>® sharply replied: 'We do not reject the
merits you have mentioned. indeed there is among you one with whom no one can
dispute, if he seeks this authority, and that man is Ali b. Abi Talib."™

It was at this stage of suggestions and counter suggestions by Abu Bakr, '‘Umar, and

Abu 'Ubayda for each other that Al-Hubab b. Mundhiré0 from the Ansar offered a
compromise solution. Thus continues '‘Umar:



"One of the Ansar said, 'l am the rubbing post and the fruitful propped-up
palm [i.e. a man who can cure people's ills and is held in high esteem
because of his great experience]. Let us have one ruler from among
ourselves, and another ruler from among yourselves, O Quraysh.'
Altercations waxed hotter and voices were raised until, when a complete
breach was to be feared, | said, 'Stretch forth your hand, Abu Bakr.' He did
so and | paid him homage; the Muhajirun followed and then the Ansar. [In
doing so] we jumped on Sa'd b. 'Ubada and someone said that we had killed
him. | said, 'God kill him."

Here ends 'Umar’s historic speech, accepted by almost all of those who wrote on the
Saqifa. Before we proceed further it might be of interest to note 'Umar's reply to Hubab's
suggestion as it is recorded by Tabari (I, p. 1841) in a separate account narrated by Abu
Mikhnaf: "*Umar said: 'How preposterous; two swords cannot be in one sheath. By God,
the Arabs will never agree to your authority while their Prophet is from others [i.e. from
ourselves]."

It is also Tabari (I, p. 1818) who records for us from one of his most trusted and
frequently cited authorities, Abu Ma'shar, that even after 'Umar's homage to Abu Bakr,
there were still some of the Ansar who protested against the decision and exclaimed:
"We will not pay our homage to anyone except Ali." But this and some other similar
voices were lost in the tumult and, following the examples of ‘Umar and Abu 'Ubayda,
those of the Muhajirun present paid homage to Abu Bakr, and were followed by the
Ansar for one reason or another, as we shall see presently.

Before we describe the events which followed the assembly of Saqifa, it would be
helpful to examine briefly the complex situation and unique circumstances which made
Abu Bakr's selection possible. Firstly, clan rivalries among the Quraysh, or among the
Muhajirun in particular, made it easier for them to accept the leadership of Abu Bakr- a
man of an insignificant branch, Banu Taym b. Murra.61 Because of its inconspicuous
place among Meccan ruling clans, Banu Taym had never been involved in the power
struggle and political conflicts that had plagued the rival clans of the Quraysh.
Secondly, the Muhajirun, as a whole, were also fearful of the possibility of Medinan
domination should the Muhajirun involve themselves in their own clannish rivalries and
internecine fighting. To them Abu Bakr was thus the best compromise candidate.
Thirdly, as far as the Ansar were concerned, we should take note of the deep-rooted and
old enmity between the Banu Aws and the Banu Khazraj. Sa'd b. 'Ubadab2 was the chief
of the Khazraj; the Banu Aws accordingly found it much more tolerable and profitable to
submit themselves to a Qurayshite leader than to allow a chief of the rival tribe to rule
over them. This is evident from the fact that the first among the Ansar to pay homage to
Abu Bakr was one of the chiefs of the Banu Aws, Usayd b. Hudayr.63 According to
Tabari (I, p. 1843), "Some of the Aws, among them Usayd b. Hudayr, spoke among



themselves, saying, 'By God, if the Khazraj become rulers over you once, they will
continue to maintain this superiority over you and will never let you have any share in it,
so stand up and pay homage to Abu Bakr.' Then they [the Aws] stood and paid homage
to Abu Bakr." We may also recall that this Usayd b. Hudayr was the only one from the
Ansar who took part in the deliberations of the Muhajirun, certainly knowing of Sa'd b.
‘Ubada’s candidacy and thus acting against him and the Khazraj.

As for the Banu Khazraj, they realized that their position was far too weak to face a
united front of the Muhajirun and the Banu Aws, their old rivals, or rather enemies, in
the city politics of Medina. The constant wars and deadly feuds between the Aws and
the Khazraj are commonplace stories of the ayyam al-'Arab ("Battle Days") literature.
Thus the Khazraj found it unwise to lag behind in giving support to and gaining the
favour of the ruling authority upon which agreement had very nearly been reached.
Moreover, Sa'd b. ‘Ubada was envied by some of his own cousins or clansmen, as was a
common feature of the Arab clans; and according to some the first who paid homage to
Abu Bakr was Sa'd's own cousin Bashir b. Sa'd.64 It is thus clear that as a result ofgroup
politics, clan rivalries, and personal jealousies, Abu Bakr was able to exact homage
from most of the people. To these factors must be added the overall impression in the
sources that Abu Bakr did enjoy a certain prestige and was held in high esteem for his
sobriety, old age, his close association with and support of Muhammad, and his
valuable services to Islam from the very advent of the Prophet's mission. Thus the
iImpact of his personality, which grew over the years under the Prophet, should not be
ignored in analysing the results of the Saqifa.

The material preserved in the sources. also strongly suggests that Abu Bakr and 'Umar
had formed an alliance long before, possibly with Abu 'Ubayda b. al-Jarrah as a third
member, and that these three did carry considerable weight and influence in the newly
emerging Islamic nobility, as well as in group politics against the old Meccan
aristocracy.6® Finally, it must also be noted that Abu Bakr's succession was realized
neither through a free election in any sense of the term nor through a free choice of the
community. It was simply a decision by a particular group from among the Muhajirun
which was hastily forced or thrust upon all others. Its success was due only to the
delicate existing group conflicts in Medina. This is obvious from 'Umar's own statement
guoted above that, "Admittedly it was a hasty affair (falta) but God averted the evil of it."
The arguments advanced by 'Umar and Abu 'Ubayda in favour of Abu Bakr-lineage in
the Quraysh, early conversion to Islam, long companionship to the Prophet, services to
the cause of Islam, and lastly his close relationship to and the esteem in which he was
held by Muhammad-are in effect of the same nature as those advanced in favour of Ali
against Abu Bakr, and they certainly lend more strength to Ali's claims than to those of
Abu Bakr. Abu Bakr's only exclusive claim to the succession his leadership of the
prayer during the Prophet's iliness-reflects later theological colour, and the traditions
pertaining to it are often confused and contradictory.



Keeping in view the arguments and counter-arguments at the Saqifa, the choice of Abu
Bakr seems to have been an accident of circumstances. The conflict between the
supporters and the opponents of Abu Bakr centred on considerations of what is
necessary under the circumstances, and what ought to be. The former principle soon
resulted in the establishment of a mighty and sweeping caliphate-empire. The latter
principle of what ought to be led a group of the community, though small, to develop its
own interpretation of Islamic ideals and polity.

The task of consolidation of Abu Bakr's authority as the successor to the Prophet,
however, was still far from complete after the Sagifa meeting. Ali b. Abi Talib, the most
important candidate from the Prophet's family, as is unanimously attested by Sunni and
Shi'i-sources alike, along with his close associates and the family of Hashim, was not
even aware of the decision taken in the Saqgifa. They came to hear about it only when,
after securing homage at the Saqifa, Abu Bakr, along with his supporters, came to the
mosque of the Prophet and an unusual tumult arose from the gathered mob. Though the
timing of the events which followed is confused,56 it is perhaps at this point that Ali and
a number of his supporters both from the Ansar and the Muhajirun assembled in
Fatima's house and started deliberating on what was to be done. Besides numerous
references to this effect, it is also supported by the first part of '‘Umar's speech when he
said, "And Ali and Zubayr with their companions withdrew from us." Abu Bakr and
‘Umar, fully aware of Ali's claims and also of the respect he commanded in a certain
group of the companions, and fearing lest there be some serious reaction on his and
his partisans' part, summoned them to the mosque to pay homage. They refused to
come. '‘Umar, with his cut-and-thrust policy, advised Abu Bakr to act promptly before it
was too late. The two men marched to Ali's house with an armed party, surrounded the
house, and threatened to set it on fire if Ali and his supporters would not come out and
pay homage to the elected caliph. Ali came out and attempted to remonstrate, putting
forward his own claims and rights and refusing to honour Abu Bakr and 'Umar's
demands. The scene soon grew violent, the swords flashed from their scabbards, and
‘Umar with his band tried to pass on through the gate. Suddenly Fatima appeared before
them in a furious temper and reproachfully cried:

"You have left the body of the Apostle of God with us and you have decided
among yourselves without consulting us, and without respecting our rights.
Before God, | say, either you get out of here at once, or with my hair
dishevelled | will make my appeal to God."

This made the situation most critical, and Abu Bakr's band was obliged to leave the
house without securing Ali's homage.é7 He could not, however, resist for long and had
to yield before the growing pressure. The traditions vary and are often contradictory as
to when he was reconciled with Abu Bakr. According to one or two very weak and
isolated traditions, which clearly reflect later theological tendency, Ali paid homage to



Abu Bakr instantly, only complaining that he had not been consulted; according to
some others he did so the same day but under compulsion and with the conviction that
he had better claims to the office. But according to the most commonly reported
traditions, which must be accepted as authentic because of overwhelming historical
evidence and other circumstantial reasons, Ali held himself apart until the death of

Fatima six months later.68

Insisting that Ali should have been chosen, a number of his partisans from among both
the Ansar and the Muhajirun who had delayed for some time in accepting Abu Bakr's
succession were fain to yield, however. They gradually, one after the other, were
reconciled to the situation and swore allegiance to Abu Bakr. Their names and number
vary in different sources, but the most distinguished among them and most commonly

recorded by the majority of the sources are as follows.69

Hudhayfa b. al-Yaman,’0 a Medinese halif of the Aws and a most
distinguished Companion of the Prophet. Known as a great warrior who
fought at Uhud and served the Prophet as a special counsellor at Khandaq,
his personal loyalty and attachment to Ali remained unchanged even after
his allegiance to Abu Bakr. Before his death, he asked his two sons to
support Ali, which they did until they were killed at the battle of Siffin while
fighting for Ali against Mu'awiya.

Khuzayma b. Thabit,’1 from the tribe of Aws, whom the Prophet called
"Dhu'sh-Shahadatayn", the one whose testimony was worth that of two
men. He fought alongside Ali at the battles of Al-Jamal and Siffin and was
killed in the latter by Mu'awiya's army.

Abu Ayyub al-Ansari,’2 whose father, Khalid b. Kulayb, belonged to Banu
Najjar and whose mother was from the Khazraj. He was one of the most
iImportant Companions among the Ansar and was the host of the Prophet in
Medina until his house was built. He fought for the cause of Ali in the battles
of Al-Jamal, Siffin, and Nahrawan.

Sahl b. Hunayf,”3 from the tribe of Aws, who fought for the Prophet at Badr
and other battles. He was a great friend of Ali, came with him from Medina
to Basra, and fought at Siffin. Ali appointed him governor of Persia.

‘Uthman b. Hunayf,”4 brother of Sahl and a great favourite of Ali, who
appointed him governor of Basra.

Al-Bara'a b. 'Azib al-Ansari,’® from the tribe of Khazraj and one of the
aristocrats of Medina representing pro-' Alid Ansar. He came with Ali to



Kufa and fought for him at Al-Jamal, Siffin, and Nahrawan.

Ubayy b. Ka'b,’6 from a branch of the Banu Khazraj and one of the leading
jurists and Qur'an readers among the Ansar.

Abu Dharr b. Jundab al-Ghifari,”” one of the earliest followers of
Muhammad, an ascetic, and extremely devoted to piety. He had always been
a most vocal supporter of Ali and is one of the four pillars of the first Shi'a.
The Caliph 'Uthman exiled him to his birthplace, a small village known as
Rabdha, where he died.

Ammar b. Yasir,’8 a south Arabian affiliated with the clan of Makhzum of the
Quraysh, an early convert to Islam, and one of the four pillars of the first
Shi'a.

Al-Migdad b. Amr,” a south Arabian either from Kinda or Bahra, adopted by
a certain Aswad b. Abd Yathuth of the Banu Makhzum. He was one of the
seven early converts to Islam and one of the four pillars of the first Shi'a.

Salman al-Farisi,80 a Persian by origin and an ardent follower and
companion of the Prophet, who ransomed him from slavery and adopted
him as his mawla and member of the Ahl al-Bayt. He had always been an
ardent supporter of Ali, and his support to Ali at the time of Abu Bakr's
selection has been mentioned distinctly even by Baladhuri.

Az-Zubayr b. al-'Awwam,81 one of the most distinguished Companions of
the Prophet from the Quraysh. He was the most energetic supporter of Ali
and no doubt sincere in his enthusiastic attitude. He came out of the house
of Fatima, sword in hand, when 'Umar arrived there and tried to force those
in the house to pay homage to Abu Bakr. A serious encounter between him
and 'Umar is recorded by almost all of our historians. It was, however, only
twenty-five years later that ambition made him strive for the caliphate,
which resulted in the battle of al-Jamal between him and Ali.

Khalid b. Sa'id,82 from the clan of Umayya, only third or fourth after Abu
Bakr to become Muslim, and the only one from this clan who seriously
resisted Abu Bakr's succession in favour of Ali. As the representative of the
Prophet, he was at San'a’ when Muhammad died. When he reached Medina
a few days after Abu Bakr's selection, he offered his allegiance to Ali
saying, "By God, no one among all the men is more entitled to take the
place of Muhammad than you." Though Ali declined to accept his homage,
Khalid refused to recognize Abu Bakr for three months.



The seriousness of their opposition to or resentment of Abu Bakr before they become
reconciled to him is almost impossible to ascertain, since the Shi'i sources exaggerate
this to the extreme83 whereas the Sunni sources try to ignore or minimize it as much as
possible.84 Historically it cannot be denied, however, that these men formed the
nucleus of the first Alid party, or the Shi'a. It cannot be claimed that all were equally
enthusiastic and warm supporters; some of them were lukewarm supporters who
recognized Ali's position as the most worthy for the office of the caliphate because of
his personal merits, but nevertheless paid homage to Abu Bakr without much
resentment. The attitude of Ammar, Migdad, Abu Dharr, and Salman must have been
different from that of the others. These four companions are regarded by all the Shi'is
as "the Four Pillars" (al-arkan al-arba‘'a) who formed the first Shi'a of Ali. After Ali's
compromise with Abu Bakr, however, reasons for further opposition on the part of his
supporters ceased to exist and this elite of the first Shi‘a dwindled away physically. But
can ideas, once introduced, ever die out? The later years in the history of the
development of Islamic thought provide an answer to this question.



Chapter 3

Ali and the First Two Caliphs

The discussion above will suffice to elucidate our view that the origins of Shi'i feelings
and inclinations may be found in the conception of the sanctity for which the Banu
Hashim were widely known, in the special consideration with which Ali was held by
Muhammad (who was, above all, fully conscious of his family's traditionally religious
heritage and exalted position), and lastly, in the events in favour of Ali which took place
during Muhammad's lifetime. Since the first convergence of these convictions focused
on the questions and issues involved in the Sagifa incident, this episode marks both the
first open expression of and the point of departure for what ultimately developed into
the Shi'i understanding of Islam. However, after the initial defeat of Ali's supporters and
his own recognition of Abu Bakr's administration six months later, circumstances were
such that Shi'i tendencies lost most of their open and active manifestations. The period
of the caliphates of Abu Bakr and 'Umar, between the Saqgifa episode and the Shura (the
election of '‘Uthman), is thus one of comparative dormancy in the history of the
development of Shi'ism.

Nevertheless, a close scrutiny of the early sources, and especially a careful comparison
of the Shi'i and Sunni early records, reveals two distinct and important undercurrents in
operation throughout this period; firstly, Ali's passive attitude towards the ruling
authorities; and secondly, the attempts of Abu Bakr and 'Umar to displace Banu
Hashim, and especially Ali. from their prerogative claims to the leadership of the
community according to their own understanding of the new order and the form they.
felt it should take. Both of these trends apparent in this period form an inseparable
phase in the development of Shi'i ideas and therefore should be taken into
consideration.

Ali's passive attitude can easily be illustrated by comparing the active role played by
him during the lifetime of Muhammad with his completely inactive and withdrawn life in
the period immediately following the Prophet's death. The most active and enthusiastic
participant in all the enterprises in the cause of Islam and a great warrior in the forefront
of all the battles fought under Muhammad,! Ali suddenly reverted to leading a quiet life,
almost confined to the four walls of his house. This marked contrast cannot have been
without serious causes.2 Seeing Ali's firm conviction that he had the best claims to
succeed Muhammad, as is evident from all the sources, one would have expected him
to fight for his rights to the bitter end. He did not resort to this course of action,
however, even though such opportunities presented themselves. He declined to make



use of the strong military support offered to him by Abu Sufyan to fight for his rights,
for he considered that such action would lead to the destruction of infant Islam.3 At the
same time, on the other hand, he did not recognize Abu Bakr and refused to pay him
homage for six months. In addition to the demoralizing factor of Fatima's death, which
occurred six months after the succession of Abu Bakr, what perhaps compelled Ali to
reconcile his position with the existing order was the serious eruption of apostasy and
rebellion among the Arab tribes in the peninsula. This coincidence of Abu Bakr's
succession and the rebellion of the tribes naturally forced people in Medina to forget
whatever ideological or personal differences they had and to unite themselves against a
common danger. Such a serious external threat to the very existence of the Islamic
order proved to be a great advantage to Abu Bakr in reducing internal opposition to his
rule. The character of Ali as presented by both Sunni and Shi'i sources alike suggests
that his feelings of love, dedication, sincerity, and undivided loyalty to the cause of
Islam were above personal considerations. From the age of thirteen he had been
committed to the service of the mission of the Prophet; seeing such a dangerous and
widespread rebellion of the tribes against Islam, Ali had no choice but to reconcile
himself with the existing order. This he did. But he did not take any active part in any of
the apostasy wars, thus still preserving his withdrawn attitude; nor did Abu Bakr ask
him to participate in the wars outside Medina.

In spite of maintaining his withdrawn and passive attitude towards Abu Bakr and 'Umar,
Ali did occasionally help the caliphs. This cooperation rendered to the ruling caliphs
appears to have been of the same nature as that expected of any reasonable opposition
leader. He recognized that, under the circumstances, the solidarity, security, and
integrity of the community could only be preserved if the diverse groups which it
comprised were willing to cooperate and maintain harmonious relations among
themselves. Yet within this framework he attempted, again as was to be expected, to
correct what he regarded as mistakes of the government, and criticized policies which
differed from his viewpoint.

The points of difference in religious and political matters between Ali on the one hand,
and Abu Bakr and 'Umar on the other, are difficult to ascertain because both the Sunni
and the Shi'i source materials are extremely tendentious. The Sunni sources, such as
the works of Ibn Sa'd and those who followed him, were written in the period when the
recognition of the first four caliphs as the Rashidun was firmly established in the
Jama'a. (The English term "orthodoxy", which is usually used for the central body of the
Muslims, is in an Islamic context not only incorrect but misleading. we shall therefore
use the Arabic term Jama'a for this so-called orthodoxy.) Naturally, every effort was
made to show as much agreement as possible, at least between Ali, Abu Bakr, and
‘Umar. 'Uthman tends to be excluded in religious and political matters, though attempts
were nevertheless made to save even '‘Uthman's position by blaming the abuses of his
caliphate on Marwan, his notorious secretary. On the other hand, the Shi'i sources give
a completely different and extreme view of Ali's disagreement, not only with 'Uthman,



but also with Abu Bakr and 'Umar, on almost every matter, whether religious or political.
In short, according to the Sunni sources, Ali was a valued counsellor of the caliphs who
preceded him; according to the Shi'i sources, he was the person who, dominated by his
heroic love and sense of sacrifice for the faith and disregarding his personal
grievances, saved the caliphs from committing the serious mistakes to which they were
often prone and which would otherwise have been suicidal for Islam. 'Umar is thus often
reported to have said: "Had there not been Ali, 'Umar would have perished.” It is very
interesting to note that this statement is reported by some of the important early Sunni

authors too.4

Apart from some of the serious points of disagreement between Ali and his first two
successful rivals, for which there is unanimous historical testimony, as we shall point
out below, exactitude in the determination of the mass of this material is probably
beyond our reach. The truth, however, seems to have been, as Veccia Vaglieri suggests,
that "Ali was included in the council of the caliphs, but although it is probable that he
was asked for advice on legal matters in view of his excellent knowledge of the Qur'an
and the Sunna, it is extremely doubtful whether his advice was accepted by 'Umar, who
had been a ruling power even during the caliphate of Abu Bakr."> Moreover, evidence of
Ali's opinions not being accepted on religious matters is manifested in the fact that his
decisions very seldom find a place in the later developed Sunni schools of law, whereas
‘Umar's decisions find common currency among them. On the other hand, Ali is a
frequently quoted authority on matters of law in all Shi'i branches.6 On political and
administrative matters, his disagreement with 'Umar on the question of diwan
(distribution of stipends) and his absence from all the wars fought under 'Umar can be
well cited. Without further elaboration, it may safely be assumed from our evidence that,
regardless of the exact nature of his feelings and aspirations, Ali maintained a passive
and withdrawn attitude towards the caliphates of both Abu Bakr and ‘Umar.

Ali accepted the political realities of his day, but nevertheless remained convinced of
the fact that he was better qualified for the caliphate and that he had been unjustly
deprived of the leadership of the community. Ali's feelings regarding his predecessors
are best expressed in his own words in one of his famous speeches at the mosque of
Kufa during his own caliphate. This historic exposition of Ali, known as ash-
Shagshigiyya, is recorded by Ash- Sharif ar-Radi in the Nahj al-Balagha,’ which
contains Ali's sermons, speeches, letters, and maxims. As with most of the material
presented in this valuable work, there can hardly be any doubt as to the authenticity of
this speech, since it was reported by many early authors long before Ash-Sharif ar-Radi.
Ali says:

"Nay, by God, the son of Abu Quhafa [Abu Bakr] had exacted the caliphate
for himself while he knew full well that my position in it was like that of the
pivot in a mill; the flood waters flow down beneath me and the birds do not



soar high up to me; yet | hung up a curtain before it and turned aside from it
[the caliphate]. | then started thinking whether | should attack with a
severing hand or should watch patiently the blind darkness in which the old
man becomes decrepit and the young man old, in which the believer tries
his utmost till he meets his Lord, and | came to the conclusion that patience
In a situation like this was wiser. So | adopted patience, although there was
a mote rankling in my eye and a bone sticking in my throat on seeing my
heritage being plundered, till the first one [Abu Bakr] died and handed over
the reins of the caliphate to another person ['Umar] after him. [Here Ali
guotes a verse from the poet A'sha, which reads] «How vast is the
difference between this day of mine when | am on the back of the camel [i.e.
suffering from the hardship of arough journey] and the day of Hayyan,
brother of Jabir [i.e. when he was comfortably placed under the power and
prestige of Hayyan].’”8 How hard did they [Abu Bakr and 'Umar] squeeze its
udders and how they made it [the caliphate] travel on a rugged path, which
inflicts deep wounds and is rough to the touch, in which one stumbles
frequently and has to offer excuses, so that its rider is like the rider of a
difficult mount: if he draws its reins tight, its nose is pierced, and if he
relaxes it, he plunges into destruction. And so the people were afflicted, by
God, with stumbling, refractoriness, capriciousness, and cross-purposes.
But | kept patience in spite of the length of time and the severity of the
ordeal, until he ['Umar] went his way."®

Ali thus describes his feelings towards the reign of his two predecessors and
summarizes their periods in the caliphate. Ibn Abi'l-Hadid, writing a long commentary
on this speech, explains major characteristics of the first two caliphs, their policies in
arranging the affairs of the community, their attitude towards Ali, and Ali's reservations
about the handling of matters by them.

We may now turn to the second observation made above concerning this interim period
in the development of Shi‘ism: the attempts made by both Abu Bakr and 'Umar to
displace the Banu Hashim in general and Ali in particular from prerogatives in the
leadership of the Umma. The first and most important step in this direction was taken
by Abu Bakr on the day following the Prophet's death, when Fatima came to claim the
estate of Fadak. She asserted that this estate was given to her father unconditionally as
his share of the spoils of Khaybar.10 Quoting Muhammad's words: "We [the Prophets]
do not leave as inheritance what we make legal alms," Abu Bakr refused her claim,
maintaining that Fadak belonged to the community as a whole and that Fatima,
although entitled to the usufruct, could not hold the right of ownership.11

This question of inheritance soon became one of the most debated problems in the
conflict between the Shi'a and their opponents.12 It might seem that Abu Bakr's refusal



in effect meant that no claims would be justified on family grounds. To acknowledge the
justice of one claim of inheritance based on family ties would open the door to further
and more extensive claims, and Abu Bakr felt that to accept the rights of the family of
Ali to the inheritance of Fadak might be regarded as equal to admitting their rights to
the succession of the Prophet in all spheres, spiritual as well as material. This fear was
perhaps based on the grounds that Muhammad, as leader of the community, was
entitled to one fifth of the spoils of war (Khums), and by this special right he became
owner of the Fadak. To inherit a property as a token of an exalted position and
prerogative was somewhat different from an ordinary inheritance. It is almost
unanimously reported that after this event Fatima did not speak to either Abu Bakr or
‘Umar till her death six months later. She asked Ali to have her buried at night, and not
to allow Abu Bakr and 'Umar to take part in her funeral. Ali accordingly carried out her
wishes and buried her at night, with only the family members accompanying her
coffin.13

The caliphate of Abu Bakr lasted just over two years, and on his deathbed he explicitly
appointed 'Umar, already a ruling power behind him, as his successor. The way he
arranged the problem of succession after him leaves us in no doubt that Abu Bakr had
made up his mind in favour of ‘Umar since his assumption of the caliphate. He took
careful ineasures to preclude any possibility. of opposition to his nomination of ‘Umar
and made sure that the latter should not face any difficulty. He was fully aware of Ali's
claims to the caliphate and the support and respect he enjoyed from a certain group.
Abu Bakr therefore first called Abd ar-Rahman b. Awf, told him about his decision, and
after some persuasion secured his consent. The only other person whom the dying
caliph called in to make his decision known was 'Uthman b. Affan. When the news of
Abu Bakr's decision came out' some of the prominent Companions of the Prophet
became extremely disturbed and apprehensive. Under the leadership of Talha, they sent
a delegation to protest against the decision and tried to persuade the Caliph not to
nominate 'Umar.14 Nothing could change Abu Bakr's mind, and he asked 'Uthman to
write down his testament in favour of ‘Umar. The community at large had no share in the
choice and was told by the Caliph to accept his nomination and obey 'Umar as the new
caliph after him, for he could not think of anyone more suitable than him. The testament
he announced before the people reads:

"This is a testament of Abu Bakr, the successor of the Prophet of God, to
the believers and the Muslims . . . | have appointed as ruler over you 'Umar
b. al-Khattab, so listen to him and obey him. | have not made him your ruler

except for [your] good."15

Anyone reading the account of 'Umar’'s nomination by Abu Bakr will immediately notice
that the decision was neither based on the method of consultation with the elite of the
people, nor was the opinion of the community in general sought before the choice was



made. It was simply Abu Bakr's own personal and arbitrary decision, which he wanted
to be endorsed by only those of the Companions whom he considered most important
from a clannish point of view, as will be seen below.

For our interest, however, at once the most important and revealing point is that in this
entire process of the nomination of ‘Umar by Abu Bakr, Ali was totally ignored and
excluded from the ranks of those the dying Caliph called for consultation, if
consultation it was, and whose support he tried to secure. In fact, as all of our sources
unanimously report, from all the Companions of the Prophet only two, Abd ar-Rahman
b. Awf and 'Uthman, were selected by Abu Bakr for consultation and then were
entrusted with the charge of wholehearted support for 'Umar.16 This in all probability
must have been on the suggestion of '"Umar himself, who planned to counteract any
possible opposition from the Banu Hashim by appealing to this branch of the Quraysh.
Abd ar-Rahman belonged to the Banu Zuhra and 'Uthman to the Banu Umayya, both of
which had been serious rivals of Banu Hashim before Islam. The emergence of these
two Companions was very characteristic in many ways, especially for the development
of the later history of the caliphate, for they represented the wealthiest circles of the
Muslim community.1” Abd ar- Rahman was 'Uthman's brother-in-law, and the two men
could be expected to support each other. The former also had the wholehearted support
of Sa'd b. Abi Waqgas, a fellow clan member and cousin from the Banu Zuhra. In this
way the direct support and influence of the most important political elements among the
Muhajirun were secured to oppose any possible activity from the Banu Hashim and
their partisans in favour of Ali's candidacy.

Ali's serious disagreements with the policies of ‘Umar in both political and religious
matters will be discussed below in connection with the selection of 'Uthman. Here it
may be pointed out in passing that during the most active and eventful ten years of
‘Umar's caliphate, in which the most spectacular conquests of Persian and Byzantine
provinces took place and in which all the prominent Companions of the Prophet took
active part, Ali remained uninvolved. Nor did Ali hold any office under 'Umar, as had
been the case under Abu Bakr and would continue later under ‘Uthman. The only
exception was his being in charge of Medina during 'Umar's journey to Palestine, when
he took with him all the other leading. Companions of the Prophet and military
commanders to approve regulations of the conquest and the diwan. Ali alone was
absent from the historic surrender of Jerusalem and Syria. 'Umar is reported to have
strictly prevented the Banu Hashim from going out of Medina.18 This is evident from the
very fact that neither Ali nor any other member of the Banu Hashim has been reported
to have taken part in any activity outside the capital.

‘Umar's attitude towards Ali is best illustrated by a dialogue which took place between
the former and Ibn Abbas. On a certain occasion Umar asked Ibn Abbas, "Why did Ali
not join us and cooperate with us? Why did the Quraysh not support your family while



your father is the uncle and you are the cousin of the Prophet?" "I do not know," replied
Ibn Abbas. "But | know the reason,” said ‘Umar. "Because the Quraysh did not like to
allow both the Prophethood and the caliphate to be combined in your house, for with
this you would feel arrogant and rejoice."1° In another version, when 'Umar heard some
verses of Zuhayr b. Abi Sulma which described the glory, nobility of descent, Abd Allah
b. Ghatfan, he said and virtues of the clan of Banu to Ibn Abbas: "I do not know any
other clan among the Quraysh to whom these verses can be better applied than the
Banu Hashim, because of their relationship and superior claims to the Prophet, but the
people did not like to allow the Prophethood and the caliphate in your family so that you
would become arrogant and rejoice at it among the people. The Quraysh, therefore,
preferred to choose the leader for themselves and they made the right choice and were
guided by God in that." "O, Prince of the Faithful,” said lbn Abbas, "as for your
statement that the Quraysh chose their own leader and were guided in the right choice,
it may be correct if the choice of Quraysh for their leader was in the same sense as the
choice of God from among the Quraysh. As for your statement that the Quraysh did not
like to allow both the Prophethood and the caliphate to be with us, it is not surprising,
for God has described many people who disliked what God has sent down to them and
thus render their deeds fruitless'."20 At this point 'Umar became angry and said: "I have
heard many things about you but I ignored them because of my regard for you. | am told
that you think that we have taken away the caliphate from you through oppression and
because of envy." "As for oppression, it is evident," said Ibn Abbas, "and as concerns
envy, so it is obvious; Satan envied Adam and we are the children of Adam." 'Umar lost
his temper and retorted, "Alas, O Banu Hashim, your hearts are full of hatred, rancour,
and false pretensions." "Be gentle, O Prince of the Faithful,” said Ibn Abbas, "and do
not describe the hearts of the people from whom God has removed all kinds of
uncleanliness and purified them with complete purification.21 Moreover, the Prophet
himself belonged to the Banu Hashim." "Let us leave this topic," said 'Umar.22 The
dialogue speaks for itself and needs no comment. It will suffice to say that it is one of
the most revealing statements in explaining the attitude of ‘Umar towards Ali on the one
hand, and the Hashimite attitude towards Ali's predecessors in the caliphate on the
other.

However, the dominating personality of 'Umar and his realistic understanding of the
tides of the time were strong enough not to allow any manifestation of discontent
during his rule, which was continuously involved in the conquest of rich new lands for
Islam. The occupation of Abu Bakr with quelling the rebellion of the apostate tribes
within the Arabian peninsula, and of 'Umar in conquering foreign lands, served,
consciously or unconsciously, to keep internal feuds at rest. On the whole, the
caliphate of ‘Umar, as that of his predecessor Abu Bakr, characterizes a period in which
Islamic ideals of simplicity, justice, equality, devotion to the cause, zeal for the faith,
and a socio-economic equilibrium according to their understanding of these, were best
represented. After a successful rule often years, however, the powerful caliph met his
end by the dagger of a Persian slave and died on 26 Dhu'l- Hijja 23/3 November 644.



Unlike Abu Bakr, 'Umar during his long caliphate could not develop complete trust and
confidence in any one person to justify nominating him as his successor.23 He
nevertheless restricted the choice to six of the early Companions among the Muhajirun,
who had to choose one of themselves as the new caliph. The members of this
committee, later referred to by the Muslim jurists and theorists as the Shura or
electorate body, were: 'Uthman, Abd ar-Rahman b. Awf, Sa'd b. Abi Waqqas, Ali, Zubayr,
and Talha, with 'Umar's own son 'Abd Allah only in the capacity of an advisor, not as a
candidate.24 Two conspicuous factors are to be observed here. First, the community at
Medina as a whole had no say in the selection of the new leader, as both candidacy and
decision-making power were confined to the six persons nominated by the Caliph; thus
the principle of so-called democracy or election by the people in choosing their leader
cannot be applied. Second and more important is the fact that the Ansar of Medina
were, completely excluded from expressing their opinion in the affair of the leadership.
Perhaps this was due either to their pro-Alid sympathies manifested at the Saqifa, or to
‘Umar's desire to eliminate any possibility of an Ansari being suggested as a candidate.
This proved to be a serious blow to the political influence of the Ansar, and one from
which they were never able to recover.

It is not intended to record here in detail the events of the Shura as such, but rather to
recall what had a direct bearing on the development of Shi‘ism. According to the
unanimous account given by our sources, ‘Umar meticulously laid down the regulations
which had to be followed by the committee. These regulations were that: 1. the new
caliph must be one of this committee, elected by the majority vote of its members; 2:
that in the case of two candidates having equal support, the one backed by Abd ar-
Rahman b. Awf was to be nominated; 3: that if any member of the council shrank from
participating, he was to be beheaded instantly; and lastly; 4: that when a candidate had
been duly elected, in the event of one or two members of the conclave refusing to
recognize him, this minority, or, in the case of equal division of three members on each
side, the group opposed to Abd ar- Rahman, were to be slain. To enforce this order
‘Umar called in Abu Talha al-Ansari2® of the tribe of Khazraj, commanding him to select
fifty trusted persons from his tribe to stand at the door of the assembly with swords in
hand to ensure that the members of the committee should follow these orders.26 By
appointing the Khazrajites, who immediately after the death of the Prophet had wanted
the leadership for themselves, 'Umar guaranteed that his orders would not be taken

lightly.

There is hardly any room to doubt the authenticity of the report that ‘"Umar imposed
such stern regulations on the members of the committee. Few accounts in the early
history of Islam have received such unanimous historical testimony as that of 'Umar's
arrangements of the Shura and the regulations laid down by him. A comparison of the
texts of Baladhuri, Ya'qubi, Tabari, and Mas'udi, followed by numerous other historians



such as Dhahabi and Ibn al-Athir, shows that the basic account is the same in all of
them. All these writers cite different authorities belonging to different and often
conflicting schools of thought and inclination.2” Nabia Abbott28 has recently published
a papyrus fragment of Ibn Ishaq's Ta'rikh al-Khulafa' (with valuable commentary) which
deals with the Shura and the terms fixed by ‘Umar Ibn Ishaq wrote at least one hundred
years before any one of the historians cited above, and it is of great importance to note
that the account given by lbn Ishaq is strikingly the same.

This confirms the account of our historians. Besides this unanimous historical
testimony, the circumstances of the time and other guiding factors strongly attest to the
accuracy of the account. When we compare ‘Umar's characteristic sternness dominant
in his personality and the decisive policies that characterized his rule, with the nature of
the regulations imposed by him on the members of the electorate council at such a
critical moment, the two factors are in conformity with each other. In addition, the
manner in which all the historians record the conditions makes it clear that, on the one
hand, 'Umar was sure that only one of these six companions could become the next
caliph, but, on the other hand, he was certain that they would oppose each other in
order to avail themselves of the opportunity for leadership. He was therefore afraid of
critical dissension among the possible candidates and the disastrous consequences
this would have for the young community. This is clearly evident from the report that
‘Umar called in the members of the Shura and said: "I looked around and found that you
are the leaders of the people and the caliphate cannot go except to one of you; but | am
afraid that dissension will arise among you and [because of your dissension] the people
will also split among themselves."29 Thus motivated, he laid down such stringent
restrictions as he deemed necessary to protect the community from the effects of
disastrous schism.

These measures, however, did simultaneously accomplish two main purposes which
seem to have been in the mind of the dying Caliph, and which he must have thought to
be in the best interests of the community. On the one hand, these measures saved the
young Umma, though only for the time being, from serious dissension; on the other
hand, through these meticulous arrangements ‘Umar completed the task of keeping the
caliphate away from the Banu Hashim, an endeavour he had undertaken immediately
after the Prophet's death. Being fully aware of Ali's claims and remembering that he had
not even recognized Abu Bakr for six months, 'Umar knew that Ali would not agree to
make his claims the subject of debate in a self-instituted council of electors unless he
was bound to do so under compulsion. Though aware of the considerable ambitions of
both Zubayr and Talha, 'Umar also realized that Ali and '‘Uthman, among all other
members of the council, carried much more weight and realistically were the only ones
who had the support necessary to advance themselves as serious candidates, each
backed by his own clan, the Banu Hashim and the Banu Umayya respectively. 'Umar
also seems to have realized that Ali stood a much better chance of success now than
‘Uthman on the grounds which have been discussed in Chapter I. It was no longer



possible for the Caliph to simply ignore the claims of Ali, and had he not forced him to
become a member of the Shura, he would have given the Prophet's cousin and the
candidate of the Banu Hashim a free hand to strive for office for himself.30

By bestowing both the chairmanship and the final authority of the committee on Abd ar-
Rahman b. Awf, '"Umar effectively blocked the chances of Ali and virtually guaranteed
the nomination of 'Uthman. This was such an obvious fact that almost all of our sources
record it in the very words of Ali himself. When he heard the regulations laid down by
‘Umar and that Abd ar-Rahman was given the casting vote, Ali remonstrated, saying:

"By God, the caliphate (Amr) has again been taken away from us because the final
authority rests in the hands of Abd ar-Rahman, who is an old friend and brother-in-law
of 'Uthman, whereas Sa'd b. Abi Wagqgas is Abd ar- Rahman's cousin from the Banu
Zuhra; naturally these three will support each other, and even if Zubayr and Talha vote

for me it would be of no use."31

In this way, 'Umar dealt a final blow to the superior claims of the Banu Hashim by giving
their old rivals, the Banu Umayya, a new lease of power. The clan of Umayya, on its part,
saw this as its golden opportunity, and Abu Sufyan in particular regarded the accession
of 'Uthman as the return of the entire clan to a position of power which they should at

all costs preserve.32

Abbas b. Abd al-Muttalib, the Prophet's uncle and head of the Banu Hashim, is reported
to have warned Ali not to participate in the Shura and to maintain his freedom of
action,33 but 'Umar's provisions precluded such a course of action. All of our sources
agree that Ali yielded only under direct pressure, threatened by fear of arms if he
declined to abide by 'Umar's will.34 When one recalls Ali's protests twelve years earlier
against the nomination of Abu Bakr after the death of the Prophet, it is not difficult to
imagine how deeply disappointed Ali must have been to see, for a third time, another
man given preference over him. This he describes in his speech of Ash-Shaqgshiqgiyya,
the first part of which has been quoted above:

“'Umar [from his death-bed] entrusted it [the choice of caliph] to six persons
among whom he claimed one was I. By God, and what a council [i.e., "what
chance did I stand in it?"]. When did doubt about me cross anyone's mind,
even in the case of the first of them [Abu Bakr] so that | was associated to a
member of his like?35 But | went along with them in all situations and |
dropped low when they dropped and flew up when they flew. Then one of
them [Sa'd] inclined towards his companion [Abd ar-Rahman] while Abd ar-
Rahman swayed in favour of his brother-in-law ['Uthman], and they did
other unmentionable things."36



It is by no means easy to establish what really transpired in the deliberations and
debates of the council which resulted in the appointment of 'Uthman. In the mass of the
material handed down to us, there is, however, a commonly reported tradition, at once
very important and most revealing. It is said that, after three days of long debates and
wrangling, at the time of the morning prayer when the Muslims assembled in the
mosque to hear the decision of the electoral body, Abd ar-Rahman b. Awf first offered
the caliphate to Ali on two conditions: one, that he should rule in accordance with the
Qur'an and the Sunna of the Prophet. and two, that he must follow the precedents
established by two former caliphs. Accepting the first condition, Ali declined to comply
with the second, declaring that in all cases in which he found no positive law of the
Qur'an or decision of the Prophet, he would only rely on his own judgement. Abd ar-
Rahman then turned to 'Uthman and put the same conditions before him. 'Uthman
readily consented to them, whereupon Abd ar-Rahman declared him caliph.37 As will be
discussed below, this point was later made the basis of the differences between Sunni
and Shi'i legal theory and practice, whereby the Shi'i jurists rejected the decisions of the
first three caliphs.

This tradition bears the unanimous testimony of both Sunni and Shi'i historians alike,
and therefore its authenticity can hardly be questioned, as has been done by some
scholars. If later Sunni theologians attempted to ignore it, it was simply because of the
fact that the tradition compromised the newly established concept of the acceptance of
the first four caliphs as the Rashidun (rightly guided), and their decisions as precedents
for the foundation of the Jama'a. Apart from this historical evidence, the most
convincing factor in support of the accuracy of this tradition lies in Ali's own
independent nature and in the marked individuality of his character. When we try to
delineate Ali's character from his conversion to Islam at the age of ten or so until his
death, the following characteristics emerge. He was uncompromising in his principles»
straightforward, and above all too stern in his religious outlook, a factor which may
have contributed to the later failure of his own caliphate. These features predominate
throughout his career. It is not possible here to go into the details of his biography, but
the clearest expressions of his independent attitude are to be found in instances such
as when he insisted that hadd (punishment) be carried out on Abd Allah b. ‘Umar for the
murder of Hurmuzan.38 On another occasion, when all others refused to administer the
flogging punishment on Walid b. '‘Ugba, guilty of drunkenness, Ali took this task on
himself.39 A still stronger manifestation of his rigid adherence to principles was when
he issued orders of dismissal to Mu'awiya and other Umayyad governors, though
advised by his friends to first consolidate his strength in the capital .40

As has been discussed above, even during Ali's period of general inactivity there were
points of serious disagreement between him and the Caliphs Abu Bakr and 'Umar. He
was entirely opposed to 'Umar on the question of diwan, and recommended the
distribution of the entire revenue, holding nothing in reserve, a policy which 'Umar did



not accept.#! Involving, as it did, so many administrative and financial questions, this
disagreement can hardly be considered insignificant, and in fact it was only one of
several major disputes to which the sources allude. Nasr b. Muzahim al-Mingari (died
212/ 827), one of the earliest writers of great importance and credibility, preserved for us
the revealing correspondence exchanged between Ali and Mu'awiya. Mu'awiya, in his
letter to Ali, besides accusing him of responsibility for the murder of ‘Uthman, which is
the main theme of the letter, levelled other charges against him as well. One of them
was that Ali tried to rebel against Abu Bakr, delayed in recognizing him as the caliph,
did not co-operate with the first two caliphs during their caliphates, and continually
disagreed with them.42 Ali in his reply, while rejecting all other accusations as false,
argued that his delay in recognizing Abu Bakr and his resentment towards him was due
to the fact that he considered himself better qualified for the leadership of the
community on the same grounds as Abu Bakr had put forward against the Ansar. That
Is, if the Quraysh had better claims as against the Ansar because of the former's
relationship to the Prophet, then the Banu Hashim had the strongest rights, being
nearest to the Prophet in relation ship.43

Abd ar-Rahman knew these differences full well and at the same time he also knew
equally well Ali's independent and uncompromising nature. But this time, with the
deaths of the dominating personalities of Abu Bakr, 'Umar, and Abu 'Ubayda b. al-
Jarrah, it was not so easy to set Ali aside without serious cause, for his possible rivals
(or rival in the person of 'Uthman) were much inferior to him in many ways. The deed
was, however, accomplished by involving Ali in an elective committee in which he had
no chance of gaining solid majority support, and then offering him the caliphate on
terms which would be unacceptable to him.

‘Uthman was a weak man; apart from considerations of family relationships and
personal friendship, this weakness was probably one of the reasons why Abd ar-
Rahman supported him. Realizing the weakness of his own claims to the office, Abd ar-
Rahman wanted to establish as caliph a man who would rely on him and serve his
interests, which were those of the Quraysh aristocracy and the rich. Ali, who belonged
to the poor and ascetically minded (zuhhad) class, had little in common with such
interests and is reported to have repeatedly denounced worldly comforts by saying, no
gold and silver, try to tempt someone other than me."44 In contrast to this attitude, Abd
ar-Rahman and other members of the Shura were men of prosperity and wealth, and
now, with the conquests of the Byzantine and Persian empires, they were avidly seeking
the tremendous new opportunities opened up before them. 'Uthman's caliphate
provided them with such an opportunity and within a few years they had accumulated
enormous wealth and had become the richest people of the community. 'Uthman
himself left at his death 100,000 dinars, 1,000,000 dirhams, and estates worth over
100,000 dinars in addition to herds of horses and camels. Similarly the riches of Abd ar-
Rahman, Zubayr, Talha and Sa'd b. Abi Waqgqgas are described as running into



millions.4> Apart from group politics and party partisanship, it was therefore quite
natural for such men to elect someone representing their own class.

The selection of ‘Uthman did not pass without serious protest from Ali himself and
opposition from some of his old and ardent partisans. Keeping in view the long-
standing disputes between the Banu Hashim and the Banu Umayya, going back to the
days of Hashim b. Abd Manaf and his brother Abd ash- Shams over the religious and
political leadership of the Quraysh, one can well imagine Banu Hashim's feelings now
that the new authority stemming from Muhammad, a Hashimite, had been taken over by
an Umayyad. The speeches made and the harsh words exchanged between the
supporters of Ali and those of 'Uthman, following Abd ar-Rahman's announcement of
the selection of the latter, manifest not only partisanship for one or the other, but the
trends of thinking and the fundamental differences in approach. Ibn Abi Sarh, a
notorious Umayyad, once condemned to death by the Prophet,46 spoke enthusiastically
in support of 'Uthman, with whom he had been suckled by the same wet-nurse, and said
to Abd ar-Rahman, "If you desire that the Quraysh should not split among themselves,
then appoint ‘Uthman.” On this Ammar b. Yasir, an ardent supporter of Ali, rebuking Ibn
Abi Sarh and referring to his past anti-Islamic career, reproachfully Mid, "Since when
have you become an advisor to the Muslims?"47 A heated exchange of words followed
between the Banu Hashim and the Banu Umayya. Here the statement of 'Ammar is
worth noting, when he said, "O people, God has made us most honourable through His
Prophet and distinguished us through His religion, but you are turning away from the
people of the house (Ahl al- Bayt) of your Prophet.” In reply to this, someone from the
clan of Makhzum, an old rival of the Banu Hashim, retorted, saying: "This is a matter to
be settled among the Quraysh themselves [Ammar was a South Arabian]. Who are you
to interfere in our affairs?"48 The protest of Migdad in favour of Ali was even stronger
than that of Ammar. He said: "It is very hard to see how the people are paying their
respect to the members of the family (Ahl al-Bayt) of their Prophet after him. It is indeed
shocking to see that the Quraysh have forsaken and by-passed the man who is the best
among them." Then someone asked Miqdad: "Who are these Ahl al-Bayt, and who is
that man from them?" "Ahl al-Bayt means Banu Abd al-Muttalib and the man is Ali b.
Abi Talib," replied Migdad.4® These protests may be taken as some of the documented
remnants of much more serious vocal disputes: fragments that survived the dominant
trends in the history of this critical period of Islam. What must particularly be noted here
Is the frequent use of the term Ahl al- Bayt of the Prophet in relation to the leadership of
the community. Keeping in mind the importance of the noble families and the concept
of sacerdotal lineages among some sections of the Arabs, as discussed in Chapter |, it
Is easily understandable that some people were shocked to see the family of the
Prophet so deprived after his death.

The most significant point in this whole event of the Shura, however, lies in Ali's
historic refusal to follow the precedents established by the first two caliphs. This



intransigent declaration of Ali forms the most important and the earliest theoretical
point which ultimately gave rise to the later development of two different schools of law
under the titles of Shi'i and Sunni, the former including the Ithna Ashari, Isma'ili, and
Zaydi, the latter including the Hanafi, Maliki, Shafi'i and Hanbali. If ideological
differences between the two schools date back to the event of the Saqifa, the
differences, in legal matters at least theoretically, must be dated from Ali's refusal to
follow the precedents of the first two caliphs. This refusal thus serves as a cornerstone
in the development of Shi'i legal thought. An exponent of the history of ideas would tell
us that it often takes a considerably long time for a given idea to present itself in a
complete form, and as we shall see later, the idea expressed by Ali in the Shura took at
least fifty years to become manifest in a distinguishable independent form and was not
fully developed until the imamate of Ja'far as- Sadiq.

To conclude this phase, we can remark that the selection of 'Uthman was very largely
based on economic, social, and tribal considerations, as exemplified by the speeches
made on his behalf. On the other hand, the protests against ‘Uthman's nomination and
in support of Ali from men like Ammar and Migdad were very largely based on religious
aspirations. The arguments put forward by these supporters of Ali, as quoted above,
concerning his relationship with the Prophet and his unsurpassed services to Islam,
practically echo the statements made in favour of Ali's cause at the Sagifa over a
decade earlier. Despite his passive and withdrawn attitude, Ali still retained a devoted
core of supporters in the Muslim community.



Chapter 4

The Re-emergence of the 'Alid Party

The sixteen-year period beginning with the caliphate of 'Uthman (24/644) and ending
with the assassination of Ali (41/661) represents a marked difference from the preceding
period of the caliphate of Abu Bakr and 'Umar in the development of Shi‘ism in Islam. It
was a turning point in many ways. Firstly, this period created an atmosphere which
encouraged Shi'i tendencies to become more evident and conspicuous. Secondly, the
events which took place gave an active and sometimes violent character to the hitherto
inactive Shi'i movement. Finally, the circumstances which prevailed involved the Shi'i
outlook, for the first time, in a number of political, geographical, and economic
considerations. The period was therefore one in which the desire of the first Shi'is to
express their ideas on the succession of Ali, the religious zeal of the Companions,
personal hatreds, provincial and economic interests, political intrigues, and the
discontent of the poor against the rich were fused together. This fusion not only
provided a new sphere of activity for the Shi'i movement, but also widened its circle of
influence to those who needed an outlet for their political grievances, especially those
against Mu'awiya, the representative of the Umayyad aristocracy and Syrian
domination. Seeing in Ali a champion of the political independence of Iraq, as opposed
to this Syrian domination, these groups supported him and were for the time being of
the same mind as the religious supporters of Ali, who believed in his right to the
caliphate based on the theocratic principle. The emergence of the political Shi‘ais
characterized both by the increase in its influence and its numbers and by the sudden
rapidity with which it henceforth grew. An examination of the period in which this
emergence occurred will result in a clearer insight into the split which developed within
the main body of Islam.

Abu Bakr and '‘Umar did not give their respective clansmen any particular share in the
rule of the Muslim community, nor were their clans of much political consequence.
Such was not the case with 'Uthman. His clan wanted to regain its past political
importance after having taken second place to the Hashimites after the victory of
Muhammad. When 'Uthman was elected, the Umayyads regarded this as a triumph for
the whole clan, not solely as 'Uthman's personal success.1 They considered it natural
that the Caliph should give them a share of the profits, and their demands could hardly
be refused by the new caliph, who felt that his strength lay in the support and good will
of his powerful clansmen. He did what he could to satisfy their demands, and the people
were painfully disillusioned when they found the Caliph committed to the improvement
of the lot of his own family and clan rather than to the welfare of the community as a



whole. 'Uthman made no secret of bestowing favours on his kinsmen, and justified this
action by saying: "The Prophet used to bestow offices on his kinsmen, and | happen to
belong to people who are poor. So | let my hands a bit loose in regard to that with which
| have been entrusted by virtue of the care | take of it."2

It is an historical fact that within a few years of 'Uthman's accession the Umayyads
claimed among themselves the governorships of Kufa, Basra (capital of a vast territory
including Iran and Central Asia and extending to Sind), Syria, and Egypt: all the
important provinces of the empire. These Umayyad governors, in turn, relied on the
support of their own kinsmen, whom they placated and allowed to dominate the caliphal
councils.3 The critical problem here was not so much that the Umayyads dominated all
positions of power and advantage, but rather that they were allowed enough latitude to
use their powers arbitrarily and unfairly for the benefit of themselves and their kinsmen,
thus incurring the dissatisfaction and hatred of many Muslims. Abd Allah b. Sa'd b. Abi
Sarh, '‘Uthman's milk-brother, who administered Egypt, was an extremely unpopular
man, whom the Prophet had ordered to be killed during the conquest of Mecca.# Al-
Walid b. '‘Ugba, 'Uthman's half-brother, was even more intensely hated by the Kufans,
whom he treated in brutal fashion. He divided lands among his favourites and finally
disgraced himself by drunkenness.> 'Uthman was obliged to recall him and appointed
another close relative, Sa'id b. al-'As, who infuriated the local notables by his
highhanded treatment of them, then alarmed them by declaring that the Sawad of Kufa
would become a "Garden of the Quraysh". Provoked by such abuses, a group of the
Qur'an readers in Kufa, such as Malik b. Harith an-Nakha'i, Sulayman b. Surad al-
Khuza'i, Hujr b. Adi al-Kindi, Shurayh b. Awf al-Absi, and others, protested in vain
against Sa'id's behaviour. Instead of making proper inquiries, ‘Uthman ordered the
agitators to be sent to Syria for Mu'awiya to deal with.6

The names of these distinguished Qur'an readers are to be taken seriously as they
afterwards appeared as the leaders of the Shi'i movement in Kufa. They stood at the
forefront of Ali's army at the battles of Al-Jamal and Siffin, and even after Ali's
assassination they never reconciled themselves with Mu'awiya. Similarly, the groups of
the Qur'an readers from Egypt and Basra were not less violent in their protests against
the free hand given by the Caliph to his Umayyad governors and their highhanded
treatment of the people. This clash with the Qur'an readers set the seal on 'Uthman's
unpopularity in religious circles in the provinces. Here we must point out that the word
gurra' (Qur'an readers) used by our sources implies those who distinguished
themselves and were recognized by the people as learned in religious matters, and who
taught the people the Qur'an and religious observances. Naturally they carried great
prestige among the masses and were regarded as the intelligentsia of the people.

In addition to appointing many of his clansmen to lucrative posts, 'Uthman made large
gifts to others.” At the same time, he treated some of the Companions of the Prophet



very harshly. Abd Allah b. Mas'ud, then in charge of the treasury in Kufa, was recalled
after a quarrel with Al-Walid b. 'Ugba, and the Caliph allowed him to be manhandled in
his presence.8 Even worse was the treatment received by Ammar b. Yasir, who was
reviled and beaten into unconsciousness when he arrived from Egypt with a letter of
complaint against Ibn Abi Sarh.® During the last few years of 'Uthman's reign, the major
part of the population was seething with discontent over the spectacle of Umayyad
aristocrats seated in high offices, enjoying wealth and luxury, indulging in debauchery,
and lavishly spending the immense wealth which they appropriated to themselves
illegitimately. The resulting disequilibrium in the economic and social structure
naturally aroused the jealousy of various sections of the population and provided ample
combustible material for an explosion. One outspoken leader of the criticism against
‘Uthman’'s regime was Abu Dharr, a fearless and uncompromising partisan of frugality
and asceticism who violently protested against the accumulation of wealth in the hands
of a few and demanded the distribution of lands among the community. 'Uthman, who
did not like the idea of Abu Dharr thundering against the wealthy in the mosque of
Medina, sent him to Syria. Before long, the Caliph received a letter from Mu'awiya
complaining of Abu Dharr's dangerous activities and ordered that Abu Dharr be bound
to a wooden camel saddle and be sent back to Medina under escort. He arrived in the
city halfdead, with the flesh torn off his thighs, and he was shortly thereafter exiled to
Ar-Rabdha, where he soon died.10 His misadventures were widely related throughout
the provinces, awakening an echo of bitterness against 'Uthman and the class of the
rich concurrently with the propagation of Ali's claims to the caliphate.

In this connection the speeches of Abu Dharr, frequently delivered in the mosque of
Medina, are of special interest Gathering people around himself, he used to say:

"... Ali is the legatee (wasi) of Muhammad and the inheritor (warith) of his
knowledge. Oh you bewildered and perplexed community after its Prophet,
If you give preference [in leadership] to those whom God has given
preference, and set aside those whom God has set aside, and if you firmly
place the succession and inheritance in the people of the house of your
Prophet, you will certainly be prosperous and your means of subsistence
will be made ample."11

We must strongly dissent from the viewpoint of such writers as have laboured to
present the rebellion against 'Uthman as being due to only the evil machinations of
some mischief-mongers, and the grievances they voiced as being all forged and
artificial. Such writers ignore the fact that these mischief- mongers-if such they were-
had real grievances to protest and the tacit support of the Sahaba to provide the
necessary sanction. For discontent to develop. into open rebellion, two things are
essential: leadership, which must come from those who command respect in society,
and the time and opportunity to organize and concert action. Both of these



prerequisites were present in the last few years of 'Uthman's caliphate.12 The attitude of
the Sahaba, prominent among them being Ali, Talha, and Zubayr, is quite clear.

There is ample material to prove that almost all of them, and especially these three,
were equally loud in their opposition to the ways of ‘Uthman. Even Abd ar-Rahman b.
Awf (died 32/652), who had played an all-important role in the election of 'Uthman, is
reported to have hinted long before the outbreak of disturbances that he held ‘Uthman’s
actions to be a violation of the pledge given by him at the time of his election.13 Even if
we disagree with the reports that they wrote letters to the provincials or actually incited
them in a systematic manner, the fact remains that they made no secret of their views
and moral support for the rebels.

Ali's attitude towards the situation in this period is clearly illustrated by his reaction to
the punishment given to Abu Dharr. When 'Uthman ordered the latter to be exiled, he
gave strict orders that no one should see him off except Marwan, who was to escort him
out of Medina. Despite these orders, Ali, accompanied by Hasan, Husayn, and his
partisan Ammar b. Yasir, went along with Abu Dharr for quite a long distance. When
reminded of the Caliph's directive by Marwan, Ali replied by cursing him and striking the
head of Marwan's beast with his stick. When it was time to part, Abu Dharr wept and
said, "By God, whenever | see you, | remember the Prophet."14 To console Abu Dharr,
Ali said to him:

"You were annoyed for the sake of God, so entertain hope from Him for
whom you were angry. These people were afraid of you for the sake of their
world, and you feared them for the sake of your religion. So leave in their
hands that by reason of which they were afraid of you, and flee away with
that by reason of which you feared them; for how badly do they need what
you have denied them, and how little do you need what they have denied
you. If you had accepted their world they would have loved you; and if you
had appropriated to yourself some part of it, they would have felt more

secure in your presence."15

Marwan reported the entire matter to ‘Uthman, who became quite indignant at such a
breach of orders. When he questioned Ali, the latter replied that he was not obliged to
obey orders that were not compatible with common sense and justice. "My merits and
excellences are far beyond yours; | am far superior to you in every respect."16 Later
these points were more commonly argued by supporters of Ali. The Shi'i poet Sayyid al-
Himyari availed himself of these arguments to express his extreme Shi'i views.

After his acceptance of Abu Bakr and the subsequent weakening of his initial party of
supporters, Ali remained aloof from all government activities until the end of ‘Umar's
rule, as mentioned above. The protest raised after the selection of 'Uthman



demonstrated that 'Ali's candidacy still had many partisans, but these acted only as
individuals and did not form any particular group. Once the caliphate of '‘Uthman gained
widespread acceptance in the community, the spontaneous protests of men such as Al-
Migdad and Ammar ceased, though their dissatisfaction remained. As the Caliph
gradually began to lose popularity, the old partisans of Ali soon revived their
grievances and gave full rein to their long suppressed desires to see Ali as caliph.
Fresh support rallied to the Hashimite candidate as discontented elements in the empire
began to crystallize into factions that needed an effective and acceptable leader.
Though Talha and Zubayr had considerable local followings in Kufa and Basra
respectively, they were far less important than Ali, and their support was doomed to
remain limited in character. Ali found himself surrounded by groups of protesters
arriving from the provinces, men who called upon him to support their cause, while at
the same time 'Uthman approached Ali and appealed to him to mediate with the rebels.
Perhaps compelled by the demands of justice, Ali had no choice but to stand in defence
of the offended Companions and demand punishment for the blame- worthy. He himself
protested against the rich gifts made by the Caliph to his kinsmen. From this position,
he was urged by the qurra’ to act as their spokesman, which he did to help meet the just
demands of the people on the one hand, and to extricate the Caliph from his difficulties

on the other.17

Two groups, different in outlook but with the same goals, were working simultaneously
and serving each other's purposes, though not consciously. One group consisted of the
discontented provincial elements discussed above which had been hardest hit by the
disequilibrium in the economic structure of the empire, while the other mainly
comprised the loyal partisans of Ali. This latter group, led by men like Abu Dharr,
Migdad, Ammar, Hudhayfa, and several of the Ansar, enlisted a number of new activist
supporters such as Ka'b b. Abda an-Nahdi, Malik b. Habib ath-Tha'labi and Yazid b.
Qays al- Arhabi.18 Also included in this circle were the Hashimites as well as Ali's
clients and servants. Among the latter were Qanbar b. Kadam,19 Mitham b. Yahya at
Tammar, and Rushayd al-Hujuri. Due to their religious zeal for and devotion to the
person of Ali as the custodian of Muhammad's message and the true exponent of Islam,
these men are symbolic of this stage in the growth of Shi'ism. Both Mitham at-Tammar20
and Rushayd al-Hujuri2l were crucified in Kufa in 61/680 by 'Ubayd Allah b. Ziyad
because they refused to curse Ali and continued their zealous adherence to him and to
his house even after his death. Their hands, legs, and tongues were cut off and their
bodies were hanged, a typical example of Ibn Ziyad's brutal behaviour. Besides these
supporters, later writers mention the name of Abd Allah b.Wahb b. Saba, known as Ibn
as-Sawda’', as having become a great supporter of Ali, travelling from place to place
sowing discontent against the rule of 'Uthman.22 He is described as a former Jewish
rabbi converted to Islam; however, modern Muslim scholars such as Ali al-Wardi
strongly suggest that Abd Allah b. Saba never existed, and that the activities attributed
to him were carried out by Ammar b. Yasir, whose nickname was also as-Sawda'.23



Modern European scholars have also expressed their doubts as to the historical
personality of Ibn as-Sawda' and tend to agree that he is a legendary figure.24

It is an interesting phenomenon that both the hatred against ‘Uthman and the numbers
of the supporters of Ali grew side by side. The pious opposition to the Umayyad
aristocracy became eagerly involved with the partisanship for Ali.25 In addition to Ali's
ardent supporters, Talha and Zubayr also conducted propaganda activities against
‘Uthman. When Muhammad b. Abi Bakr and Muhammad b. Ali Hudhayfa went to Egypt
to rouse the people against the Caliph, they met Muhammad b. Talha, sent there by his
father for the same task.26 Even the widows of the Prophet opposed the Caliph, and
'‘Aisha was especially loud in her denunciations of "Na'thal" (of the big beard and the
hairy chest), as she nicknamed him.27

The simmering discontent exploded into revolt in 35/656, when rebel contingents from
Kufa, Basra, and Egypt marched on Medina under the leadership of the qurra'. It is
interesting to note that most of the activists leading these contingents happen to have
been of Yemeni origin. These were joined by some of the pro-Alid Medinese Muhajirun
and Ansar such as Ammar and others. The situation soon became chaotic. The events
leading to the murder of 'Uthman are beyond the scope of this study, but it seems fairly
certain that his assassination exceeded the desires of even those of the Sahaba who
were openly opposed to the Caliph. Their objectives had been only to depose 'Uthman,
not to kill him. It also seems clear that even during these last tumultuous days Ali
continued to play his conciliatory and mediatory role. He many times did succeed in
dispersing the unruly mob that wanted to hurt the Caliph, and during the siege he
appointed his sons Hasan and Husayn to stand at the house of ‘Uthman and protect him
from the angry crowd. They were, however, jostled and pushed aside by the mob, and
the Caliph was killed. Hearing the news, Ali was the first to reach the scene and was so
furious at what had transpired that he slapped the face of Husayn and hit Hasan for

failing to save the life of the Caliph.28

In the confused atmosphere following the murder of the Caliph, the only candidate for
the caliphate that was acceptable to the Muhajirun and the Ansar, as well as to the
rebellious qurra’, was Ali.29 After three previous but unfulfilled aspirations to gain the
office, however, Ali was now reluctant to accept the responsibility of leading a
community so badly entangled in the question of regicide, and thus to implicate himself
in the murder. Ibn Abd Rabbih has preserved for us Ali's own statement on the situation
in the form of an address delivered at the time of the battle of Al-Jamal. In it, Ali says:

"After 'Uthman was killed, you came to me saying that you wanted to pay
homage to me. | said, 'l do not want it." | pulled back my hand, but you
stretched it forth. I tried to snatch it [my hand] away from you, but you
seized it You said, "We will accept no other than you, and we would not



have gathered together except around you.' You thronged around me like
thirsty camels on their watering day, set loose by their keeper who had
unfastened their tethers, until I thought you would kill me [by rushing upon
me] or that some one of you would kill the other [by jumping one over the
other]. In this way all of you paid me your homage, and so did Talha and
Zubayr."30

Pressed by the demands from almost all quarters, Ali finally agreed to accept the office,
but he specified that he would rule strictly according to the Qur'an and the Sunna of the
Prophet and that he would enforce justice and law regardless of any criticism or clash
with the interests of any group. Talha and Zubayr, though they both had some
followings from Basra and Kufa, realized that they had no chance of mustering enough
support to contest Ali's candidacy, and they were the first to swear allegiance to him.
The Medinese, joined by multitudes of those from the provinces present in the capital,
acclaimed Ali as caliph.31 Through this election, Ali became the first and the only caliph
in whose selection a great majority of the community took an active part. He was also
the first among the caliphs who, because of the circumstances of his birth, combined in
his person both the dynastic and the theocratic principles of succession.

From the very start, Ali inherited great problems which none of his three predecessors
had had to face. Marwan b. al-Hakam, 'Uthman's secretary, along with some other
members of the clan of Umayya, managed to escape to Syria to join Mu'awiya, carrying
‘Uthman's blood-stained shirt and the severed fingers of Na'ila, the murdered caliph's
widow, to use for propaganda purposes. From Syria then came the call for vengeance
for 'Uthman's death and a continuous propaganda campaign against Ali.

The murder of ‘Uthman was not a simple assassination committed by an individual to
settle personal grievances, as had been the case in 'Umar's death. 'Uthman's murder
was the result of a popular revolt of the poor, discontented, suppressed, and deprived
people against the economic, political, and feudalist domination of an old aristocratic
family. The more religiously-minded people revolted to safeguard the Islamic ideals of
socio- economic justice and equality taught by the Qur'an, enforced by the Prophet, and
jealously maintained by Abu Bakr and 'Umar. Ali's role as the mediator between the
rebel qurra' and the Caliph demonstrates that, on the one hand, he himself was
convinced that the resistance movement had been based on just and right demands
(and thus asked the Caliph to redress their grievances), while, on the other hand, he had
tried his best to save the Caliph from the hands of the unruly mob. Tempers had flared
beyond anyone's control, however, and the Caliph was killed by extremists who
escaped in the midst of the utter confusion that followed. Ali found himself in a
hopeless situation. The actual murderers had fled, and it was impossible for him to
locate them for punishment; yet the fact remained that many of the qurra' around Ali
had been nearly as responsible for the tragedy as the murderers themselves. Ali himself
repeatedly declared that:



"...the murder of 'Uthman was an act of the days of ignorance [al-Jahiliya:
the common term for the pre- Islamic period in Arabia]. | am not indifferent
to the demand [of 'Uthman's blood], but at present [the murderers] are
beyond my power. As soon as | get hold of them, | will not hesitate to
punish them."32

Even Talha and Zubayr agreed on this point and said "the insolent and imprudent
people overcame the gentle and sober ones and killed ['Uthman]."33 In vain, however,
did Ali try to find a peaceful solution to the problem. The paradoxical position of
deploring the murder of 'Uthman while supporting the justified demands of the qurra’,
and cursing the murderers of the Caliph while surrounding himself with their
associates, would have been a serious challenge to even the shrewdest and most
cunning politician, and this was even more so in the case of Ali, whose rigid adherence
to principles so often prevented him from adopting a practical political policy.

Before long, it became obvious that Ali's attempts to resolve the crisis by peaceful
means had failed. Challenges to his authority included even 'A'isha, who refused to
return to Medina from the ‘Umra (lesser pilgrimage) and turned back to Mecca when
informed of the nomination of Ali. Some time later, Talha and Zubayr saw an
opportunity to dissociate themselves from Ali, and asked permission to perform the
‘Umra. Though aware of their plans, Ali granted their request. The two joined ‘A'isha in
the Holy City and then announced that they had been compelled to swear allegiance to
Ali under duress.34 Though both men were ambitious for the caliphate, neither of them
had been areal leader of the masses with great popular support at his command; they
could never have concerted their efforts had it not been for 'A'isha, who now shifted
from the position of an extreme critic of '‘Uthman to assume the role of his avenger. By
marching to Basra in 36/656, the triumvirate threatened to cut Ali off from the east and
compound the problem of arebellious Syria by creating a similar problem in Iraq. After
much hesitation, Ali finally marched to Kufa, where he succeeded in gathering a force
strong enough to defeat A'isha and her associates in the battle of Al- Jamal. Talha and
Zubayr were slain, and 'A'isha was taken prisoner and sent safely back to Medina.

Having secured his position in Iraq for the moment, Ali then turned to deal with the
much more dangerous problem of Mu'awiya, who, as 'Uthman's kinsman, called for
vengeance,3> a protest which Ali rejected on the grounds that the sons of 'Uthman were
more entitled to this right.36 Mu'awiya realized that if Ali managed to consolidate his
authority he would dislodge the former from his position as governor of Syria. The only
way to avoid this was to question the validity of Ali's title to the caliphate; given the
circumstances in which the new caliph had been installed in office, this was not
difficult. Ali's supporters, especially the qurra', were vigorously opposed to any
compromise with Mu'awiya, and Malik al-Ashtar advised the Caliph not to enter into



correspondence with the governor of Syria. Nevertheless, Ali tried peaceful means in
dealing with his adversary; only when this failed and it became obvious that Mu'awiya
had resolved to fight did Ali march with his forces to meet the Syrians.

The conflict of Siffin and the resulting arbitration have been thoroughly and critically
studied by a number of scholars, and it is not our purpose here to re-cover well trodden
ground. It will suffice to note that Ali's position rapidly became critical as the
emergence of the Kharijites and the arbitration of Adhruh steadily eroded his strength.
While he was preparing for a final struggle against Syria, a Kharijite fanatic, Abd ar-
Rahman b. al-Muljam, struck him with a poisoned sword in the mosque of Kufa. The
fourth caliph died on 21 Ramadan 40/25 January 661.

This entire period is discussed by Ali in the last part of his speech of Shagshiqgiyya, and
his own comments are useful in examining this confused era:,

"In the end, the third of them ['Uthman] stood up shrugging his shoulders
arrogantly. and there stood with him the sons of his father, eating up the
property of God as the camels eat up the springtide verdure, until what he
had twisted became untwisted. His destruction was complete, and his
greediness made him fall to the ground. Then all of a sudden | was
frightened to see a crowd of people around myself, thick as the hyena's
mane, thronging towards me from every direction until [my sons] Hasan and
Husayn were mobbed and my two sides were split, gathering around me like
a herd of goats.

"But when | took up the government, one group broke its pledge, another
rebelled, and some others transgressed, as if they had not heard the words
of God, who says: "That is the abode hereafter which we allot to those who
do not seek greatness and corruption on the earth, and the end is for those
who fear.' (XXVIIl, 83) Nay, by God, they have heard these words and
comprehend them, but the world is sweet in their eyes and they are pleased
by its gaudiness.

"Nay, by Him who has split the seed and created the soul, but for the
presence of those who are present and the establishment of the arguments
by the existence of the helpers, as also the fact that God has disliked for the
knowing ones to watch idly the fullness of the oppressor and the hunger of
the oppressed, | would have thrown back its [the caliphate's] rope on its
shoulder and made its last drink from the cup of the first one, and you
would have found that your world is as distasteful to me as the dripping

from the nose of a goat."37



With this brief summary as a foundation, we will attempt to analyse the causes and
consequences of the major events of Ali's short-lived caliphate. It must be remembered
that his succession was greatly resisted by some of the Companions of the Prophet and
resulted in the first civil war in Islam; but at the same time, his so-called "failures"
proved to be epoch making in the history of the development of Shi'ism. The bitterness
of the supporters of Ali created by his defeats and disappointments provided a n
historical foundation for the development of their sectarian tendencies, and the
destruction done to him gave the later Shi'a enough material for the formation of their
own discipline within the body of Islam.

An attempt to grasp the situation as a coherent whole reveals the fact that the selection
of Ali was at once a triumph for a particular view of succession hitherto frustrated, and
a great shock to all those who had successfully adopted a principle of leadership
devoid of notions of primacy based on hereditary sanctity after the death of the
Prophet. With the succession of Ali, these two rival views came into genuine conflict for
the first time and crystallized into definite forms. The former view, soon defeated again,
was to find expression in a separatist tendency towards a, so to speak, sectarian
organization; the latter re-emerged victoriously and more vigorously, and eventually
shaped itself in such a way as to become the centre of the Islamic Umma, or Jama'a.

Ya'qubi records for us those speeches with which Ali was hailed by his enthusiastic
supporters, mostly from the Ansar, on the occasion of his installation, and which
illustrate those tendencies and sentiments with which he was viewed by this group. For
example, Malik b. al-Harith al-Ashtar pledged his allegiance with the declaration that Ali
was the wasi alawsiya’', the legatee from among the legatees [of the prophets], and the
warith 'ilm al-anbiya', heir to the knowledge of the prophets.38 Hodgson doubts whether
these terms were really used in reference to Ali at such an early date.3° In the first place,
we must bear in mind that Malik b. al-Ashtar was of Yemenite origin. South Arabia was a
land of ancient civilization where for a thousand years kings had succeeded one
another according to a dynastic principle and had been regarded as having
extraordinary qualities. Even if the seventh-century Arabs had no personal experience
of kingship, they must have been unconsciously influenced by this continuing
tradition.40 In this case, the use of terms like wasi and warith by a man of Yemenite
origin occurs as a natural and spontaneous corollary of a deep-seated cultural tradition.

In the second place, there are numerous references in contemporary writings which
reflect the same spirit. In praise of. Ali, Abu'l- Aswad ad-Du'ali sings:

"Thou art the noblest of the Quraysh in merit and religion.
| see God arid the future state through my love for Ali.

Ali is the Aaron, Ali is the wasi."41



Still more informative is the fact that the term warith appears frequently in the Qur'an,
especially in connection with the family of 'Imran and Isma'il, and Muhammad uses it as
a proof in his efforts to attract the "peoples of the book" .42 It is thus very likely that
some of the partisans of Ali could have used the same terminology to express their
views.

Moreover, in reading the accounts of the battles of Al-Jamal and Siffin, one encounters
a great bulk of war poetry exchanged between combatants of both sides in which wasi
and such expressions are repeated by the partisans of Ali. Extensive quotations here
would be cumbersome, and it will suffice to refer the reader to Ibn Abi'l-Hadid, who
collected the verses describing Ali as the wasi43 from the Kitab al-Jamal of Abu
Mikhnaf44 (died 157/774). Another very early work wherein these verses are abundantly
guoted is the Kitab Waq'at Siffin by Nasr b. Muzahim (died 212/827), who also frequently
quotes Abu Mikhnaf in addition to other early sources.4°

Apart from these considerations, we have already seen that there had been a devoted
party which from the very beginning had expressed personal enthusiasm for Ali largely
based on religious considerations. That this group should express its allegiance in
appropriately religious terms is only to be expected. Later generations of Shi'i poets,
best represented by Kumayt, Kuthayyir, Sayyid al-Himyari, and Farazdaq, frequently
used the terms wasi and the like in reference to Ali, especially when describing the
battles of Al- Jamal and Siffin.

The purpose of the preceding discussion has been to demonstrate that there was a
party who viewed Ali's accession to the caliphate from an angle quite different from the
viewpoint of the rest of the community. His rise to power was a great victory for his
party, which held a particular conception regarding the leadership of the community,
and thus it raised questions that had not arisen under the three previous caliphs,
therefore causing him to face serious opposition from various quarters almost right
from the start. The initial resistance came from 'A'isha, Talha and Zubayr, who raised
the call for vengeance and offered themselves as the agents for exacting satisfaction
for the murder of 'Uthman. But the question to be raised here is whether this was really
the reason for their revolt. How could Ali alone be held responsible for the killing when
Talha and Zubayr themselves had been equally active in supporting the grievances of
the people? Was A'isha not an equal participant in arousing people against 'Uthman?46
For the highly emotional and violent atmosphere in Medina at that time, we can do no
more and no less than hold all the dissident groups and critics of the Caliph about
equally responsible. In one of his speeches, Ali questions these pretenders, saying:

"By God, they have shown their dislike against me for anything unpleasant
and have not appointed an arbitrator between me and themselves; yet they
are demanding a right which they had themselves given up and revenge for



a blood for which they themselves are responsible. Even if | had a share in it
with them, they would still have a share of it; but if they were held
responsible for it without me, the blame lies only with them: thus their
strongest argument goes only against them. They are still suckling a mother
who has already weaned them, and they are reviving an innovation which

had been made to die."4’

In the final analysis, it would appear that the vengeance for 'Uthman was made an easy
pretext both by the triumvirate and later by Mu'awiya for efforts to check the obvious
danger of the rule of the ascetic group in Islam, supported by the lower classes of
society and by some of the Ansar of Medina, of whom Ali happened to be the
representative. The emergence of these groups was a real threat to the old Meccan
aristocracy, which had been suppressed by Muhammad's victory and his concept of
society and had been kept under strict control by Abu Bakr and 'Umar. When Uthman, a
member of the wealthiest clan of Umayya, came to power, the old aristocratic ideals of
his clan and other ruling families of Mecca found an opportunity to re- establish their
power and aristocracy. Ironically enough, the impetus given to the ideas of unity and
organization by Islam were brought to the service of this group to revitalize itself and re-
emerge in power. The revolt of the triumvirate represents Talha and Zubayr's last
struggle to protect their interests. 'A'isha served as a symbol behind which they could
unify their forces, and it certainly was not difficult to involve her in an attack on Ali. Her
dislike for him is said to have been based on several factors, one of which was Ali's
advice to Muhammad that he inquire with A'isha's slave girl concerning an incident
wherein A'isha's late return after having been left behind on a journey caused people to
start talking maliciously about her.48 ‘A'isha's quarrels with Fatima and Ali's
guestioning of the election of Abu Bakr, ‘A'isha’s father, also contributed to the
hostility.49 It is therefore clear that in the battle of Al-Jamal the triumvirate was fighting
for personal reasons rather than for the blood of 'Uthman, which was only a convenient
pretext. Though they failed in their objectives, they made the task of Mu'awiya, the
unseating of , Ali and the reassertion of the ideals threatened by his succession, much
easier. The fact that the claim of Mu'awiya for the blood of Uthman was only an excuse
to enable him to remove Ali from power is further evident from a conversation between
Amr b. al-'As and A'isha soon after the battle of Al-Jamal. Amr said to 'A'isha:

"l wish you could have been killed on the day of Jamal, and thereby you
would have entered Paradise and we would have used your death as our

strongest means for reviling and defaming Ali.">0

The conflict at the battle of Al-Jamal brought about a serious split in the Muslim

community. All of our sources reporting on these events use a number of particular
designations to express the position adopted henceforth by different groups. These
designations are important in that they indicate how the religious outlook, personal



loyalties, regional interests, and politico- economic considerations became involved
with one another. Those who supported Ali at the battle of Al-Jamal and later at Siffin
were at first called the "people of Iraq" (ahl al-'Iraq) as well as the "party of Ali' (shi‘at Ali
or al-'Alawiya). Their opponents were called shiat 'Uthman, or more commonly
al-'Uthmaniya. They included the faction of 'A'isha, Talha, and Zubayr (called the
"people of the camel,” or ashab al-jamal) and the Syrians (ahl ash-Sham), who were also
known as the shi'at Mu'awiya.

According to the tendency of the epoch, their positions were also described in more
religiously oriented terms through the use of the word din, which was used in reference
to both Ali and 'Uthman in expressions such as din Ali and din ‘Uthman. Another way of
expressing this was to assert that one held the Alawi or 'Uthmani opinion, ra'y
al-'Alawiya or ra'y al-'Uthmaniya.®>1 However, besides these general terms used to
describe opposing factions, the more precise titles of Shi'at Ahl al-Bayt and Shi'at Al
Muhammad were frequently used from this time onwards by the religiously enthusiastic
followers of Ali. Occasionally the nickname at-Turabiya was also used. This title was
derived from Ali's kunya Abu Turab, Father of Dust, given to him by Muhammad.>2 More
revealing is the fact that Ali himself called his opponents by names which indicated
their being misled from the true religious path. Those who fought against him at Al-
Jamal he referred to as An- Nakithun, "those who break their allegiance". This is a
derivation from the Qur'anic verse which says: "Then anyone who violates his oath
(nakatha) does so to the harm of his soul.">3 Ali named his opponents at Siffin Al-
Qasitun, "those who act wrongfully"”, taken from the Qur'anic verse which reads: "Those
who swerve (al-gasitun) are fuel for Hell-fire.">4 Lastly, referring to a tradition of the
Prophet, ... Ali referred to the Kharijttes of Nahrawan as al-Mariqun, "those who missed
the truth of religion".55> Obviously these names became common among Ali's followers
to describe their opponents.

Throughout this period, however, the followers of Ali were developing a continuously
broadening base of support. Until the battle of Al-Jamal, the Shi‘at Ali consisted only of
a small personal following who from the very beginning regarded him as the most
worthy person for the office of the caliphate to lead the community after the death of the
Prophet After the battle of Al-Jamal the term Shi'at Ali came to include all those who
had supported Ali against 'A'isha, and from this point onwards the original Shi'a group
was confusingly included with other groups and individuals who supported Ali for other
than religious reasons. It was in this wider sense that the term Shi'a was used in the
document of arbitration at Siffin.56 A few decades later, when the Shi'a started to
formulate their official position, some attempts were made to sort out the various
groups of Ali's supporters which had been so confusingly mixed up at that earlier stage.
The ranks of the Shi'a were divided into four categories: Al-Asfiya, the "sincere friends";
Al-Awliya, the "devoted friends"; Al-Ashab the "companions"; and the Shurtat al-
Khamis, the "picked division".57 To whom the first three terms refer is not quite clear,



though various Shi'i sources indicate the group of earlier followers-Migdad, Salman,
Ammar, Hudhayfa, Abu Hamza, Abu Sasan, and Shutayr-as belonging to the Asfiya.

The idea of these classes is certainly of a later date. Nevertheless, we must make some
distinction between those followers of Ali who emphasized the religious factor of his
succession as the wasi and those who supported his cause mainly on political grounds,
especially after he made Kufa his capital. In addition to a large political following, Ali left
behind him a zealous personal party which had sworn to him that they would be
"friends to those whom he befriended, and enemies of those to whom he was hostile.">8
Insisting that Ali was "in accordance with truth and guidance" (‘ala'l-hagq wa'lhuda) and
his opponents consequently in error, they maintained that Ali, by the circumstances of
his birth, was specially qualified to bear supreme authority in the community. The
existence of this devoted band of religious supporters largely explains how Shi‘ism
managed to survive the multitude of decisive political defeats inflicted on the movement
over the years.



Chapter 5

Kufa: Stage of Shi’i Activities

From the time Ali moved to Kufa in 36/656, or even earlier, the city became the main
centre of Shi'i movements, aspirations, hopes, and sometimes concerted efforts. It was
in and around Kufa that so many of the stormy events which make up the early history
of Shi'i Islam took place: events such as the mobilization of forces by Ali for the battles
of Al-Jamal and Siffin, the election and abdication of Hasan, the uprising of Hujr b. Adi
al-Kindi, the massacre of Husayn and his companions, the movement of the Tawwabun,
and the revolt of Mukhtar. Yet Kufa also proved to be a source of setbacks,
disappointments, frustrations, and even treachery and failure in the Shi'i desire to see
the house of Ali in command of the affairs of the Muslim community. This chapter,
therefore, endeavours to examine in brief the nature and composition of the city of Kufa
and the characteristic tendencies of its people.

The city of Kufa was founded in the year 17/638, about three years after 'Umar b. al-
Khattab assumed the caliphate at Medina.! After the Muslim victories at the battles of Al-
Qadisiya in 15/636 and that of Jalula' in the following year, the Caliph ordered Sa'd b.
Abi Wagqgas, the commander of the Muslim armies in Iraqg, to remain where he was, no
doubt with the idea of consolidating Muslim control of Iraq and then making further
advances into Persia whenever this might prove advisable. Sa'd b. Abi Waqqgas
therefore stationed the Arab armies at the newly conquered Sassanian capital of Al-
Mada'in, which soon proved to be unsatisfactory to the Arabs because of its damp
climate, crowded living conditions, and the lack of a desert environment providing pure
air and open pastures for grazing cattle. Informed of the hardships the Arab troops were
experiencing in a strange environment, the Caliph wrote to Sa'd to remove the armies
from Al-Mada'in and find a place which would suit the Arab way of life and meet their
requirements. After two or three places had been tried, and with the help of Salman al-
Farisi and Hudhayfa b. al-Yaman, the choice fell on a plain lying on the west bank of the
Euphrates close to the old Persian city of Al-Hira.2 Subsequently Sa'd ordered his
forces to encamp there and make it their home. This was the beginning of Kufa. The
choice of the place for the envisaged city was not a hasty one, but was made after
careful consideration and a thorough search of the area lasting almost two years.3

The description of the founding (Khitat) of Kufa given by the sources leaves us in no
doubt that at first it was not meant so much to develop a township as to establish a
strong, permanent, and strategically located garrison for the Arab armies in the newly
conquered distant territory of Iraq. This is clear from 'Umar's directive when he wrote to



Sa'd: "Choose for the Muslims a place for migration (dar hijra) and a centre [for carrying
out] war (manzil jihad)."4 By dar hijra at this particular time, 'Umar meant a permanent
home for those of the fighters of Al-Qadisiya who came for the conquest of Iraq from far-
off places and who were supposed to stay there to maintain Muslim control over the
new territory; by manzil jihad he most probably indicated that these settlers would be
expected to undertake further military actions into Persia. Baladhuri gives a slightly
different version of ‘Umar's directive in which besides "a place to which Muslims could
migrate" he adds the phrase "and which the Muslims could use as a meeting place
(gayrawan)."S This again means that in 'Umar's mind Kufa was meant as a garrison town
where different contingents from distant places could stay and should be readily
available whenever required. The first settlers in this garrison town were, therefore,
those hurriedly collected contingents who fought at the battle of Al- Qadisiya and were
known as ahl al-ayyam wa 'l-Qadisiya.

The planning of the new city and the organization of the quarters for the first
inhabitants, especially when they were drawn from such a great variety of tribes, as will
be seen presently, must have been a great task for Sa'd b. Abi Waqqgas. Except for
Basra, which had been founded only a year earlier and was still in the formative stages,
the Arabs of northern and central Arabia had little experience in establishing townships.
The conception of atown as a political or social unit was still something foreign to the
Arab sense of belonging. Even in old cities in northern and central Arabia such as Ta'if,
Mecca, and Medina, socio-political units were not the cities, but the tribes.

With the beginning of 'Umar's caliphate and the thrust of outward expansion, those
Arabs who seized the first opportunity to fight, and accordingly migrated to Syria, were
organized in relatively cohesive groupings since they belonged to large and
homogeneous tribes. Similarly, in the Basran territories there were mainly two
predominant tribes, Tamim and Bakr, and only a negligible number of 300 other people

who came from distant areas.®

At Kufa, on the other hand, the number of those who came to live from far- off places
ranged between 15,000 and 20,000, and were exceedingly heterogeneous in tribal
composition. There was a marked absence of large dominating clans or groups of
clans. At first, Sa'd found the solution in dividing them not into individual clans or
tribes, but into their broader tribal categories of Nizari (North Arabs) and Yemeni (South
Arabs). The Nizaris were therefore quartered on the western side of the plain, and the
Yemenis on the eastern side, according to the lots drawn with arrows, as was the
custom of the Arabs.” The large plot of land which he demarcated for the mosque was
to be the centre of the city. Adjoining the mosque the governor's residence and the
treasury were built. This first arrangement of the population of Kufa, however, had to go
through three successive reorganizations in the following 33 years.



The organization of the Kufan population into the two broad groupings of the Nizaris
and the Yemenis soon proved to be unsatisfactory. Firstly, neither the various tribes of
the Nizaris nor the different groups of the Yemenis found it congenial to put up together
and soon encountered serious problems. Secondly, such an arrangement presented
serious difficulties in forming compact military contingents. Kufa Was founded as a
garrison town intended to furnish well organized contingents ready for action. This was
difficult when people were grouped into two broad divisions. Finally, the lack of small
groupings into clans or groups of allied clans made it difficult to organize the
distribution of stipends on which the population depended. Experiencing these
difficulties, Sa'd, after consulting the Caliph 'Umar, reorganized the population into
seven groups. This reshuffling or balancing out, addala, ta'dil, was made on the basis of
genealogies and alliances with the assistance of two recognized experts in Arab
genealogies (nussab).8 The guiding principle employed in the reorganization was
clearly the pre-Islamic or traditional Arabian pattern of tribal organization in which
tribes or clans of tribes made political alliances in the form of loose confederacies.

The entire population of Kufa was thus divided into seven groups, described as asba’,
in the following units:

Kinana with their allies from the ababish and others and the clan of Jadila.
Kinana was a Meccan tribe and Quraysh was one of its branches, whereas
Jadila, a branch of Qays Aylan, was also from the Hijaz and had some
connections with Kinana. Both of them were regarded as people of prestige
(ahl al-aliya). Kinana and Quraysh, along with some other tribes, had in the
past formed a group known as Khindif. It was natural that in Kufa both
Kinana and Jadila should enjoy a close relationship and collaborate with the
Qurayshi governors and, even though small in number, maintain a

privileged position.10

Quda' a, Ghassan, Bajila, Khath'am, Kinda, Hadramawt, and Azd,11
combined together, formed a strong Yemeni contingent. Two of them, the
Bajila, led by their chief Jarir b. Abd Allah,/2 who was a personal friend of
the Caliph 'Umar, and Kinda, whose leader was Ash'ath b. Qays,13 had
dominating positions in this group.

Madhhij,14 Himyar,15 Hamdan,16 and their allies. This was another powerful
Yemeni group, in which the Hamdan attained a significant position in Kufa
and played an important role and produced some staunch supporters of the

Shi'i cause.17

Tamim, Rihab, and Hawazin, all three belonging to the Mudar group.18



Asad, Ghatfan, Muharib, Nimr, Dubay'a, and Taghlib,19 most of these
belonging to the Nizari group from Rabi' a and Bakr.

lyad, Akk, Abd al-Qays, Ahl al-Hajar, and Hamra' lyad20 and Akk,21 of Nizari
Adnani origin, had long been resident in the Iraqgi region and had joined the
Muslim forces against the Sassanian armies. Abd al-Qays,22 also an Adnani
branch, had migrated to Bahrayn and was known as Ahl al-Hajar They sent
a large delegation from Bahrayn to Medina in the year 9/630 and accepted
Islam, many of them distinguishing themselves as Companions of the
Prophet.23 Though composed of a hodge-podge of Arab tribes, their
iImportance can hardly be under-estimated, as the Abd al-Qays came to Al-
Qadisiya under a powerful Tamimi chief, Zuhra b. Hawiya, one of the chief
architects of the Muslim victory at Al-Qadisiya, who solidly united these
three tribes under his command to inflict heavy losses on the Persians.
Soon after Al-Qadisiya, the strength of this group was immensely increased
when 4,000 Persian slaves under their leader Daylam (hence the name
Daylamites) accepted Islam on special terms secured from Sa d, and joined
this Tamimi dynastic chief, who became their patron. They were thus united
in a confederacy with the lyad, Akk, and the Abd al-Qays. The name Hamra'
in this group refers to these 4,000 Persians.24 This group, however, at least
numerically, formed one of the strongest units at Kufa, and consequently
their numerically advantageous position was bound to come into direct
conflict, in the not too distant future, with the interests and superior claims
of the tribes of high social standing in the Kufan socio-political complex.
Elements of this group, especially the Abd al- Qays, are particularly noted
by the sources for their strong support for Ali at both Al-Jamal and Siffin.2°

The seventh group, Sub’, not specifically named by Tabari, is certainly the
Tayy, a powerful tribe of Yemen. The fact that it must have been the Tayy is
evident from numerous references to it spread over hundreds of pages
which Tabari devotes to the events in Kufa until the time of Mu'awiya. The
Tayy converted to Islam in 9/630, and when in 11/632 all other distant tribes
apostatized, the Tayy remained steadfast in Islam. They joined Muthanna b.
al-Haritha in the wars of Iraq at the conquest of Al- Hira, and then took part
in the battle of Al-Qadisiya. We then hear of Tayy as one of the strongest
supporters of Ali at Al-Jamal and Siffin.26 Again we come across Adi b.
Hatim, the chief of Tayy, among the supporters of Hasan, urging the people
of Kufa to respond to the call of "their Imam, the son of the daughter of their
Prophet".27 It seems, however, that the number and strength of Tayy
gradually declined in Kufa itself and most of them went and joined their
tribesmen in the stronghold of the mountains between Basra and Kufa.28
Thus we hear of Tirimmah b. Adi at-Ta'i, who met Husayn on his way to Kufa



and made a strong appeal to him to abandon his plan of going there and,
instead, to come with the former to the safety of the invincible Tayy
mountains.29

The city of Kufa was thus organized into seven tribal contingents (muqatila) divided into
seven military districts which became the gathering points for mobilization and the
administration of stipends and booty. Each group was given its own jabbana: open
places for the grazing of cattle and for graveyards. These jabbanas were of great
importance in the later development and expansion of the city, because they provided
enough space for those who came to Kufa later and joined their respective clansmen.

This grouping of the tribes continued for nineteen years until it underwent another
change in 36/656, when Ali came to Kufa. As will be seen later, during the previous
twenty-odd years the power structure within each of the seven groups had drastically
changed: certain clans in the various groups had acquired an undue dominating
position over the other component parts of the group. Also in this period, some tribes
were joined by a large number of newcomers of their tribesmen and became
exceedingly numerous, thus upsetting the power balance in the group. Ali, therefore,
while retaining the number of groups as seven, made some significant changes in the
composition and external make-up of these seven groups by way of reshuffling or
shifting certain tribes from one group to the other. According to Massignon's analysis,
Ali rearranged the tribes as follows:

1: Hamdan and Himyar (Yemenis);

2: Madhhij, Ash'ar, and Tayy (Yemenis);

3: Kinda, Hadramawt, Quda'a, and Mahar (Yemenis);

4: Azd, Bajila, Khath'am, and Ansar (Yemenis);

5: All the Nizari branches of Qays, Abs, Dhubya, and the Abd al-Qays of Bahrain;
6: Bakr, Taghlib, and all the branches of the Rabi'a (Nizaris);

7: Quraysh, Kinana, Asad, Tamim, Dabba, Ribab (Nizaris).30

Three important points must particularly be noticed In this new grouping. First, there
are a few clan names, such as Ash'ar, Mahar, and Dabba, which did not appear in the
grouping of Sa'd. This probably means that these clans were numerically negligible at
the time of Sa'd in 17/638; by 36/658, however, they had become numerous enough to
require an individual identity. Secondly, in Sa'd's organization there were three Yemeni



groups and four Nizari. In Ali's reorganization the number of Yemeni groups was raised
to four and the Nizaris' reduced to three. It will be pointed out below that from the very
beginning the Yemenis were greater in number than the Nizaris (12,000 and 8,000
respectively). Ali seems to have taken into consideration the population strength of the
two branches of the Arabs and reorganized the groups according to their numbers, thus
giving the Yemenis their due importance in Kufa. Finally, Ali did not change the tribal
basis of genealogies on which Sa'd had organized the population.

The fourth and last change in Kufan administration took place fourteen years later,
when Ziyad b. Abi Sufyan took charge of the city as governor in 50/ 670. He totally
abolished the tribal organization into seven groups and re- organized the entire
population into four administrative blocks (arba') as follows:

1: Ahl al-'Aliya;

2: Tamim and Hamdan;

3: Rabi'a (Bakr) and Kinda;
4: Madhhij and Asad.31

There are many important points to be observed in Ziyad's reorganization. Firstly, he
was governor not only of Kufa but also of Basra, where, from the very beginning, the
entire population was divided into four administrative blocks (arba'). This division had
proved so successful in controlling the people of Basra that Ziyad decided to apply the
same administration system in Kufa as well. Secondly, he completely disregarded the
recognized Arabian principle of genealogies and alliances in forming tribal groupings.
Instead, he mixed the Nizaris and the Yemenis together, except for the first group, the
Ahl al-'Aliya. Thirdly, again excepting the first group, he picked out the six most
powerful tribes and merged all the other smaller clans or tribes with them.

The first group, the Ahl al-'Aliya, consisted of the branches of the Meccans and Quraysh
which he did not disturb because they had been the natural allies of the Qurayshi
governors from Sa'd onwards. Moreover, this was the smallest allied group of the
population in Kufa, and Ziyad had nothing to fear from them. In the second block (rub')
he combined the Tamim (Nizari) and Kinda (Yemeni). In the third were Bakr (Nizari) and
Kinda (Yemeni), and in the fourth, Asad (Nizari) and Madhhij (Yemeni). Over each block
he appointed a chief or supervisor of his own choice,32 among whose duties must have
been the maintenance of a firm control over the component parts of their respective
groups. Finally, one cannot fail to observe that Ziyad's reorganization of the Kufan asba
into arba’ was based neither on genealogies nor on alliances, but totally on political
considerations intended to consolidate Umayyad power in the city.

The exact number of the first settlers in Kufa is difficult to ascertain; nevertheless, from
the various reports given by the sources we can make a fairly clear estimate of this.



Tabari gives a detailed account of the Arab forces who fought at the battle of Al-
Qadisiya, and says there were about 30,000 Arabs in this battle.33 This figure might be
an exaggerated one, and in any case not all of the Al-Qadisiya veterans stayed at Kufa.
According to one report given by Yaqut, ‘Umar ordered Sa'd to plan the mosque of Kufa
so that it could accommodate the 40,000 troops who were to be stationed there.34 A
more moderate and perhaps more reliable report is given by Baladhuri, who reports on
the authority of Ash-Sha'bi that the total number of the first Arab settlers at Kufa was
20,000: 12,000 Yemenis and 8,000 Nizaris. To this Baladhuri adds 4,000 Daylamites (al-
Hamra'), who were certainly among the first settlers alongside the Arabs.3% It seems that
the total of 24,000, being a moderate estimate compared to other inflated figures, was
the number of settlers with which the city of Kufa started its history. Of these first
settlers or early comers, as they are often described, special mention must be made of a
sizeable body of 370 Companions of the Prophet, from among both the Muhajirun and
the Ansar, who were domiciled at Kufa soon after its foundation36. Among them were
such important personalities as Abd Allah b. Mas'ud, 'Ammar b. Yasir, Hudhayfa b. al-
Yaman, Al-Bara'a b. 'Azib, Salman al-Farisi, Zayd b. al-Argam, and Abu Musa al-Ash'ari.
Ibn Sa'd counts 70 of them as among those who fought for Islam in the first encounter
with the Meccans at Badr in 2/623, and 300 as among those who renewed their pledge of
loyalty to the Prophet at the occasion of the treaty of al-Hudaybiya in 7/628.37 This
pledge is known as the Bay'at al-Ridwan, and was later considered a source of great
Islamic prestige and honour for those who had demonstrated their unshaken belief in
Muhammad at that moment of trial.

The heterogeneous nature of the Kufan population, with the absence of any one single
tribe as a dominating group, prompted 'Umar to take a special interest in the new city.
He thought that the very agglomeration of so many clans and tribes, never experienced
before in the Arabian social system, and the presence of so many companions of high
standing to infuse Islamic spirit in them, would shape Kufa into a genuinely Islamic
cosmopolitan city. So great was 'Umar's interest in Kufa that he described it as "tower
of Islam" (qubbat al-Islam) and "the head of the people of Islam" (ras ahl al-Islam).
Similarly, in describing the settlers of Kufa he said, "They are the lance of God, the
treasure of faith, the cranium of the Arabs, who protect their own frontier forts and
reinforce other Arabs."38 It is important to note that these epithets of honour and
distinction were not accorded to any other city, such as Damascus or Basra. ‘Umar was
certainly opposed to the tribal supremacies so predominant in Arabian socio-political
system. The heterogeneous character of the Kufan population provided him with a
suitable ground for establishing an Islamic socio-political system in which tribal
hegemony might be submerged under Islamic hegemony. This in effect meant that
predominance and leadership must be exercised only by those who possessed Islamic
priority (sabiga), and that tribal authority must be submerged under Islamic authority.
The selection of Ammar b. Yasir, of no tribal prominence, but one of the earliest
converts and a man most devoted to the cause of Islam, as the governor of Kufa, and



Abd Allah b. Mas'ud as deputy governor, was a clear manifestation of his policy.39 At
the time of their appointments 'Umar wrote to the people of Kufa:

"l am sending you Ammar as the governor and Abd Allah as your teacher
[in Islam] and the deputy [to Ammar]. Both of them are from among the
most illustrious and distinguished (nujaba') companions of the Prophet.
Listen to them and follow them. | preferred you over my own self [otherwise
| would have liked to keep them with me]."40

The emphasis put on the qualifications and distinctions of Ammar and Ibn Mas'ud as
being among the most illustrious Companions of the Prophet and therefore chosen for
the leadership of Kufa reveals 'Umar's intention to replace tribal claims with Islamic
claims, and in this way to maintain the political hegemony of Medina.

When in 20/641 '‘Umar organized the system of distribution of stipends (diwan) his sole
criterion was the principle of Islamic priority. He divided the settlers of Kufa into three
groups: the various groups of the Muhajirun and the Ansar; people who took part in
operations against the apostasy and rebellion or, say, prior to Yarmuk and Al-Qadisiya,
and then took part in these battles and were known as ahl al-ayyam wa'l Qadisiya; and
the rawadif, people who came to Kufa after Yarmuk and Al-Qadisiya, or the second and
third waves of migrants, who were graded depending on the time when they first
participated in the conquests.4! Accordingly, their stipends were fixed at the rates of
5,000 to 3,000, 3,000 to 2,000, and ranging from 1,500 to 200 dirhams per annum
respectively. The most important point for our purpose here is that for the distribution
of the stipends each category was divided into smaller groups or units, and a person
from each group was appointed as the supervisor of distribution. These groups were
known as 'irafa and the person in charge as the "arif (pl. 'urafa’). In most cases 'irafas
were probably composed of people from the same clan, but essentially or coincidentally
a group of people with identical standing in Islam,42 since usually it was a clan as a
whole or a group of related people who converted, rather than one individual. These
‘urafa’ of Kufa must have had some dominating position in the political affairs of the
city. The term ashrafal-gaba'il in the descriptions of Kufan affairs is generally
understood to be only the tribal leaders, but the numbers of these leaders cannot be as
high as the impression one gets from the sources. It is, therefore, highly possible that
these 'urafa’ might have assumed the role of leading their respective groups or ‘irafas in
the troubled days of 'Uthman, Ali, and later. It seems rather difficult to identify and apply
the term ashraf, as it is so commonly and is widely used by the historians, if the body of
Kufan 'urafa’ is not included in it.

The Muslim empire was expanding at an amazing rate during the caliphate of ‘Umar, and
so grew also the population of Kufa. Two important new influxes must immediately be
recognized. First, there were waves of the Arab newcomers called the rawadif, who,



after the completion of the conquests of Syria, Egypt and the Jezira by 20/641, seeing
no more chances for booty on these western fronts, anticipated a renewal of the
offensive into the Persian Empire and thought this would bring them fresh opportunities
for booty and gain. This caused a new Arab influx into Kufa. When the Muslim forces
from Kufa were mobilized for the battle of Nihawand in 21/642, these newcomers were
naturally the most enthusiastic to make their services available, and in the encounters
with the Persians these were the people who demonstrated extraordinary valour. 'Umar
was so impressed by them that he made some modifications in the policy of his diwan,
and raised the stipend of these newcomers to the level of the first settlers, the ahl al-
Qadisiya.43 This gave a further incentive to others to flock into Kufa, thus increasing the
city's Arab population, in most cases adding to the number of the existing tribes and
clans. The second influx into Kufa was that of the new waves of Persians. There were
many reasons (which will be elaborated shortly) for their flocking into Kufa in greater
numbers than in any other city.

As aresult of these new influxes, however, the population of Kufa in a few years' time,
even before the close of '"Umar's caliphate, had risen considerably. We are told that
soon after ‘Umar's death, when 'Uthman appointed Al-Walid b. ‘Ugba as governor of
Kufa in 24/645 or 25/646, the number of fighting men (mugatila) alone was 40,000.44
Taking into consideration many of those early comers of Al-Qadisiya, who were no
longer capable of bearing arms but made Kufa their permanent home, and a great
number of slaves and family members of these 40,000 troops, the population in a
decade must have risen to well over 100,000. To this figure we must add a good number
of those who gradually occupied the Sawad of Kufa-the rich agricultural land of Iraq,
which ‘Umar had ruled should not be divided among the conquerors of Al-Qadisiya, but
must be left for those who would come to the region later. The original inhabitants of
the Sawad were to be allowed to cultivate the land as people under protection (dhimma),
and were to pay taxes to be used for the stipends of the Kufans.4°> On the other hand,
the lands belonging to the Sassanian kings and the royal families (known as sawafi)
were reserved by 'Umar for the exclusive use of the conquerors of Al-Qadisiya. They
were allowed to divide it among themselves, settling on it if they so wished, or to putin
charge of it administrators of their own choosing. The result was that in a short period
of time the city of Kufa was surrounded by densely populated villages inhabited by,
besides the original cultivators, those who went there to work on the newly acquired
estates. This was possible because of the increased number of slaves and labourer
classes who were now assembled in the Kufan territories. Moreover, with the expansion
of economic life in Kufa, as in other newly founded garrison cities, a great number of
tradesmen, craftsmen, and domestics thronged into the towns and settled, there
permanently.

With this brief outline of the foundation and early development of Kufa, we must now
turn to our main purpose of examining the general structure, characteristics, and
features of the population which influenced their religio- political tendencies and



aspirations. This is not an easy task, however. There were many complex factors-
geographical, historical, ethnic, racial, and economic-mixed together, and these made
the city and its people most difficult to analyse. What must be noted first of all is that
the population of the city almost since its very foundation was composed of two
distinctly unique groups: the Arabs and the Persians. We may call the Arab group the
"founding element" and the Persians the "second basic element".

The Arab element in Kufa was extremely complex in its composition-more so than in
any other Arab city. Looking at the list of the seven groups of the tribes enumerated
earlier and the subsequent waves of the Arab early comers, one immediately notices
that the "Arab element" was extraordinarily heterogeneous in origin and background. It
was, in the first place, sharply divided into two groups, the Nizaris and the Yemenis,
among which we may further distinguish:

A small number of the Quraysh from the Hijaz, with their long-standing
reputation for sedentary living, nobility, and sharaf;

Elements that were strongly nomadic, such as Mudar groupings, especially
the Tamim and some of their Yemenite neighbours from among the Tayy;

Semi-nomadic elements such as Rabi'a, Asad, Bakr, belonging to or coming
from the north, northwest, east, and southeast of Arabia, and Abd al-Qays
from Al-Hajar;

Truly south Arabian elements coming from further afield, from Hadramawt
and Yemen, some of whom had been living a semi-sedentary life there, such
as Kinda and Bajila, and others who had lived in true and very ancient
settlements, such as Madhhij, Himyar, and Hamdan;46

Yet another section of the Arabs who settled down in Kufa at the time of its
foundation were some of the Christian tribes such as Taghlib, Nimr, lyad
and even some Christians from Najran.4’ These Christian tribes had been
accorded special terms and privileges by the Prophet, which were
maintained by Abu Bakr and ‘Umar.

Still another section from among the Arabs counted above must necessarily
be recognized: this consisted of the outstanding noble families known as
the buyutat al- Arab. Ibn Sa'd particularly notes this point and says that all
the noble houses of the Arabs were represented in Kufa, whereas this was
not the case in Basra.48

The second basic element of the Kufan population in shaping the character of the city



was that of the Persians. There were many factors which account for their great influx,
particularly into Kufa rather than into any other city. Three of these are conspicuous.
First, the Arab conquests of Al-Mada'in, Al- Qadisiya, and ultimately the great victory at
the battle of Nihawand resulted in a large number of Persian captives falling into the
hands of the conquerors as slaves and being brought to the city of Kufa. Most of them
soon embraced Islam and earned their freedom from their Arab masters, but remained
their allies or clients. Secondly, the geographical affinity of Kufa, being on the border of
Sassanian Iraq, made the city the most suitable place for migration for those of the
Persians who had lost much of their means of livelihood in the Persian Empire. To them
Kufa promised fresh opportunities. Similarly, a large number of peasants, with the
collapse of the Sassanian feudal system and the freedom provided by Muslim rule,
found the land no longer profitable and moved to the growing cities for alternative
occupations. Kufa was the most attractive place for them. Thirdly, the presence of those
4,000 Persians known as the Daylamites, who had settled down in Kufa from its very
foundation, and the addition of a sizable number of Nihawand prisoners of war,
provided a congenial social atmosphere for other uprooted Persians to join their
countrymen there. Moreover, among the prisoners of war there was a considerable
number of women who had fallen to the lot of their Arab conquerors. These women
became the lawful wives of their Arab captors and bore them children. The result was
that in less than twenty years' time, by the time Ali came to Kufa, there was a youthful
new generation of Kufan Arabs who had Persian mothers. Thus, for example, the
mother of the famous scholar of Kufa of this period, Ash-Sha'bi, was a woman captured
at the battle of Jalula.#d It is important to note here that the Persians in Kufa were not
granted equal status by their Arab co-citizens in the social system of the city. They were
called mawali (sing. mawla), or clients, a term to indicate inferior social standing. Since
the mawali played an important role in Kufan religio-political history, especially in Shi'i
movements, it would be helpful to know a little more about them. Though the term
mawali was originally meant for freed slaves, after the Muslim conquest it was extended
to a variety of non-Arab peoples. In Kufa, the mawali can be divided into five groups:

The non-Arab soldiers who adopted Islam and joined the Arab armies.
These were mostly the Persian soldiers, who accepted Islam and fought
alongside the Arab forces, such as the Hamra', or the Daylamites. They
were used by the Kufan governors as the police force, and received fair
treatment from the Arabs. In most cases they had to join an Arab clan or
associate themselves with an Arab chief as their patron, as did the
Daylamites when they accepted the leader of the tribe of Tamim as their
patron.

The peasants (mainly Persians) whose towns and villages were destroyed
during the Muslim conquests and who left their cultivable land and moved
to Kufa in search of other work. The collapse of the Sassanian feudal
system and the freedom given by the Muslim rulers allowed the peasants to



abandon their land, which was no longer profitable. Due to this fact, the
treasury began to lose land taxes and, as a result, the administration
increased taxation on those who were still working on their land. This led to
many more peasants leaving their land to avoid increased taxation and
coming to Kufa for more lucrative employment. These peasants, however,
made up a group of mawali who were not associated with any tribal group.
They were under the direct jurisdiction of the governor, who had extensive
powers over them and in return was responsible for their protection. In case
of an unintentional homicide committed by any of them, the treasury had to

pay the blood-wit.>0

The vast groups of Persians and others who converted to Islam, many of
them coming to Kufa as traders and craftsmen. Their lands were conquered
by the Muslims, yet they were not enslaved. They embraced Islam on their
own, and in order to improve their economic conditions they moved to Kufa
and worked as traders and craftsmen. In terms of numbers they probably
formed the largest mawali group in Kufa; and with the economic
development of the city their numbers were constantly increasing. They
were almost independent members of the tribes with which they were
associated for administrative purposes.

Freed slaves. This group consisted of those who were taken by the Arabs
as prisoners of war, converted to Islam, and earned their freedom, but were
bound to be associated with the family of which they had been the slaves. In
the technical or rather the original meaning of the term, they were the real
mawali and, in Kufa, their numbers were second only to the third category
mentioned above.

Persians and other converts to Islam who belonged to noble families. They
were exempted from the poll-tax (jizya), which they regarded as degrading,
but they had to pay on their own lands (kharaj). They seem to have been
treated by the Arabs somewhat differently from the other groups of the
mawali, since they were the nobles of their own people, even though
defeated. They were free to change their wala if they so desired from one
tribe to another. Nevertheless, their status remained that of mawali, or
second-class citizens, and therefore of subservient positions in the tribe. In
many cases, however, their interest in Kufa coincided with that of the Arab

tribal leaders.51

The total number of all classes of mawali, however, increased to the extent that within
only a few decades they almost outnumbered their Arab counterparts. In the battle of
Jamajim, the mawali forces which came to fight for Ibn al-Ash'ath are reported to have



been 100,000.52 With all their numbers and strength, on the whole they were treated by
the Arabs as second-class citizens. The Arabs maintained against them not only the
idea that they were the conquerors, but also a superior racial attitude. This naturally led
to an ever-growing feeling of discontent among the mawali in Kufa.

To this population structure three observations must be added. Firstly, from its very
beginning Kufa was not a purely Arabian city such as Mecca, Medina, or even
Damascus. Secondly, the majority of the first settlers in Kufa, whether Arabs or
Persians, were the military contingents who, in most cases, came without their families
and for quite some time lived as a standing army ready for action. It seems natural that
their militant character should persist even though ultimately they settled down as
civilians and were joined by other sophisticated groups from among both the Arabs and
the Persians. This, along with many other factors, explains their restlessness, their
resentful and often rebellious behaviour. Finally, and perhaps most important, Kufa had
no tradition of its own which could have absorbed or influenced the people. After the
great outward thrust from the Peninsula, those of the Arabs who migrated to the cities
of Syria, Egypt, and Persia came under the direct impact of and were influenced by the
existing traditions of those cities. Kufa, on the other hand, was founded as a garrison
on avirgin plain lying between the Arabian Desert and the old city of the Lakhmid
kingdom of Al-Hira, which had been under the suzerainty and cultural influence of
Persia. The newly founded city had to evolve its own character, which was not so easy
in such an agglomeration of people, where the Arabs of the North and the South, or the
Nizaris and Yemenis, the nomads and the sedentaries, the old aristocracies of the
famous noble houses (buyutat al-'Arab) and the commoners, and the Persians of
various classes came to live together. Yet there was one factor to dominate the trend of
the majority of the people. Among the Arab element of the population, the Yemenis, or
South Arabians, were more numerous (12,000) than the Nizaris, or the North Arabians
(8,000). It has been discussed in detail in Chapter | that the South Arabians, due to their
long and deep-rooted tradition of the priest-king with hereditary sanctity and therefore
hereditary succession, were more prone toward what we called the Shi'i ideal of
leadership of the community. In this they were joined by the Persian element of the
population, which had an almost similar tradition of religio-political leadership. Thus,
the Yemenis and the Persians together, making more than two-thirds of the population,
set the trend of the city well on the road toward Shi'i inclinations and moods of thinking.
This does not, however, mean that all the Yemenis residing in Kufa were Shi'is, or that
none of the Nizaris of the northern Arabs sided with the Shi'i school of thought. In such
a complex situation a clear-cut categorisation would not be correct. What is suggested
reflects general tendencies of the major groups based on certain backgrounds which
might be easily suppressed should there arise politico-economic considerations.

The first serious tension in Kufa, however, appeared on the surface as a clash of
interests between the two power groups, which we may term the newly emerging
“religious or Islamic hierarchy" and the "traditional tribal aristocracy". The first group



consisted of those Companions of the Prophet whose claim to the leadership of Kufa
rested on their early conversion, their services to the cause of Islam, and above all the
esteem in which they were held by the Prophet himself. As has been said earlier, 'Umar
wanted to govern Kufa through those who possessed Islamic priority and thereby to
undermine and suppress tribal authority. He did not, therefore, allow anyone from
among the ridda leaders to have any position of command, no matter how powerful they
were.

The other power group consisted of tribal leaders whose claims, according to the old
Arabian tradition, were based on their wealth and the status, strength, and prestige of
the tribes they led. Naturally, it was difficult for them to tolerate for long the supremacy
and leadership of those who had no tribal authority or who belonged to no ruling family.

As long as 'Umar lived, the tribal leaders could not do much to exert their power. With
the death of 'Umar and the succession of the weak 'Uthman in 23/643, things started to
change drastically and the struggle for power, so far suppressed, came into the open.
The appointment of Al-Walid b. 'Ugba, 'Uthman’'s half brother and an aristocrat himself,
as the governor of Kufa greatly helped the tribal leaders to restore their power and
authority. Thus we find that not only the strong tribal leaders but even the ridda leaders
emerged with full vigour and were soon at the helm of affairs in the province.®3 For
example, Al-Ash'ath b. Qays al-Kindi, a famous leader of the apostates, was entrusted
with sole command of Ardabil, and a large number of people dispatched there to form a
permanent settled force were put under his command.>* This was done at the expense
of those Kinda leaders, such as Hujr b. Adi al-Kindi, who had more Islamic prestige than
tribal. Another glaring example was the appointment of Sa'id b. Qays al-Hamdani to
Rayy,>> where Yazid b. Qays al-Arhabi had been in charge since 22/643.56 The former
belonged to one of the most influential families of Hamdan, but had no Islamic priority,
whereas the latter possessed status mainly as an Islamic leader, though in Hamdani
tribal hierarchy he had hardly any significant place. That a leader such as Al- Ash'ath,
with his ridda background, and Sa'id b. Qays, with no standing in Islamic terms, should
receive high offices, was clearly a major departure from the existing order. This
suddenly changed the power structure and resulted in the displacement of those early
comers whose social status and power base was Islamic rather than tribal. In the long
list of such displaced leaders, of particular interest are Malik b. Ashtar an- Nakha'i,
Musayyab b. Najaba al-Fazari, Yazid b. Qays al-Arhabi, Adi b. Hatim al-Ta'i, and Sa'sa'a
b. Suhan al-'Abdi. Unseated from their positions, these notables of 'Kufa, also described
by the sources as among the leading qurra' of Kufa,>’ were among the strongest
opponents of Al-Walid b. 'Ugba and his successor, Said b. al-'As, another aristocrat of
Mecca, and consequently of ‘Uthman, who allowed himself to be dominated by the old
aristocracy. Not long afterward, the opposition grew both in strength and dimension
and was joined by a large number of people who came to Medina. The rebellion resulted
in the murder of '‘Uthman. The mode of the city was thus set, dividing the population
into two groups:



1: The strong and influential tribes and clan leaders along with their followings,
especially from among the early comers. These leaders are generally described as the
ashraf al-qaba'il;

2: People less influential in terms of tribal or clan leadership, who nevertheless had
been in privileged positions during the time of '‘Umar due to their Islamic priority, and
who were now deprived of their power. They included most of the late comers, a large
number of the qurra’ or religious intelligentsia of different affiliations and backgrounds,
a number of splinter clan groups, and a great majority of hodge-podge people from
among both the early comers and the late settlers. The Persian element, or the mawali,
of the city naturally had to throw in their lot with this second category.

It is against this background that the third and most critical phase of Kufan history
began. The first phase had seen the city's foundation in 17/638 and extended until the
death of 'Umar in 24/644; the second ended with the death of 'Uthman in 35/655; this
ushered in the third phase, which was dominated by the rise of Ali to the caliphate in
the same year. As has been discussed in Chapter 4, Ali was installed as the caliph
mainly by the popular vote of the Ansar of Medina and the rebel contingents who came
from the provinces. The Kufan contingent was the first to pay homage to Ali under the
leadership of Malik al-Ashtar.58 Naturally, the overwhelming support of these elements
for Ali's election to the supreme authority was taken as a serious threat not only by the
Umayyad aristocracy, which during twelve years of 'Uthman's rule had appropriated all
positions of power and advantage for themselves, but also by Quraysh in general. In
opposition to Ali, therefore, besides the Umayyads in Syria, there emerged at Mecca a
body of Quraysh, many of them Companions and Muhajirun, who, while being opposed
to Umayyad domination, in fact under their mask as Muhajirun favoured overall
domination by Quraysh.9 Military power was now divided into two rival military camps,
Kufa and Basra, with large territories under their influence, whereas Syria was wholly
under the firm control of the Umayyads. Taking advantage of the rivalry between Basra
and Kufa, the Meccans moved to Basra to mobilize tribal support from there. Ali was
thus left with no choice but to leave Medina for Iraq and count on the support of the
Kufans, who had shown their inclinations towards him. He arrived in the neighbourhood
of Kufa with about 1,000 men who accompanied him from Medina, and was readily
joined by about 12,000 Kufans.60 They formed the main part of his army at the battle of
Al-Jamal. The Meccan-Basran alliance was defeated, and Ali was able to bring Basra
well under his control and appointed Abd Allah b. Abbas as his governor. Ali then
entered Kufa, not to make it his capital, but only to mobilize further support and
organize the Kufans for another much more serious encounter with Mu'awiya.

What should be noted here, however, is that at the battle of Al-Jamal, while a large
section of the Kufans supported Ali, the clan and tribal leaders who had entrenched



themselves during the caliphate of 'Uthman did not wish to side with him, or at least
they remained uncommitted. These tribal leaders, such as Al-Ash'ath b. Qays, Jarir b.
Abd Allah, and Sa'd b. Qays, undoubtedly felt the same fears of Ali as did the Meccans
and the Umayyads. In order to consolidate his power in Kufa, Ali had to establish a
purely Islamic sociopolitical system, which meant that the old Islamic leadership in Kufa
had to be restored at the expense of traditional tribal aristocracy that had emerged
during the caliphate of 'Uthman. As has been said earlier, the population of Kufa was or
ganized in seven tribal groups according to either genealogies or alliances. It was in
that tribal grouping that the new leadership had established its roots. The first step Ali
took to weaken this leadership was to make some drastic changes in the external
composition of these seven groups by reshuffling and reorganizing the tribes from one
group to the other. In this way he tried to restore to power those erstwhile leaders
whose claims were based on Islamic priority. We see that men such as Malik b. Harith
al- Ashtar, Hujr b. Adi al-Kindi, and Adi b. Hatim al-Ta'i, eclipsed by the strong tribal
leaders, reemerged once again. For example, Al-Ash'ath b. Qays was replaced by Hujr b.
Adi, and in the battle of Siffin Hujr was given the leadership of Kinda.61 Al-Ashtar
became the leader of a new clan group consisting of Madhhij, Nakha'i, and some other
sub-clans. His position was further strengthened when he was appointed by Ali as the
governor of the Jazira.62 Similarly, another early leader, Adi b. Hatim, was supported by
Ali to become the sole leader of the Tayy, even though there was considerable
opposition from other branches of the tribe.63

Leaders such as Al-Ashtar, Hujr, and Adi, together with their following, especially from
the newcomers of their tribes, formed the backbone of Ali's supporters and were the
nucleus of the Shi'i of Kufa. On the other hand, the strongest clan leaders, who had built
themselves up on the strength of their tribes, did not show much interest in Ali. The
sharp contrast between these two groups is clearly illustrated by the fact that since Ali's
arrival in Kufa, Al- Ashtar, Hujr, Adi and other Shi'i leaders consistently urged Ali to
attack Mu'awiya without delay and without entering into correspondence with him, while
most of the strong tribal leaders advised him not to take any early action.64 When,
however, the armies of Ali and Mu'awiya came to meet at Siffin, these tribal leaders of
Kufa saw their position as precarious. They could not remain completely aloof from Ali
and had to appear with him on the battlefield; yet they remained half-hearted and
lukewarm. In fact, they saw their interests best served by a deadlock between Ali and
Mu'awiya. They were in a dilemma, in that Ali's success would mean a loss of their tribal
power, but on the other hand, Mu'awiya's victory would mean the loss of the Iraqi
independence upon which their power depended. In short, "from the time of Ali's arrival
in Kufa, through the time of the confrontation at Siffin and subsequent developments in
Iraq, and until the time of his death, the position of these two alignments remained
consistent. The Shi'i leaders urged Ali to fight Mu'awiya, they were opposed to the
arbitration proposal, and they pledged themselves to Ali unconditionally. Most of the
clan leaders, on the other hand, showed no inclination to fight Mu'awiya, went to Siffin
in a spirit of indifference, and accepted with alacrity the peace offered by the arbitration



proposal."65

It is generally suggested that the qurra' forced Ali to submit to arbitration, but it seems
that the tribal leaders and their following were in fact responsible, for they had nothing
to gain from fighting and much to gain from a stalemate. Similarly, it is also stated that
it was the qurra' group which compelled Ali to accept Abu Musa al-Ash'arias his
arbitrator, though Abu Musa's record indicated that he had been in favour of the
Meccans and of overall domination by Quraysh, and therefore must have been the
choice of the tribal leaders.

The word qurra’ as used in the accounts of Siffin must be approached with some
caution. The early qurra' of Kufa who led the revolt against ‘Uthman had as their leaders
such men as Malik, Hujr, and Adi, and were the die-hard supporters of Ali. Besides
these original qurra’ of Kufa, at Siffin we meet a great number of people who are
described by the sources, rather conveniently, as qurra'. Some of them came from
Basra, others from far-off outposts of both territories. They must have been, therefore,
tribesmen who were trying to advance their claims through Islamic priority. And these
were the people who, misled by the tribal leaders, at first supported arbitration and then
revolted against it. They became the Khawarij, and in the events that followed Siffin they
further weakened Ali's position both at home and against Mu'awiya.

The main reason for the resentful attitude of the ashraf al-gaba'il of Kufa was perhaps
Ali's egalitarian policy. In the first place, in the distribution of stipends he abolished the
distinction made between early and latecomers to Kufa and instead made his criterion
not only Islamic priority, but also adherence to Islamic values and standards. This is so
very clear from the numerous addresses he delivered in this period, as preserved in the
Nahj al- Balagha.66 When Ali came to Kufa, there was another influx of newcomers to
the city, those who came with Ali himself, and he treated them with equality irrespective
of their early domicile. This was a serious threat to the tribal leaders who had been
enjoying a larger share of the Kufan treasury, which had already been shrinking in its
resources due to the lull in the conquests. In the second place, Ali observed equality in
the allotment of stipends to Arabs and non-Arabs. This was especially offensive to the
ashraf al-qaba'il since, besides financial considerations, they believed that the non-
Arab mawali, as conquered people, should not and could not be treated equally with
their conquerors.67

It was beyond any doubt clear to the tribal leaders and their clansmen that under Ali's
rule they stood to lose whatever they had managed to gain due to their tribal strength
under ‘Uthman. It was, however, still not possible or advisable for them, in the
conditions in Kufa at the time, to come out in open revolt against Ali. Nevertheless, after
the inconclusive results of Siffin and the unfavourable outcome of the arbitration that
followed, the tribal leaders hitherto wavering between indifference and treachery



became more pronounced in their resentful attitude toward Ali. They did remain in the
rank and file of his army, which he was mobilizing for a final and decisive encounter
with Mu'awiya, yet totally ignored his call to go out to fight the Syrians. Instead they
insisted on dealing with the Khawarij who had gathered at Nahrawan.68 What they were
concerned with was the maintenance of their own position as Kufan tribal leaders: the
Khawarij were a threat to that, Mu'awiya was not. After the Khawarij were defeated at
Nahrawan and Ali then called upon them to move against Mu'awiya, Al- Ash'ath and
other strong tribal leaders refused, ostensibly on lame excuses, and Ali was thus
obliged to return to Kufa.69 Ali's position was further weakened since the battle of
Nahrawan had earned him many enemies among the relatives and kinsmen of the slain
Khawarij; additionally, the tribal leaders took further advantage of his increasing
unpopularity among the large number of tribes. Moreover, since the arbitration
Mu'awiya had been in constant touch with these tribal leaders, trying to win them over
through offers of power and wealth. They were thus deliberating on what could best
serve their purposes.

The attitude of these Kufans is best indicated by Ali himself in a number of speeches
which he delivered in this period. In one of his speeches shortly before he was
assassinated, he addressed the people and said:

"Behold, | have called upon you day and night, secretly and openly, to fight
these people [the Syrians]. | have said to you: 'Fight them before they fight
you, for, by God, never do a people fight within their own territory without
being dishonoured.' But you tarried and vacillated until you have been
attacked repeatedly and your territory has been lost to you .. . How strange
iIndeed a strangeness in which God makes the hearts dead and brings grief-
Is the gathering of these people [Mu'awiya's supporters] in their falsehood
and your standing aloof from your right. Woe unto you, and fire upon you,
for you have become atarget which is shot at; you are raided and you raid
not; you are attacked and you do not fight back; and God is disobeyed and
you are content to see that.

"When | order you to march toward them during the summer season, you
say. 'This is the season of intense heat; grant us respite until the heat has
abated from us.' And when | command you to proceed toward them in
winter, you say . 'This is the season of intense cold; give us time until the
cold is dispelled from us.' With all this fleeing from heat and cold, by God,
you will flee even more readily from the sword.

"O you who look like men but are not men, having the intellect of children
and the wits of women, | wish | had never seen or known you, for
acquaintance with you has drawn regret and brought in its wake grief and



sorrow. May God destroy you. You have filled my heart with pus and have
lined my breast with anger. You have made me drink draughts of anxiety
one after the other and have corrupted my judgment by your disobedience
and desertion, so that Quraysh say that the son of Abu Talib is a brave man
but had no knowledge of warfare. For God be their father! Is any one of
them more experienced in warfare or does any of them occupy a place in it
higher than mine? | started fighting when | was not yet twenty years of age,
and here | am the same fighter when | have passed the age of sixty. But

there could be no judgment for him who is not obeyed." 70

Ali thus left behind the people of Kufa divided into two groups of conflicting interest
which could now be more easily defined and categorised than when he arrived at Kufa
five years earlier. There was, firstly, a group of his faithful followers, both from the early
and the late comers, who were not only committed to his person, but also believed that
the leadership of the Muslims must remain in the house of the Prophet. In this, indeed,
there appear to have been some considerations of a socio-economic nature, but these
were only concomitant with the idea of justice and religious values which, they thought,
could be realized only through a divinely inspired leader. Among them there were
people, however small in number, to whom religious and spiritual considerations were
the only driving force: economic factors, even though these seem to have been the
cause of certain incidents, had nothing to do with their adherence to Ali. For others,
economic factors were just as important as religion; they felt that an appropriate
combination of the two could be realized only through Ali. Whatever the degree of
emphasis on one aspect or the other, the conviction of both sections of Ali's firm
supporters was the same: the leadership of the Muslim community must come from the
family of the Prophet.

Secondly, there was a group consisting of clan and tribal leaders, along with those
whose interests were dependent on these leaders. They were basically interested in
preserving and maintaining their political positions and economic monopolies, which
would be seriously threatened should Ali succeed in firmly establishing his rule in Kufa.
They were, therefore, indifferent to Ali and were inclined towards Mu'awiya, in whom
they saw security for their privileged positions and vested interests. But at the same
time, they were Mu'awiya and thereby lose their hesitant to openly submit to bargaining
position. It was for this reason that outwardly they remained in the rank and file of Ali's
army while putting pressure on Mu'awiya for the guaranteeing of their privileges. They
thus pretended to be the supporters of the Shi'i cause. These were the people who
composed the political supporters of Ali, as discussed in Chapter 4.

To these two groups of opposite interest we must add a third, consisting of the vast
masses of Kufa, mostly the Yemenis and the non-Arab mawali, who theoretically were
inclined to the Shi'i ideal of leadership but were hopelessly devoid of resolve in the face
of any danger which might befall them. Emotionally, whenever they saw any hope of



success of someone from the Ahl al-Bayt, they swarmed around him; practically, they
deserted him as soon as they saw the hope of success dwindling away. They lacked the
necessary courage or the firmness of character to withstand a moment of trial.

The events described in the following two chapters will explain the behaviour and
attitude of these three groups. Here it remains to note that after the death of Ali and the
abdication of his son Hasan, when Mu'awiya took control of Kufa, the strong tribal. and
clan leaders were made to serve as the intermediaries in the power structure of the
province. The central authority in Damascus was concerned with exercising power both
over and through them. The old style tribalism was reinforced and governmental power
was grounded on a tribal organization in which tribal leaders supported and in turn
were supported by the government. At the time of Ali's death, the tribal leaders were on
one side of the scale, the committed Shi'at Ali on the other, while the great masses were
wavering between the two. The following years were to prove decisive in resolving this
basic contradiction of interests.



Chapter 6

The Abdication of Hasan

During the last year of Ali's caliphate, Mu'awiya b. Abi Sufyan, the governor of Syria and
the main challenger of Ali, managed to bring a large part of the Muslim empire under his
control. He also had the authority vested in him, though under doubtful and ambiguous
circumstances, by Amr b. al-'As at the arbitration of Adruh after the battle of Siffin.
Nevertheless, he could not claim for himself the title of Amir al-Mu'minin while Ali was
vet alive. Ali was still the legitimate caliph chosen by the community at large in Medina;
this was not publicly repudiated by the community as a whole, nor was the declaration
of Abu Musa al-Ash'ari deposing Ali and that of Amr b. al-'As installing Mu'awiya
accepted by the Muhajirun and the Ansar. Thus, despite all his military and political
successes, Mu'awiya could do no more than style himself only as Amir.1 With Ali's
assassination, the road was finally cleared for the realization of the ultimate goal of
Mu'awiya's ambitions. The very favourable circumstances that prevailed in the form of
the impotence of Medina and the remnant of the pious section of the community and the
vacillating nature of the Iragi supporters of Ali's successor Hasan, coupled with the
characteristic shrewdness of Mu'awiya, made it easier for him to complete the task he
had initiated after the death of ‘Uthman: the seizure of the caliphate for himself and his
clan.

Hasan, the elder son of Ali and Fatima, was acclaimed as caliph by forty thousand
people in Kufaimmediately after the death of his father.2 We are told that at the battle of
Siffin (Safar 37/July 657), less than three years before his death, Ali had in his army
seventy Companions who fought for the Prophet at Badr, seven hundred of those who
renewed their allegiance to Muhammad (bay'at ar-ridwan) at the time of the treaty of
Hudaybiya, and another four hundred from other Muhajirun and Ansar.3 Many of them
were still residing in Kufa with Ali as he prepared for a final encounter with Mu'awiya.
They must have participated in the election of Hasan and must have accepted him as
the new caliph, otherwise our sources would have recorded their opposition to his
succession. To this there is no testimony at all. The people of Medina and Mecca seem
to have received the news with satisfaction, or at least with acquiescence. This is
evident from the fact that not a single voice of protest or opposition from these cities
against Hasan's accession can be located in the sources.

Two major reasons can be advanced for this attitude. First, at the time of Ali's death
almost all the distinguished Companions of the Prophet from among the Muhajirun were
dead. Of the six members of the Shura appointed by 'Umar, only Sa'd b. Abi Waqqgas



was still alive; the other members of the leading elite of the community had also died.
Among the younger nobility such as Abd Allah b. al-'Abbas, Abd Allah b. az-Zubayr,
Muhammad b. Talha, and Abd Allah b. 'Umar, none could match Hasan, the elder and
dearest grandson of the prophet. The people of Medina still remembered that ardent
love and affection which the Prophet had showered upon his grandsons: that he
interrupted his sermon and descended from the pulpit to pick up Hasan, who had
stumbled over his long tunic and fallen down while entering the mosque;4 that he
allowed his grandchildren to climb on his back while he was prostrating himself in
prayer.> There are numerous accounts describing extraordinary favours being
bestowed by Muhammad on his grandsons; these are preserved not only by the Shi'i
sources, but are overwhelmingly transmitted by the Sunni works as well. 6 Hasan is also
unanimously reported to have resembled the Prophet in appearance.’ Secondly, the
people of Mecca and Medina naturally could not be expected to be pleased to see
Mu'awiya, the son of Abu Sufyan, the representative of the clan of Umayya, become
their leader. It was Abu Sufyan who had organized the opposition to Muhammad and
had led all the campaigns against him. The Umayyads in general, and the Sufyanids in
particular, did not acknowledge Muhammad until the fall of Mecca;, their Islam was
therefore considered to be of convenience rather than conviction. Mu'awiya, for his part,
depended on the support of the Syrians, whom he had consolidated behind himself, and
to whom he had been attached for close to twenty years as governor of the province,
and on the support of his large and powerful clan and their clients and allies who
swarmed around him. It was therefore natural, under the circumstances, that the
inhabitants of the holy cities, who formed the nucleus of the Islamic Umma, would not
oppose Hasan's caliphate, especially since the alternative was the son of Abu Sufyan
and Hind.

As for the people of Iraq, the eldest son of Ali was the only logical choice, though not all
of his supporters were motivated by the same feelings or attachment to the same cause.
To a great number of them Hasan's succession meant the continuation of Ali's policy
against the rule of Mu'awiya and against the domination of Syria over Iraq. To some
others, Hasan was now the only person worthy of leading the community on religious
grounds. Whether motivated by merely political or by religious considerations,
however, it cannot be denied that the Iragis acclaimed Hasan as caliph on the grounds
that he was the grandson of the Prophet through Aliand Fatima. Hasan's spontaneous
selection after the death of Ali also indicated Iraqi inclinations, though in vague terms,
towards the legitimate succession to the leadership of the community in the line of Ali.
It seems that the people of Iraq, even at that early period, were quite clear in
distinguishing the line of the Prophet through Fatima from other members of the
Hashimite clan, otherwise they would have chosen, for example, Abd Allah b. al-'Abbas,
who was a cousin of the Prophet, was senior in age to Hasan and was experienced in
affairs of state, having been Ali's governor in Basra.8 Hasan's close relationship to the
Prophet is frequently referred to as the reason for the special consideration of the



people for him.

Following the custom established by Abu Bakr, Hasan made a speech on the occasion
of his accession to the caliphate. In this speech, reported in many sources with varying
lengths and wordings, Hasan praised the merits of his family and the special rights and
unmatched qualities of his father. He emphasized his own intimate relations with the
Prophet, described his own merits and claims, and quoted the verses of the Qur'an
which exalt the special position of the Ahl al-Bayt.® Qays b. Sa'd b. 'Ubada al-Ansari, an
ardent supporter of Ali and a trusted commander of his army, was the first to pay
homage to him. The forty thousand troops of Iraq who had sworn allegiance to Ali on
the condition to die for him (‘ala’l-mawt) readily hailed Hasan as their new caliph.10
Apparently expressing his own sentiments as well as those of the Iraqi army, Qays tried
to impose the condition that the bay'a should be based, not only on the Qur'an and the
Sunna of the Prophet, but also on the condition of the war (gital) against those who
declared licit (halal) that which is illicit (haram). Hasan, however, succeeded in avoiding
this commitment by saying that the last condition was implicitly included in the first
two. The more militant among the Iraqis, eager to fight against Mu'awiya, were not in
favour of exclusion of the third condition from the terms of the bay'a, but they
nevertheless paid their allegiance to him.11 Later events would demonstrate that Hasan
was perhaps from the very beginning quite apprehensive of the fickle-mindedness of
the Iraqis and their lack of resolution in time of trials; and thus he wanted to avoid
commitment to an extreme stand which might lead to complete disaster. He was
moreover a peace-loving man of mild temper who hated to see the shedding of Muslim
blood.12 However, according to the majority of the sources, the oath of allegiance taken
by those present stipulated that: "They should make war on those who were at war with
Hasan, and should live in peace with those who were at peace with Hasan."13

Hasan's acclamation as caliph by the Iraqgis, and a tacit approval, at least an absence of
protest or opposition, from the Hijaz, Yemen, and Persia, were a great cause of alarm to
Mu'awiya, who had been working for the office since the death of 'Uthman and who,
after five years of ceaseless struggle, at last saw a clear path to undisputed authority
since Ali was no longer alive. He lost no time in taking action. First of all, as soon as the
news of Hasan's selection reached Mu'awiya, he denounced the appointment, and both
in speeches and in letters announced his firm decision not to recognize Hasan as
caliph.14 Secondly, he dispatched many of his agents and spies to arouse the people
against Hasan. Such agents had already been quite active in the provinces of Yemen,
Persia, and the Hijaz, which were still within Ali's domain though not fully under his
control at the time he was killed. These agents were active even in the heart of Iraq and
Kufa, Ali's only solid possession. Of this activity there is no doubt at all. This already
organized espionage network was now intensified by Mu'awiya and expanded to a much
larger scale. There are numerous exchanges of letters on the subject of these spies
between Hasan and Mu'awiya and between Abd Allah b. al-Abbas and Mu'awiya.1°



Mu'awiya did not even deny these subversive activities. Finally, he began preparations
for war and summoned all the commanders of his forces in Syria, Palestine, and
Transjordan to join him. Not long after, the Syrian leader marched against Hasan with

an army of sixty thousand men,16 taking the usual military route through Mesopotamia
to Maskin, on the Tigris boundary of Mosul towards the Sawad. When Mu'awiya's
warlike intentions became clear, Hasan had to prepare for war and was compelled to
take the field before he had time either to strengthen himself in his position or to
reorganize the administration that had been thrown into chaos by the death of his father.

The purpose of this prompt action by Mu'awiya was twofold: first, by his demonstration
of arms and strength, he hoped to force Hasan to come to terms; and secondly, if that
course of action failed, he would attack the Iraqgi forces before they had time to
consolidate their position. It was for the first reason that Mu'awiya intentionally moved
towards Iraq at a very slow pace, while sending letter after letter to Hasan asking him
not to try to fight and urging him to come to terms. If Hasan was defeated on the
battlefield, this would give Mu'awiya only power and authority; but if Hasan abdicated,
this would provide Mu'awiya with a legal base and legitimize his authority as well. This
was what Mu'awiya was trying to achieve. Moreover, Hasan defeated, or even killed, still
represented a serious threat unless he resigned his rights; another member of the
Hashimite house could simply claim to be his successor. Should he resign in favour of
Mu'awiya, such claims would have no validity and the Umayyad position would be
secured. This strategy proved correct, as will be seen below. Even after the death of
Hasan, ten years later, when the people of Irag approached his younger brother Husayn
concerning an uprising, the latter advised them to wait as long as Mu'awiya was alive
because of Hasan's treaty with him.

The correspondence between Hasan and Mu'awiya, which continued throughout this
period, makes interesting reading and provides some useful information. Both referred
to the old question of the caliphate with polemical arguments. In one of his long letters
to Mu'awiya, Hasan argued his rights to the caliphate on the grounds that the authority
of the caliphate stems from the Prophet of God, who was the most excellent and the
best of men on earth and through whose guidance the Arabs found light while they
were deep in darkness and attained honour and glory while they were disgraced, and
that Hasan was the nearest to the Prophet in blood and relationship. Hasan then used
his father's argument, which the latter had advanced against Abu Bakr after the death of
Muhammad, that if Quraysh could claim the leadership over the Ansar on the grounds
that the Prophet belonged to Quraysh, then the members of his family, who were the
nearest to him in every respect, were better qualified for the leadership of the
community. In the last part of his letter Hasan wrote:

"We were shocked to see that some people snatched away our right from us
even though they were men of excellence, virtues, and merits, and were the
forerunners in Islam [reference to the first three caliphs]. But now what a



great astonishment and shock it is to see that you, O Mu'awiya, are
attempting to accede to a thing which you do not deserve. You do not
possess any known merit in religion (din), nor have you any trace (athar) in
Islam which has ever been praised. On the contrary, you are the son of the
leader of the opposition party from among the parties (hizb min al-ahzab) [a
reference to the "confederacy" which under Mu'awiya's father, Abu Sufyan,
made the last united effort to crush Medina]; and you are the son of the
greatest enemy of the Prophet from among Quraysh ... so give up your
persistence in falsehood (batil) and enter into my homage as other people
have done, for you are certainly aware of the fact that | am far more entitled
to the caliphate than you in the eyes of God and all worthy people. Fear
God, restrain yourself from rebellion and from shedding the blood of the
Muslims; for, by God, there would be no good for you to meet your Lord
with the responsibility of the blood of the Muslims."17

Mu'awiya's detailed reply to Hasan is even more interesting, especially since he used
the argument used by 'Umar b. al-Khattab against Ali. Writing to Hasan, Mu'awiya
argued:

"Whatever you said about the excellence and merits of the Prophet, he was
indeed the most excellent among all men before and after him, past or
present, young or old. Indeed God had chosen Muhammad for His message,
and through him we received guidance, were saved from destruction» and
came out from darkness and error.

"You have mentioned the death of the Prophet and the dispute which took
place among the Muslims at that time. In this you are clearly making
accusations against Abu Bakr, ‘Umar, and Abu 'Ubayda, and against those
virtuous men among the Muhajirun and Ansar. | hate this accusation
against the people whose actions, according to us and other people, were
beyond doubt and reproach.

"When this community had some disagreements after the Prophet
concerning the leadership, it was not ignorant of your family's merits, your
priority, and your close relationship to the Prophet; and the community was
also not unaware of your exalted place in Islam and your qualifications in it.
But the community saw that this thing [the caliphate] would be better placed
among Quraysh in general and they therefore selected Abu Bakr. This is
what the people thought best in the interest of the community. You are
asking me to settle the matter peacefully and surrender, but the situation
concerning you and me today is like the one between you [your family] and
Abu Bakr after the death of the Prophet. Had | believed that you had a better



grasp over the subject people than | do, that you could protect the
community better than I, and you were stronger in safeguarding the
properties of the Muslims and in outwitting the enemy than I, then | would
have done what you have asked me. But | have a longer period of reign
[probably referring to his governorship], and am more experienced, better in
policies, and older in age than you. It would therefore be better for you not
to insist on what you have asked me; if you enter into obedience to me now,
you will accede to the caliphate after me."18

Mu'awiya's letter is significant in that it gives a clear idea of the direction Muslim polity
was henceforth opting to adopt openly. Mu'awiya's arguments for his claims to the
caliphate manifest those guidelines and the principles by which the question of the
caliphate had been previously decided in the case of the first three caliphs, and he
claimed that the same considerations must remain the deciding factors now and in the
future. To him it was the interest of the state and the profane aspects of the community
which must decide the question of the leadership. Mu'awiya did not deny Hasan's
exalted position in relation to the Prophet and his superior place in Islam, but claimed
that this was not the criterion for the leadership of the community. The qualifications for
the office, according to Mu'awiya's arguments, were personal power and strength,
ability in political affairs and administration, expansion of the empire, and ability to
defend the Muslims and rule the subject effectively. In this way, Mu'awiya made explicit
what had been so far implicit: the separation between political and religious principles,
which was henceforth permanently established. Thus, in due course, the majority of the
Muslims placed the religious leadership in the totality of the community (Jama'a),
represented by the 'ulama’, as the custodian of religion and the exponent of the Qur'an
and the Sunna of the Prophet, while accepting state authority as binding. They came to
be known as the Sunnis. A minority of the Muslims, on the other hand, could not find
satisfaction for their religious aspirations except in the charismatic leadership from
among the people of the house of the Prophet, the Ahl al-Bayt, as the sole exponents of
the Qur'an and the Prophetic Sunna, although this minority too had to accept the state's
authority. This group was called the Shi'a.

Before proceeding further in an attempt to reconstruct the events which ultimately led
to the abdication of Hasan, a word seems necessary regarding the sources of our
information on the subject. The struggle between Hasan and Mu'awiya has not yet been
thoroughly and critically studied and remains one of the most obscure chapters of early
Islamic history. Wellhausen, giving only a short and sketchy account of Hasan's
abdication,1® complains that the events are recorded with confusion and fragmentation
and that it is, therefore, difficult to place certain critical details of the episode in precise
chronological order. Indeed, chronology is always a serious problem in early Muslim
histories. But in his brief description of the subject it seems that Wellhausen depended
solely on Ya'qubi,20 Dinawari,2! and Tabari.22 Both Ya'qubi and Dinawari usually gloss
over details in their short and compact histories, and it would therefore be futile to



expect from them a comprehensive account of the abdication of Hasan. Tabari provides
more information than the first two but does not cover the subject with his usual
thoroughness and he leaves the reader unsatisfied on many important questions.
Moreover, all three of these sources suffer from a common weakness in that their
renderings lack the exact sequence of events, a problem which makes it difficult to
determine whether Hasan abdicated of his own free will or was forced by the
circumstances to do so.

There are, however, three other early and important sources which were not used by or
were unavailable to Wellhausen. These works, already referred to above, were authored
by Ibn A'tham al-Kufi23 (died ca. 314/926), Abu'l-Faraj al-Isfahani24 (died 356/967), and
Ibn Abi'l-Hadid?> (died 655/ 1257). Abu'l-Faraj records the whole event from Abu Mikhnaf
with verifications and additions from five other chains of transmitters, commenting that
"these narratives are mixed one with the other, but are near in meaning to each other."
Ibn Abi'l-Hadid, though a late author, is one of the best informed. He takes his material
primarily from the famous early historian Mada'ini and completes the account from Abu
Mikhnaf. The second part of Ibn Abi'l-Hadid's account thus is similar to the
corresponding portion of Abu'l-Faraj. the fact that both Abu Mikhnaf and Mada'ini wrote
on the subject is confirmed by the lists of their works recorded by Ibn Nadim.26

Abu Muhammad Ahmad b. A'tham al-Kufi al-Kindi must be given a place of special
importance, for his Kitab al-Futuh is perhaps one of the earliest comprehensive and
systematic works on the early conquests of Islam and the civil strife in the community.
According to Doctor Sha'ban,2” a modern scholar, this work was composed in 204/819;
this means his date of death must be placed some time in the middle of the 3rd/9th
century and not in 314/ 926 as has so far been assumed. In any case, his history has
proved to be a major source for the early history of the Arabs, particularly for events in
Irag. Ibn A'tham was fortunate enough to have access to the works of Zuhri, Abu
Mikhnaf, Ibn al-Kalbi, and some other lesser traditionists in their original and
unadulterated forms. According to his methodology, as is evident in the Futuh, he
combines the traditions of these early writers into a connected and coherent historical
narrative without interruptions and without citing his sources for each individual
tradition. Nevertheless, whenever he records some significant tradition, he does
mention the name of his source; in this respect Mada'ini is the most frequently cited
authority. According to Mada'ini, had Sha'ban, lbn A'tham, being a contemporary of the
pronounced advantage of quoting this great master in his lifetime.28 Comparison of the
narratives of Ion A'tham with the tradition of Mada'ini recorded by Tabari show that Ibn
A'tham not only provides a useful check for the material recorded by Tabari, but also
adds important details which Tabari has ignored and which are preserved in the Kitab al-
Futuh. In the episode of Hasan it is through Ibn A'tham that the complete narrative of
Mada'ini has come down to us. This is confirmed by a comparison of Ibn A'tham's
account with that of Ibn Abi'l-Hadid, who cites Mada'ini as well; the latter gives only an



abridged version of Hasan's abdication, but Ibn A'tham has recorded a complete.
description of the course of events from Mada'ini.

From these three sources we receive the complete texts of the lengthy correspondence
between Hasan and Mu'awiya, of which only two letters have been quoted above. There
seems to be no reason for doubting the authenticity of these texts. There is arich
literature of correspondence exchanged between important personalities during the
classical period of Islam, and this material is frequently quoted in the Arabic sources.2°
The correspondence between Hasan and Mu'awiya must be considered in this light and
must be given its due importance. Together with the other sources mentioned above,
such literature enables us to form a clearer picture of the episode than has so far been
available.

Tabari narrates the events in two independent versions from Zuhri and Awana. Zuhri's
account seems somewhat to favour the case of Mu'awiya at the expense of Hasan,30 or
at least glosses over those details which might weaken the position of the founder of
the Umayyad caliphate. This is understandable, for Zuhri was closely attached to the
Umayyad court and was writing under the successors of Mu'awiya. His account is an
unclear isolated report not recorded by other authorities; and in contrast to this,
Awana's account3! appears to have been more balanced in describing the
circumstances under which Hasan abdicated. Unlike Zuhri's version, Awana's bears
considerable historical merit in that it very largely conforms with the accounts reported
by other authorities such as Ya'qubi and Dinawatri.

According to Zuhri, Hasan was from the very beginning inclined to hand over the
caliphate to Mu'awiya in return for the most favourable terms he could secure for
himself from his rival. Before his death Ali had entrusted the leadership of his forty-
thousand-man Iraqi army to Qays b. Sa'd, one of his trusted and zealous supporters, for
the campaign against Mu'awiya. Qays was a great enemy of Mu'awiya and the Syrians,
and had sworn allegiance to Ali to the death. Hasan knew that Qays would never agree
to his plans for abdicating in favour of Mu'awiya, and therefore he deposed Qays from
the command of the army and appointed Abd Allah b. al-Abbas in his place. The Kufans
were already suspicious of Hasan's intentions because he had not clearly committed
himself to fight against Mu'awiya at the time when homage was paid to the former. Soon
they came to the conclusion that Hasan was not the person to lead them against their
Syrian enemies, and they became increasingly restless. Not long after Hasan came to
be aware of their ill- feelings towards him, he was attacked by a Kufan and sustained a
lance wound in his thigh. Unlike all the other accounts, Zuhri specifies neither the place
nor the timing of this attack on Hasan, which renders the whole account still more
ambiguous and unclear.

After having been attacked, Hasan hastily wrote to Mu'awiya that he was renouncing the



caliphate on the condition of receiving from him a certain sum of money. As Hasan sent
his envoy to Mu'awiya with his letter, the latter simultaneously dispatched his own
envoy to Hasan with a blank sheet of paper, signed and sealed by Mu'awiya, on which
Hasan was to inscribe whatever terms for abdication he wanted. The letters crossed.
When Mu'awiya received Hasan's letter he was overjoyed to see that the latter had
decided to abdicate without much difficulty. he kept Hasan's letter as evidence of this
and informed him that he had accepted Hasan's terms. When Hasan received
Mu'awiya's carte blanche letter, he added further financial demands on it Upon meeting
Mu'awiya, perhaps on the occasion of the official transfer of power, he asked the Syrian
leader to discard his previous letter and replace it with the carte blanche on which
Hasan had written new terms regarding financial arrangements. Mu'awiya now refused
to grant anything further, saying: "Everything you first requested | agreed to and
granted to you; my open offer to you cannot any more be binding on me since you have
already committed yourself." Hasan therefore could get nothing more from Mu'awiya
and was sorry for his hasty action in writing his terms of abdication.32

Zuhri also tells us that as soon as Abd Allah b. al-Abbas noticed that Hasan was
negotiating terms of abdication with Mu'awiya, he himself secretly began treating with
Mu'awiya for safe conduct and a grant of money for himself. Mu'awiya readily agreed to
Ibn Abbas' terms, whereupon the latter abandoned the army and moved to Mu'awiya's
camp in the darkness of night.33 Hasan's army, finding itself without a leader, again
chose Qays as commander on the condition that he carry on the war until the adherents
of Ali were granted amnesty and security for their lives and property. Qays easily
gained these concessions from Mu'awiya, who himself was quite willing to grant such
concessions if it would enable him to reach a peaceful settlement and avoid a
confrontation with Qays' strong army. He made direct offers to Qays himself, but the
latter refused the money that was offered to him by Mu'awiya and, without making any
deal for himself, he gave up resistance on condition of amnesty and security for the
Iragi army.34

Zuhri's pragmatism in reporting the events of the abdication of Hasan raises more
guestions than it answers. This account, which clearly shows minimal resistance on the
part of Hasan, must have been circulated by the Umayyads themselves, who, in the
absence of the three principles of ijma’, nass, and shura by which the previous four
caliphs had been nominated, were anxious to find a legal basis for their rule. Hasan's
voluntary abdication in favour of Mu'awi'ya, as Zuhri would have us believe, provides
such alegal ground. It was natural that Zuhri, in the environment of Umayyad
Damascus, should adopt the tradition which must have been most popular and in
widest circulation in that city. The events that led to Hasan's abdication do not seem,
however, to have been as simple as Zuhri describes.

Awana's account in Tabari3® and in the other sources named above gives a somewhat



different impression of the events and stands in sharp contrast to that of Zuhri.
According to Awana, Qays did not have command of the whole army during the lifetime
of Ali, but rather only of the vanguard of 12,000 men, over which he continued to retain
command when Hasan succeeded his father. At the news of Mu'awiya's advance
towards Iraq, Hasan sent Qays with his 12,000 troops as an advance guard to check the
enemy until Hasan himself could follow with the main force.36 According to Ya'qubi,
Abu'l-Faraj, and Ibn Abi'l-Hadid, the vanguard of 12,000 men was sent by Hasan under
the command of 'Ubayd Allah b. al-Abbas, and along with him were sent Qays b. Sa'd
and Sa'id b. Qays as advisors by whose counsel 'Ubayd Allah was to be guided.3’ The
reason for Hasan's delay in departure seems to have been some lack of enthusiasm on
the part of his supporters. This is evident from a report that when he appealed to the
Kufans to march with him against Mu'awiya, there was a poor response. It was only
when Adi b. Hatim, an old and devoted follower of Ali and the chief of the tribe of Tayyi,
addressed the Iraqis, urging them to respond to the call of "their Imam, the son of the
daughter of their Prophet",38 that they came out to participate in the war.

Soon after, Hasan left Kufa with his main army and reached Al-Mada'in, where he
encamped in the outskirts of the city. Qays and his vanguard had already reached
Maskin, facing Mu'awiya's army. The Syrian governor tried to bribe Qays by offering him
a million dirhams if he would defect from the ranks of Hasan and join him. Qays rejected
the offer with contempt, saying: "You want to deceive me in my religion."39 Mu'awiya
then made a similar offer to 'Ubayd Allah b. al-Abbas (or his elder brother Abd Allah, as
Zuhri reports), who accepted it and went over to him with 8,000 men. Qays was thus left
with 4,000 soldiers, waiting for the arrival of Hasan.40 We may note here in passing that
though 'Ubayd Allah did go over to Mu'awiya before Hasan announced his abdication,
the timing of 'Ubayd Allah's defection as given by Ya'qubi does not seem correct.
‘Ubayd Allah's defection must have occurred only shortly before Hasan's abdication, as
will be discussed below.

However, while Hasan's vanguard was waiting for his arrival at Maskin, Hasan himself
was facing a serious situation at Al-Mada'in. Some of his troops rebelled against him,
plundered his tent, and fell upon him. Five different versions of this rebellion are given
in the sources. According to Awana,41 someone suddenly spread the news in the army
of Hasan that Qays had been defeated and slain and that the troops should flee. Hasan's
tent was then plundered, and he himself was attacked. If this version is correct, the
spreading of the rumour must have been a well-calculated ruse and an act of espionage
by the spies of Mu'awiya, who had, without any doubt, infiltrated the rank and file of
Hasan's army. A second version is given by Ya'qubi,42 who reports that as soon as
Hasan reached Al-Mada'in, Mu'awiya sent Al-Mughira b. Shu'ba, Abd Allah b. Amir, and
Abd ar- Rahman b. Umm al-Hakam to Hasan as his mediators. After they talked to Hasan
confidentially, and while leaving his camp, they spread the news that Hasan had agreed
in favour of Mu'awiya, whereupon Hasan's soldiers fell upon him and plundered his tent.



Yaqubi also records that Mu'awiya sent his men to Hasan's camp to spread the news
that Qays had made peace with Mu'awiya and had come over to his side, while
simultaneously he spread the word in the army of Qays that Hasan had made peace
with Mu'awiya.43 In this case, again, Mu'awiya's machinations are responsible for the
mutiny in Hasan's army.

The third version is given by Dinawari. According to his report, Hasan left Kufa for Al-
Mada'in, and by the time he reached. Sabat, in the outskirts of Al-Mada'in, he had
discerned that some of his troops were showing fickleness, lack of purpose, and an
indifferent or to the war.44 Hasan therefore halted at Sabat, his army there, and made a
speech, saying:

"O people, I do not entertain any feeling of rancour against a Muslim. | am
as much an overseer over yourselves [of your interests] as | am over my
own self. Now, | am considering a plan; do not oppose me in it.
Reconciliation, disliked by some of you, is better [under the circumstances]
than the split that some of you prefer, especially when | see that most of
you are shrinking from the war and are hesitant to fight. | do not, therefore,
consider it wise to impose upon you something which you do not like."45

When his people heard this, they looked at each other, reflecting their suspicions.
Those among them who were of Kharijite persuasion said: "Hasan has become an
infidel (Kafir) as had become his father before him." They suddenly rushed upon him,
pulled the carpet from under his feet, and tore his clothes from his shoulder. He called
for help from among his faithful followers from the tribes of Rabi'a and Hamdan, who
rushed to his assistance and pushed the assailants away from him.46

The fourth version is given by Mada'ini in Ibn Abi'l-Hadid,4” who says that while Hasan
was on his way to Al-Mada'in he was wounded by a lance at Sabat and his belongings
were looted. When word of this reached Mu'awiya, he spread the news far and wide,
whereupon the nobles and leaders from among the 12,000-man vanguard of Hasan
began defecting to Mu'awiya. Abd Allah b. al-Abbas informed Hasan of the grave
situation, and it was at this point that Hasan called the Iraqi leaders of his main army
and, with great disappointment, told them of his intention to terminate the struggle and
abdicate. Before proceeding to the fifth version, it would be appropriate to point out
here in passing that according to all four of these versions, Hasan's decision to
abdicate was forced upon him by the circumstances and was not of his own free desire.

The fifth version is given by lbn A'tham and Abu'l-Faraj,48 whose sources are not clear.
Ibn A'tham, as noted above, does not often cite his source. At the beginning of his
narrative Abu'l-Faraj quotes Abu Mikhnaf along with five other informants; thus it is not
clear whether this particular account is taken from Abu Mikhnaf himself or from any one



of the other five narrators. According to this version, when Hasan arrived at Al-Mada'in
he suddenly halted his army there and made a speech in which he declared his
intention to abdicate. Wordings of the speech, with few variations, are almost the same
as that quoted above from Dinawari. After hearing Hasan's speech some of his troops
fell upon him, plundered his tent, and tore his clothes. This version, unlike the other
four described above, gives no reason for Hasan's decision to deliver his speech at that
particular moment at Al-Mada'in and thus renders it rather ambiguous. It also presents
serious contradictions and raises many unsolved questions. One would ask, for
example, why did Hasan encourage the people and make speeches asking them to join
his army for the war against Mu'awiya, as has been quoted earlier from Abu'l-Fara;
himself. Why would he go all the way from Kufa to Al-Mada'in with all the necessary
preparations for battle, and yet suddenly change his mind and make a declaration of
peace at Al-Mada'in? We should therefore accept one of the four previous explanations,
of which the most probable is Dinawari's: that Hasan's speech and his announcement of
his resignation from the office were prompted by the Iragis' treacherous attitude and
finalized by Mu'awiya's successful use of espionage and diplomacy.

After such treatment at the hands of his own troops, the disheartened and shaken
Hasan found it impossible to stay in the army camp; he took to his horse and, escorted
by his close associates and faithful followers, rode to the safety of the White Castle of
Al-Mada'in, the residence of his governor. It was on this road, just before reaching the
castle, that a diehard Kharijite, Al- Jarrah b. Sinan al-Asadi, managed to ambush Hasan
and wounded him in the thigh with a dagger, shouting: "You have become an infidel
(kafir) like your father before you."4° Al-Jarrah was overpowered and killed; Hasan,
bleeding profusely, was carried to the castle, where he was cared for by his governor,
Sa'd b. Mas'ud ath-Thagafi. The news of the attack on Hasan, having been spread by
Mu'awiya, was soon in wide circulation. This further demoralized the already
disheartened troops of Hasan and led to large-scale desertion from his army.>0

After describing this, Ya'qubi, Dinawari, and Tabari fail to give a detailed account of
further events and hurriedly describe Hasan's abdication, although the first two sources
do contain a few fragmentary sentences in passing which are of limited value. Keeping
in view their