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The story of the emergence of Islam, as it 

is usually told, is rather straightforward. 

Muhammad was born in Mecca, a pagan city 

in western Arabia, in 570 CE. At the age of 

forty, he began to proclaim revelations from 

the one true God, the God of Abraham, 

Moses, and Jesus. Because most of the Meccan 

pagans refused his message, Muhammad trav-

eled to Medina, a city to the north of Mecca, 

in 622. There he won the fidelity of the Arabs, 

overcame Jewish tribes who resisted him, and 

eventually attacked and overcame the forces 

of the pagan Meccans. When Muhammad 

died in 632, he had established a small state 

based on Islam, the religion given to him by 

God. His successors, the caliphs, launched 

a great campaign of conquests and carried 

Islam throughout the Middle East and across 

North Africa.

The question of how much of this story is 

historically accurate, however, is less straight-

forward. Our sources for the study of Islam’s 

emergence are unlike those for the study of 

Judaism or Christianity, and they present 

scholars with particular difficulties. The 

Quraan is an ancient text, and it certainly 

contains authentic material from the time of 

Islamic origins, but it offers almost no explicit 

biographical information on Muhammad 

or his companions. Other Islamic sources, 

such as quraanic commentaries or biogra-

phies of the Prophet, often seem to be based 

on the Quraan (And are not records of an 

independent process of oral transmission). 

Non-Islamic sources from the time of Islam’s 

emergence are curiously silent. They simply 

make no mention of a prophet in Mecca.

In light of these complications, scholars 

today have an important choice to make when 

they set out to describe Islam’s origins. They 

might choose simply to follow the traditional 

Islamic biographies of Muhammad, selecting 

those portions of the biography they consider 

most reliable and adding their own commen-

tary. This is the approach, for example, of 

Karen Armstrong in her work Muhammad: 

A Prophet of Our Time (2006). Armstrong 

emphasizes those elements of the traditional 

biography that might make the Muslim 

prophet appealing to a modern Western audi-

ence. It is also the approach of Robert Spencer 

in his work The Truth About Muhammad 

(2006). Spencer, however, emphasizes those 

elements of the traditional biography that 

might make him unappealing to a modern 

Western audience. Scholars might also cast 

PREFACE
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xii  v  Preface

aside the traditional Islamic biographies and 

present new scenarios for the rise of Islam. 

This is the approach of  The Hidden Origins of 

Islam (2010), a collection of articles in which 

a number of authors argue that the quraanic 

word muhammad (which in Arabic means 

“the praised one”) is not the name of a new 

prophet but an adjective referring to Jesus. 

The Muhammad of Islamic tradition, in their 

estimation, never existed.

Francis Peters takes a different approach. In 

Muhammad and the Origins of Islam (1994), 

Peters first acknowledges how little can be reli-

ably known about Islam’s origins: “However 

long the search has gone on, the ‘quest of the 

historical Muhammad’ is still surrounded by 

enormous difficulties from both the growth 

and encrustations of centuries of pious regard 

and the difficulty of the source material” (xii). 

Yet Peters decides to postpone any discussion 

of these difficulties. In the body of the book, 

he proceeds “as if ” the traditional story were 

historically reliable: “This is an issue that must 

be addressed, but it is highly technical, and 

rather than put such daunting stuff between 

the reader and the subject of this book, I have 

placed [it] in an appendix” (xii). Thus in the 

body of his book, Peters provides the reader 

with a thoroughly classical account of Islam’s 

origins, an account that he judges to be funda-

mentally unreliable.

Approach of This Book

The approach of the present work is differ-

ent. In part 1, I present the traditional story 

of Islam’s rise, from the birth of Muhammad 

to the death of his cousin and son-in-law, uAli 

(according to the traditional dates, 570–661 

ce); this introduction is divided according to 

the life of Muhammad in Mecca (570–610 ce; 

chapter 1), the life of Muhammad in Medina 

(622–32 ce; chapter 2), and the career of the 

first four caliphs (632–61 ce, chapter 3). In 

the course of this presentation, however, I 

discuss how and why pious Muslim schol-

ars wrote the story of Islam in this manner. 

Whenever possible, I indicate which elements 

of the traditional account of Islam’s origins 

are plausible and those that are less so. At the 

same time, this section of the book is meant 

to offer readers an appreciation of the Islamic 

understanding of Muhammad and his pious 

successors.

In part 2, I provide a critical scholarly per-

spective on the rise of Islam through a presen-

tation of the Quraan, our most ancient source 

for Islam’s emergence. I first offer the reader 

a general presentation of the Quraan’s reli-

gious message, and the strategies the Quraan 

uses to convince the reader of that message 

(chapter 4). Then I illustrate the Quraan’s close 

relationship with biblical literature and bibli-

cal traditions (chapter 5). This illustration—

which suggests that the Quraan was preached 

in a context where Jewish and (especially) 

Christian traditions were well known—leads 

to a reconsideration of the traditional biog-

raphy of Muhammad (chapter 6). Finally, I 

ask what the Quraan itself might teach us of 

the story of Islam’s origins (chapter 7). By this 

point we will have done things in a manner 

perfectly contrary to the manner in which 

they are usually done. Whereas most scholars 

9781506473888 _1st Proof_Emergence of Islam.indd   129781506473888 _1st Proof_Emergence of Islam.indd   12 8/3/2022   1:06:20 PM8/3/2022   1:06:20 PM



xiiiPreface  v

see the Quraan through the lens of the tradi-

tional histories of Islam’s emergence, we will 

see the history of Islam’s emergence through 

the lens of the Quraan.

The present work also offers the reader 

insight into contemporary Islamic visions of 

the Quraan and Muhammad’s life. In part 3 

(chapter 8), I illustrate how Islam’s interac-

tion with the West has led Muslims to develop 

new ideas about the Quraan and the prophet 

Muhammad today.

Features in This Book

Before turning to the main body of the work, 

the reader might benefit from some practical 

remarks about it. For the most part, I have 

avoided technical Arabic terms. When I do 

employ such terms, I generally define them 

at their first occurrence. In addition, read-

ers will find a glossary at the end of this work 

with technical Arabic terms, English terms 

used in a specialized manner, and a brief 

identification of the main historical and reli-

gious personalities of early Islam.

In many recent English publications, the God 

of Islam is named Allah, as though Allah were 

the personal name of the God of Islam alone 

(an idea that inspired a 2007 law in Malaysia 

prohibiting non-Muslims from calling God 

Allah). In fact, Allah is simply the word “God” 

in Arabic (for which reason it is used also by 

Arabic-speaking Christians). Accordingly, in 

this work, I simply use the English word God 

when referring to the God of Islam.

Biblical citations are from the New 

Jerusalem Bible. Quraanic translations are 

generally those of Arthur Arberry, although 

I have altered his translation by substituting 

“Quraan” for “Koran” (as this latter spelling 

is rarely used today), and when he uses an 

especially antiquated word (such as “haply”), 

I offer a modern equivalent in brackets “[per-

haps].” In some cases, however, I present my 

own translation in order to clarify a point in 

the underlying Arabic. (Such cases are iden-

tified with a parenthetical note.) Instead of 

using footnotes or endnotes, I present the 

sources of quotations in abbreviated form in 

parentheses. The full form of these (and other) 

sources, and a brief description of them, can 

be found in the section “Bibliography and 

Further Reading” at the end of the book.

The present work includes a number 

of other supplementary features that offer 

unique insights on Islam’s emergence. The 

opening of the work includes a reference map 

of the Middle East, a timeline that offers an 

overview of the traditional chronology of 

Islam’s development, and a chart that pres-

ents Muhammad’s family background, and 

his descendants, according to the traditional 

Islamic account of his life.

More resources are found in the body of 

the work itself. Interspersed in the text are 

photographs of pre-Islamic rock inscriptions, 

Islamic manuscripts and monuments, repro-

ductions of classical objects of Islamic art, and 

charts/maps meant to illustrate Islamic ideas 

and traditions. Readers will also discover 

three types of text boxes: first, the Emergence 

of Islam includes a diverse selection of original 

Islamic sources, some of which are presented 

here in English for the first time; second, this 
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xiv  

work includes instructional text boxes, which 

offer a quick and simple introduction to basic 

topics, including the Muslim pilgrimage to 

Mecca, the Islamic notion of jinn (or “genies”), 

and the Islamic idea of jihad; third, our book 

contains brief biographies of key Muslim fig-

ures in text boxes identified as “Personalities 

in Islam.” Furthermore, at the end of each 

chapter, study questions are included for indi-

vidual reflection or group discussion.

At the end of this work (in addition to the 

section “Bibliography and Further Reading”), 

readers will find an index of people, places, 

and subjects, along with a glossary of proper 

names and technical terms. Entries in this 

glossary are marked in the body of the text in 

bold (when they appear for the first time), so 

that readers can find help on the meaning of a 

word by flipping to the end of the book.

Preface to the Second Edition/ 

What’s New

Since the publication of the first edition of 

this book, research has progressed rapidly in 

a number of areas related to Islam’s origins. 

Most remarkable, perhaps, are the continued 

discoveries of Arabic inscriptions from the 

period immediately before the rise of Islam. 

These inscriptions—which are discussed in 

the new Introduction to part 1—show that 

monotheism was widespread among the 

Arabs at the dawn of Islam, even in the region 

close to Mecca and Medina. This new edition 

includes not only a discussion of the impor-

tance of these discoveries, but two images 

[see Figure 1.01 in the introduction and 

Figure 7.3 in chapter 7] of key, monotheistic, 

pre-Islamic inscriptions.

Readers will also find in this edition a com-

pletely revised chapter 8, on contemporary 

Islam. This new chapter involves a discussion 

of the continued growth of Islam in the West 

and of certain trends, including progressive 

Islam, among Western Muslims. It includes, 

moreover, a new analysis of the momentous 

return to power of the Taliban in 2021. This 

analysis includes a deep dive into the histori-

cal origins of the ideology of the Taliban in 

Deoband, India, and continues with a dis-

cussion of the reasons for their recent tri-

umph in Afghanistan. The new edition also 

includes revisions throughout, a number of 

new images and visual features (including a 

chart of the Taliban’s leadership), an updated 

annotated bibliography, and a revised guide 

to online resources for the study of Islam in 

light of recent trends in social media and on 

the Internet.

Note on Transliteration, Translation, 

and Abbreviations

The present work uses a simplified translit-

eration system to refer for the twenty-eight 

letters of the Arabic alphabet. To indicate a 

particular Arabic letter, Western scholars 

generally use the closest equivalent Latin let-

ter (or, in some cases, pairs of letters such 

as sh or th) according to English pronun-

ciation. When the same English letter is the 

closest equivalent to more than one Arabic 

consonant, scholars often add a dot to the 

English letter to indicate the emphatic Arabic 

v  Preface
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consonant. Similarly, scholars generally add 

a macron above a, i, and u to differentiate 

long Arabic vowels from short Arabic vow-

els. In the present work, which is not meant 

to be technical, I include neither dots nor 

macrons. However, I do include the sign u to 

indicate the Arabic consonant uayn (which 

represents a sound close to the bleating of 

sheep), as in the name uAli, and the sign a to 

indicate the Arabic consonant hamza (which 

represents a sound that takes the place of 

“tt” in the cockney pronunciation of “bottle” 

[“boael”]), as in the word Quraan. The combi-

nation ay represents the diphthong found in 

the English word may, and the combination 

aw represents the diphthong in the English 

word doubt.

Arabic words that have an Anglicized form 

(such as caliph) or that are now commonly 

used in English (such as jihad or sharia) are 

presented as English words and not as trans-

literations of Arabic words. The reader might 

find it helpful to know that the Arabic word 

uabd—commonly found in names such as 

uAbdallah—means “servant” (thus uAbdallah 

means “servant of God”). The Arabic word abu 

(or abi) means “father” (thus Abu Talib means 

“the father of Talib”), and the Arabic word ibn 

means “son.” Finally, the reader might take 

note of the following abbreviations:

ah  anno hegirae (“in the year of the 

hijra”), a reference to the years of the 

Islamic calendar

Ar. Arabic

b.  Ar. ibn (“son”)

Q  Quraan
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xix

The following timeline presents a simplified 

version of the traditional Islamic chronol-

ogy of Islam’s emergence, although it fol-

lows the standard Gregorian calendar, and 

not the hijri calendar used by the medieval 

Muslim scholars who wrote the early his-

tory of Islam. Muslim scholars generally 

consider Muhammad to be forty years old 

(by which they mean forty lunar years, or 

just under thirty-nine standard solar years) 

at the moment of his call to prophethood. 

(They may have chosen the number forty 

for its symbolic value.) The Western schol-

ars who developed this simplified chronol-

ogy (now widely used) generally followed the 

biography of Muhammad in Islamic sources, 

by which his prophetic career lasted twenty-

two or twenty-three years. They also placed 

Muhammad’s death date in 632 CE, follow-

ing Islamic chronicles backward from dates 

(such as the ascension to the throne of the 

Umayyad caliph uAbd al-Malik in 685 CE) 

that can be confirmed through non-Islamic 

sources. Therefore they put Muhammad’s 

call to prophethood at 610 CE and his birth 

at 570 CE (although, according to solar years 

that date should be 571 CE). These dates are 

highly uncertain. (Francis Peters concludes, 

“We throw up our hands at the chronology” 

[Jesus and Muhammad, 61].) Islamic sources 

connect Muhammad’s birth to an attack on 

Mecca by the South Arabian king Abraha 

(and his elephant), but South Arabian chron-

icles mention only a campaign that Abraha 

conducted in central Arabia (they never men-

tion Mecca itself) that took place in 552 CE.

Thus the dates in the following timeline that 

pertain to the life of Muhammad cannot be 

considered authoritative. Even the dates for the 

period of the four “rightly guided” caliphs (that 

is, from the death of Muhammad to the death of 

uAli) are largely uncertain. For example, in this 

timeline, the Battle of Yarmuk, the most impor-

tant battle against the Byzantines in the early 

Islamic conquests, is put at 636 CE. However, 

quite a few sources (including the great Muslim 

historian Ṭabari) put this battle during the 

reign of the first caliph, Abu Bakr, who accord-

ing to the simplified chronology below is said 

to have died in 634 CE. Moreover, the timeline 

below ignores the question of the historicity of 

the events listed, a question to which the pres-

ent work is in part dedicated. Accordingly, the 

following timeline is best seen as a framework 

for the traditional account of Islam’s origins and 

not a record of well-known historical events.

TIMELINE OF TRADITIONAL CHRONOLOGY  
FROM THE BIRTH OF MUHAMMAD TO THE DEATH OF uALI
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xx  v  Timeline of Traditional Chronology

576 Death of Amina, the mother of 

Muhammad.

583 Muhammad’s journey to Syria with his 

uncle Abu Talib.

599 Birth of uAli b. Abi Talib, cousin and 

son-in-law of Muhammad.

610 Muhammad’s call to prophethood on 

Mt. Hira outside of Mecca. Khadija, uAli, 

and Abu Bakr accept Islam.

619 Death of Abu Talib and Khadija.

621 Muhammad’s betrothal to uAaisha, the 

daughter of Abu Bakr.

624 Victory of Muslims at the Battle of 

Badr. Expulsion of the Jewish tribe of Banu 

Qaynuqa from Medina.

627 Failure of Meccan pagan offensive at the 

Battle of the Trench. Massacre and enslave-

ment of the Jewish tribe of Banu Qurayza.

629 Muhammad’s pilgrimage to Mecca.

570 ce Birth of Muhammad, Year of 

the Elephant, and death of uAbdallah, 

Muhammad’s father.

578 Death of uAbd al-Muttalib, the grand-

father of Muhammad.

595 Muhammad marries Khadija.

605 Birth of Fatima (daughter of 

Muhammad and Khadija; wife of uAli b. 

Abi Talib).

614 Migration of Muslims to Ethiopia.

620 Muhammad’s night journey from 

Mecca to Jerusalem and ascension to 

heaven from Jerusalem.

622 The hijra, Muhammad’s migration to 

Yathrib (later Medina). The first year of the 

Islamic calendar.

625 Victory of Meccan pagans at the Battle 

of Uhud. Expulsion of the Jewish tribe of 

Banu Nadir from Medina.

628 Treaty of Hudaybiyya. Muhammad’s 

embassies to world leaders.

C.E.

570

575

580

585

590

595

600

605

610

615

620

625

630

630 Conquest of Mecca. Victory of 

Muslims at the Battle of Hunayn.
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xxiTimeline of Traditional Chronology  v

632 Death of Muhammad. Abu Bakr 

selected as caliph. Death of Fatima. Wars of 

Apostasy begin.

634 Death of Abu Bakr. uUmar b. al-Khattab 

selected as second caliph, known as “Amir 

al-Muaminin,” “Commander of the Faithful”.

636 Victory of Muslims at the Battle of 

Yarmuk and the Battle of al-Qadisiyya.

641 Muslim Conquest of Alexandria.

646 Muslim armies, having completed 

their conquest of most of Iran, move into 

Khurasan, Armenia, and Asia Minor.

650 uUthman loses the Prophet’s signet ring; 

his reign becomes increasingly impious.

656 uUthman is killed by rebels from  

Egypt. uAli ibn Abi Talib becomes the 

fourth caliph. Battle of the Camel against 

uAaisha and her allies.

658 uAli defeats his former followers, the 

Kharijites, at the Battle of Nahrawan.

632 Farewell pilgrimage to Mecca.

633 Muslim victory over the forces of the 

false prophet Musaylima.

635 Battle of the Bridge. Muslim Conquest 

of Damascus.

637 Muslim Conquest of Jerusalem. uUmar 

is personally received into the city by the 

patriarch Sophronius.

644 uUmar is assassinated. uUthman b. 

uAffan selected as third caliph.

648 Muslim armies continue their progress 

through North Africa. Muslim conquest of 

the island of Cyprus.

651 Yazdegerd, the last Sassanian Persian 

emperor, is killed in the central Asian city 

of Merv.

657 uAli and Muuawiya face each other at 

the Battle of Siffin, which ends in an agree-

ment to an arbitration.

661 uAli b. Abi Talib is assassinated by 

a Kharijite. Muuawiyya is recognized as 

caliph and establishes his rule in Damascus.

C.E.

630

635

640

645

650

655

660

631 Campaign to Tabuk against Arab 

Christian allies of the Byzantines. 
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xxiii

uAbd Manaf

Ishmael

HagarAbraham

Hashim

uAbd al-Muttalib

Abu Lahab al-uAbbas HamzauAbdallah

Muhammad  
(d. 632)

Abu Talib

Jaufar FatimauAlī  
(1st Imam, 
4th caliph,  
r. 656–61)

Hasan
(2nd Imam)

Husayn  
(3rd Imam)

uAbd Shams

Umayya

Harb

Abu Sufyan

Muuawiya 
(1st Umayyad 

caliph,  
r. 661–80)

Yazid (2nd 
Umayyad 

caliph,  
r. 680–83)

Abu I-uAs

uAffan

uUthman
(3rd caliph,
r. 644–56)

Khadija uAaisha

Abu Bakr 
(1st caliph, 
r. 632–34)

Hafsa

uUmar  
(2nd caliph, 
r. 644–56)

THE FAMILY TREE OF THE PROPHET MUHAMMAD  
ACCORDING TO THE TRADITIONAL BIOGRAPHY

The genealogical chart presented here portrays at once the Islamic understanding of Muḥammad 

as a descendant of Abraham through Ishmael and his relationship—by birth or by marriage—

to those figures who play a key role in the traditional account of Islam’s emergence. It is a sim-

plified genealogical chart inasmuch as other figures, such as his other wives and children, are 

not included therein.
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PART 1 THE PROPHET MUHAMMAD 

AND THE RIGHTLY GUIDED CALIPHS
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3

in Yemen and in cities such as Alexandria 

and Damascus, the great majority of people 

in the Near East at the time of Islam’s emer-

gence were Christians. Many of the Arabs 

themselves had become Christians, and some 

spoke dialects of Aramaic in addition to 

Arabic.

The notion of Arabs as a unified ethnic 

group developed only gradually. The Bible 

generally refers to “Arabs” in the same way 

it refers to “Ishmaelites.” Both terms seem to 

be labels for nomads: Isaiah (13:20) speaks 

of Babylon becoming so desolate that not 

even an “Arab” would pitch his tent there; the 

author of Genesis has “Ishmaelites” on cam-

els pass by Shechem and purchase Joseph 

from his brothers (Gen 37:25). The conflation 

Islam today is a global religion with adher-

ents from diverse nations, races, and cultures. 

The story of its origins, however, takes place 

among a specific group of people: the Arabs 

of the late antique Near East. The Arabs 

at the time lived in an area that stretched 

from modern-day Yemen in the south to the 

Taurus Mountains of modern-day Turkey in 

the north, and from the Mediterranean Sea in 

the west to the Tigris River in the east. They 

were in part nomadic, in part settled, and 

they lived among a number of other peoples 

in the region. Most of these other peoples 

spoke a dialect of Aramaic (the language of 

Christ) known as Syriac, although in large 

urban centers many spoke Greek. While a 

significant presence of Jews could be found 

INTRODUCTION  

TO PART 1: 

HISTORICAL 

OVERVIEW
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v  THE EMERGENCE OF ISLAM4  

of “Arabs” and “Ishmaelites” in the Bible is 

not coincidental. We read in Genesis 21 that 

Ishmael goes out to the wilderness with his 

mother Hagar. Ishmael, who is prophesied to 

be the father of “a great nation” (Gen 21:18), 

settles in the wilderness of Paran (Gen 21:21) 

and marries an Egyptian.

Jewish and Christian works written after 

the Bible, but before Islam, often refer to cer-

tain groups of Arabic speakers by the name 

of their tribe. Very often, however, they refer 

to them as “Hagarenes” or “Ishmaelites.” 

Greek-speaking Byzantine Christian authors 

tended to use the term “Saracens” (the term 

that would later become the standard label for 

Arabs in the Latin West) for Arabic speakers, 

a term derived from the Greek form of the 

name of one northern Arabian tribe. Some 

Christian authors (perhaps beginning with St. 

Jerome, d. 420) argued that the Arabic speak-

ers themselves used this term in the hope of 

associating themselves with Sarah (imagined 

to be connected to the word “Saracen”) and 

thereby to hide their descent from Hagar. 

Others connected “Saracen” to the Greek 

word scenitae, meaning “tent-dwellers.” Both 

ideas reflect the idea of Arabs as nomads, chil-

dren of the wilderness.

The Evidence of Pre-Islamic Inscriptions

In recent years our understanding of lan-

guages in pre-Islamic Arabia has progressed 

considerably. The inhabitants of the Arabian 

Peninsula at this time spoke a variety of 

languages, most of which are part of the 

Semitic language family, and they wrote these 

languages in a variety of scripts. In the south-

ern part of the Arabian Peninsula (around 

what is now Yemen), Ancient South Arabian 

(ASA) languages—which form a branch of 

the Semitic language family distinct from 

Arabic—were prevelant. In the northern part 

of the Arabian Peninsula, a variety of Ancient 

North Arabian (ANA) languages coexisted 

with Aramaic (and some Greek). These ANA 

languages (unlike ASA languages) are now 

largely considered to be part of the Arabic 

language family, in different dialects or stages 

of development. Nevertheless both ASA and 

ANA languages, and their inscriptions, pro-

vide valuable information about the religious 

and historical context in Arabia at the dawn 

of Islam.

Perhaps the most interesting aspect of these 

inscriptions is their witness to a dramatic shift 

from polytheism to monotheism around the 

fourth and fifth centuries CE. As Ahmad al-

Jallad has observed regarding South Arabian 

inscriptions, “By the fourth century CE, ref-

erences to the pagan gods disappear almost 

entirely from the inscriptions, ushering in 

what scholars have termed the ‘monotheis-

tic period’ ” (“Linguistic Landscape,” 122). 

In South Arabia one notices the rise in wor-

ship of God under the name rhmnn, mean-

ing “the Merciful” and being closely related to 

the Qur’anic Arabic term for God al-rahman. 

Beginning in the year 384 CE, monotheistic 

inscriptions in South Arabia begin to replace 

polytheistic inscriptions. Some of these 

inscriptions are so general that it is not clear 

whether they are written by a Jew, a Christian, 

or another sort of monotheist. However, in 
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5Introduction to Part 1: Historical Overview  v

the period up to 525 CE, many inscriptions 

are distinctly Jewish, as indicated by per-

sonal names or references to synagogues or 

to Jews (yhd). In 525, however, the armies of 

the Christian Kingdom of Axum in Ethiopia 

invaded South Arabia and spread Christianity 

there. Intriguingly both the earlier Jewish 

inscriptions and the Christian inscriptions 

of the “Ethiopian” period refer to God as “the 

Merciful” (rhmnn). One intriguing South 

Arabian inscription seems to have an invo-

cation like that at the beginning of almost 

every chapter of the Qur’an: “In the Name of 

Allah, Rahman, Rahman lord of the heavens” 

(Al-Jallad, “Linguistic Landscape,” 123).

A similar trend toward monotheism is 

evident in the inscriptions of North Arabia. 

These inscriptions are written in dialects that 

now, thanks to the work of Ahmad al-Jallad, 

are generally recognized as representing a 

spectrum of the Arabic language (although 

there are certainly outliers that might repre-

sent independent languages). The move to 

monotheism appears a bit later than it does 

in South Arabia, but it occurs definitively 

before Islam. “By the sixth century,” writes al-

Jallad, “the pagan gods had completely disap-

peared from the inscriptions of North Arabia” 

(Al-Jallad, “Pre-Islamic Basmala,” 14). Instead 

these inscriptions refer to one God, usually as 

al-ilah, a form close to the qur’anic name for 

God: allah.

Notably, the few pre-Islamic inscriptions 

that appear in the Arabic script—which devel-

ops out of a form of the Aramaic script (known 

as Nabataean) and will eventually be used to 

write the Qur’an—are all monotheistic. There 

are very few of these inscriptions. Among 

them are three inscriptions from Syria: an 

inscription dating 512 CE found in Zebed, an 

inscription dating 529 CE found in Jabal Says, 

and an inscription dating 569 CE in the village 

of Harran. Recently Leila Nehmé has studied 

an Arabic script, Arabic language Christian 

inscription from the region of Dumat al-

Jandal in northwestern Saudi Arabia (see 

Figure 7.3 in chapter 7). Meanwhile Ahmad 

al-Jallad and Hythem Sidky have studied a 

monotheistic pre-Islamic Arabic inscription 

to the south, between Mecca and Taaif (in a 

pass known as Riu al-Zallalah). The inscrip-

tion of Harran—which today is on the lintel 

of a modern house in the village—is written 

in Greek and Arabic and marked the space in 

which it originally appeared as a tomb for a 

Christian martyr (identified as “the holy John” 

in the Greek version).

The appearance of Arabic alongside 

another language in the Harran inscription is 

not at all an anomaly (the inscription at Zebed 

is trilingual: Arabic, Greek, and Syriac). Many 

Arabs in the centuries before the rise of Islam 

were familiar (to various extents) with Syriac 

(or another form of Aramaic) and some with 

Greek. Indeed, certain inscriptions (and cer-

tain papyri, especially those found at Petra, 

in Jordan) are not simply bilingual but are 

written in a form of Arabic–Aramaic hybrid 

that speaks to true multilingualism. All of 

this is interesting for the purpose of the task 

at hand in the present book because it speaks 

of a dynamic religious and cultural situa-

tion among the Arabs in the fifth, sixth, and 

early seventh centuries CE. The old gods were 

Introduction to Part 1: Historical Overview  v
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v  THE EMERGENCE OF ISLAM6  

disappearing. Judaism and Christianity were 

on the rise. Arabic languages were increas-

ingly in contact with Aramaic and Greek. 

Together these elements present an interest-

ing picture. One can envision a charismatic 

figure arising among the Arabs who embraced 

monotheism but insisted on expressing his 

faith in the Arabic language, and in respond-

ing to the claims of Jews and Christians.

For its part, the Quraan presents itself as 

a book for the Arabs: “We have sent it down 

as an Arabic Quraan; haply [‘that perhaps’] 

you will understand” (Q 12:2). Such verses 

suggest that the story of Islam’s emergence 

involves not only the appearance of a new 

religion but also the unification of the 

Arabic-speaking tribes and the rise of the 

idea that they all make up one people: they 

are all Arabs, the descendants of Abraham 

through Ishmael (as the Jews are his descen-

dants through Isaac).

This connection between Abraham, the 

Arabs, and Islam is expressed in the gene-

alogy of Muhammad. Although the idea is 

FIGURE 1.01. An inscription above a doorway in the southern Syrian town of Harran dated 
to 567. The inscription commemorates a Christian martyr named John and includes both 

Greek and Arabic. Credit: Robert Hoyland.

9781506473888 _1st Proof_Emergence of Islam.indd   69781506473888 _1st Proof_Emergence of Islam.indd   6 8/3/2022   1:06:25 PM8/3/2022   1:06:25 PM



   v 7

not explicit in the Quraan, Muslims make 

Muhammad a descendant of Abraham through 

Ishmael; they also relate that Muhammad met 

Abraham during his ascent to heaven and that 

the two of them had a nearly identical appear-

ance. Thus Muhammad is presented as a “new 

Abraham.” This presentation presumably 

offered a way for early Muslims to conceive 

of and defend their religion in the context of 

the seventh-century Middle East. With their 

ethnic identity as Arabs, and their religious 

identity as descendants of Abraham, Muslims 

could enter into the religious debates already 

taking place between Christians and Jews and 

among various Christian sects.

Yet Muslims did not appear in the Middle 

East as religious missionaries who sought 

to make disciples of other nations. They 

appeared as conquerors who subjected other 

nations to their rule. Wars justified by reli-

gion were nothing new to the Middle East. 

As Robert Hoyland explains in his master-

ful work In God’s Path, between 602 and 628, 

the Christian Byzantine Empire was locked 

in a violent conflict with the predominantly 

Zoroastrian Sasanian Persian Empire. For 

some time the Persians had the upper hand. 

In 613, the Sasanians conquered the Byzantine 

provinces of Syria and Palestine, including the 

holy city of Jerusalem. They burned many 

churches and took away with them the relic 

of the true Cross. The tide of war turned in 

622 when the Byzantine emperor Heraclius 

began a counter-offensive into the Sasanian 

homelands. By 627, after a series of bloody 

battles, Heraclius had triumphed. The Persian 

emperor Khosrow II was killed by his own 

subjects and the Sasanians agreed to peace 

terms. These included the return of the true 

Cross, which Heraclius piously brought 

to his capital Constantinople in 629. Both 

empires, however, were severely weakened by 

the almost three-decades-long war, and they 

were not prepared for the new conflict on the 

horizon.

In the 630s, Arab armies swept through 

the Near East. The mighty Persian Empire 

collapsed entirely in the face of their 

attacks. (The last Persian emperor was 

killed in 651.) The Byzantine Empire at last 

withstood the Islamic conquests, but only 

by establishing a final line of defense in the 

Taurus Mountains in the early 640s. In the 

meanwhile, the Byzantines had lost Syria, 

Palestine (including Jerusalem), and Egypt 

to the Muslims.

Between the death of Muhammad (tradi-

tionally dated to 632) and the transfer of the 

capital of the Islamic empire from Medina to 

Damascus in 661, Muslim armies conquered 

an area that stretched from modern-day Libya 

in the west to modern-day Afghanistan in 

the east. Thus Islam emerged as both a reli-

gion and a state. This state proclaimed to the 

world that a new prophet had appeared, a 

prophet who corrected the errors of Jews and 

Christians and who instructed his followers 

on how to establish the law of God, or the 

sharia, on earth.

The present book begins with the story of 

this prophet, Muhammad the son of uAbdal-

lah, who according to tradition was born in 

570 in the western Arabian city of Mecca. 

In telling this story, I will rely on the oldest 

Introduction to Part 1: Historical Overview  v
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v  THE EMERGENCE OF ISLAM8  

Islamic sources, above all the biography of 

the Prophet by Ibn Ishaq (d. 767), a native 

of Medina whose work is largely seen as 

the most ancient account of Muhammad’s 

life. I will also turn to traditions (Ar. had-

ith) about or by the Prophet preserved by 

Bukhari (d. 870)—the most famous com-

piler of such traditions—and to the biog-

raphy of Muhammad in the monumental 

history of Abu Jaufar al-Ṭabari (d. 923), a 

Persian scholar whose works on the Quraan 

and Islamic history represent the fullness 

of classical Islamic tradition. When I refer 

in the following chapters to “the traditional 

biography” of the Prophet, or “the classi-

cal Islamic sources,” I mean above all the 

account of Muhammad’s life as recorded in 

these three works.

In speaking of Muhammad, I will also 

have reason to refer to the Quraan, a 

Scripture that, according to the prevailing 

Islamic belief, existed in heaven even before 

Muhammad was born. Once God called on 

Muhammad to be his prophet (in 610), he 

began to send the angel Gabriel with pas-

sages of this heavenly book to Muhammad, 

and he continued to do so until Muhammad’s 

death (632). Muhammad proclaimed these 

revelations to his companions, but the col-

lection and codification of the Quraan was 

the work of his political successors, or 

caliphs.

In fact, the Quraan shows signs of being 

a much older book than that of Ibn Ishaq, 

in part because much of Ibn Ishaq’s work is 

a commentary on the Quraan; that is, it is in 

large part made up of stories meant to explain 

otherwise-ambiguous quraanic passages. Yet 

the historical value of the Quraan has often 

been questioned, since it is a book filled with 

pious admonitions and not with details on the 

people, places, and happenings of its histori-

cal context.

Thus the question before us—namely, 

how Islam emerged in its Arab context—is 

difficult to answer. In the first part of the 

present work, we will investigate how the 

first Islamic biographies present Islam’s 

emergence; we will do this by examining 

how they describe the life of Muhammad 

and the rule of the first four (or “rightly 

guided”) caliphs. In so doing we will iden-

tify reports that seem to be the product of 

storytellers and not the records of authentic 

historical events. Indeed, we must remember 

that Muhammad’s biography was first com-

posed by scholars, beginning with Ibn Ishaq, 

who wrote over one hundred years after the 

Prophet had died, and who wrote with very 

particular motives.

The goal of these authors was not limited 

to producing a faithful account of earlier 

events. For example, both Sunnis and Shiuites 

seem to shape their traditions on the political 

succession to Muhammad in a way that justi-

fies their religious doctrine. All early Muslim 

scholars, meanwhile, sought to explain how 

references and allusions in the Quraan can be 

understood in the context of Muhammad’s 

life. They also sought to present his life in a 

way that responds to the disbelief of Jews and 

Christians.

These critical observations do not mean 

that the traditional Islamic biography of 
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   v 9

the Prophet has no historical value. Certain 

reports might have an authentic core, even if 

they have been embellished for various rea-

sons. However, it is difficult to know where 

to find that authentic core, since we do not 

have any ancient non-Muslim accounts of 

the Prophet’s life with enough detail to offer 

grounds for comparison. Thus it is perhaps 

best to look at the traditional biography of 

the Prophet as the first record of Islamic self-

understanding. From this perspective its value 

is considerable.

Introduction to Part 1: Historical Overview  v
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Chapter 1

MUHAMMAD  

IN MECCA

It is alleged in popular stories (and only 

God knows the truth) that Amina the 

daughter of Wahb, the mother of God’s 

apostle, used to say when she was pregnant 

with God’s apostle that a voice said to her, 

“You are pregnant with the lord of this peo-

ple and when he is born say, ‘I put him in 

the care of the One from the evil of every 

envier,’ then call him Muhammad.” As she 

was pregnant with him she saw a light come 

forth from her by which she could see the 

castles of Busra in Syria.

—The Life of Muhammad  

by Muhammad Ibn Ishaq

Monotheism and Paganism in 

Muhammad’s Arabia

The Prophet Muhammad, according to the 

traditional Islamic sources, was an orphan. His 

father, uAbdallah, died three months before he 

was born, and his mother, Amina, died when 

he was only six. After his mother and grand-

father died, Muhammad was adopted by Abu 

Talib, his paternal uncle. Abu Talib was an 

important merchant in Mecca, a city of mer-

chants, and when Muhammad was twelve, Abu 

Talib agreed to take him on a trading journey 

north to Syria. It was to be a fateful journey.
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Muhammad and the Monk

Their route took them near the city of Busra 

(referred to in the quotation above), by the 

cave of a Christian hermit named Bahira. Now 

Bahira had never taken notice of the Meccan 

caravan before, but on this occasion he noticed 

a cloud that hovered over the head of the boy 

Muhammad even as the caravan drove forward. 

Thus Bahira came down from his cave, stopped 

the Meccans, and insisted they come eat with 

him. When the Meccans went up to Bahira’s cave, 

they left the young Muhammad behind with the 

baggage. Bahira, however, noticed Muhammad’s 

absence and insisted that he be summoned. 

When Muhammad finally arrived, Bahira exam-

ined him closely and found a mark on his back, 

between his shoulder blades, “the very place 

described in his book.” This, Bahira explained, 

was the “seal of prophethood.” It confirmed 

to Bahira that the boy was the one predicted 

by Christ. Before seeing his guests off, Bahira 

announced to Abu Talib (after warning him that 

the Jews would plot against Muhammad): “A 

great future lies before this nephew of yours, so 

take him home quickly” (Ibn Ishaq, 81). 

The account of Muhammad’s meeting with 

the mysterious monk Bahira illustrates three 

themes in the traditional narrative of Islam’s 

emergence. First, it presents Islam as a religion 

that completes and corrects Christianity. The 

figure of the monk is meant to show that a true 

Christian recognizes Muhammad as a prophet. 

The Quraan itself describes the reaction of 

Christians who hear Muhammad proclaim his 

revelations: “When they hear what has been sent 

down to the Messenger, thou seest their eyes 

overflow with tears because of the truth they 

recognize. They say, ‘Our Lord, we believe; so 

do Thou write us down among the witnesses’ ” 

(Q 5:83). The reference to a book in Bahira’s pos-

session that contained a description of the new 

prophet (including his birthmark) suggests that 

Bahira was not reading the Christian Bible but 

the “true” scriptures of Jesus (which, perhaps, 

he preserved secretly in his secluded cave). Thus 

Bahira appears to be a bridge between Jesus 

and Muhammad. He preserves the Scriptures 

of the first prophet, Jesus, and he recognizes the 

appearance of the new prophet, Muhammad.

Second, this account also makes 

Muhammad the fulfillment, or the consum-

mation, of biblical prophets. It is reminiscent 

of Samuel’s anointing of David as king of 

Israel (1 Sam 16). When Samuel examines the 

elder sons of Jesse to find the one whom God 

has chosen to be king, none pass the test. “Are 

these all the sons you have?” he asks Jesse. 

At this Jesse finally brings his youngest son, 

David (who had been watching not baggage 

but sheep), and God tells Samuel that David is 

the chosen one. So, too, this account is remi-

niscent of Moses leading the Israelites out 

of Egypt. Yahweh precedes the Israelites in a 

cloud in Exodus 13, while a cloud hovers over 

the head of Muhammad in the Bahira story.

The Bahira story is also reminiscent of 

Jesus’s travel as a boy of twelve to Jerusalem 

with his parents (Luke 2). Jesus’s parents find 

him in the temple, asking questions of the 

teachers and amazing them with his intelli-

gence. Similarly, Muhammad proves himself 

unusually wise on religious matters during 

his meeting with Bahira. When Bahira swears 

by the pagan goddesses of Mecca—al-Lat and 
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al-Uzza—Muhammad rebukes him, saying: 

“By God nothing is more hateful to me than 

these two” (Ibn Ishaq, Life of Muhammad, 80).

Third, this account evokes the struggle 

between monotheism and paganism. The 

Islamic sources make it clear that Bahira him-

self did not believe in the gods of Mecca; he 

only swore by them “because he had heard 

[Muhammad’s] people swearing by these 

gods.” Mecca, according to the traditional nar-

rative, was a city awash in idols, a city possessed 

by the abomination of paganism. Accordingly, 

the Islamic sources refer to Arab society before 

the arrival of Islam as the jahiliyya: “the realm 

of ignorance.” Muhammad, they relate, was 

born to be a bearer of light in a city of darkness.

The Pagan City of Mecca and the War of 

the Elephant

Western scholars generally date the birth of 

Muhammad to 570 CE (although this date 

is quite uncertain; it is based only on the 

assumption that Muhammad was sixty-two at 

his death, in 632). According to Islamic tradi-

tion, the leading figure in Mecca at the time 

of Muhammad’s birth was his paternal grand-

father, uAbd al-Muttalib, who was known as 

“ ‘the lord’ of the Quraysh” (the principal tribe 

of Mecca, to which Muhammad belonged).

A descendent of Abraham (through 

Ishmael), uAbd al-Muttalib was a holy man in 

a city of unholiness. He is closely connected in 

Islamic traditions with the Kauba, the square 

stone shrine in Mecca around which Muslims 

circle during their pilgrimage.

It was uAbd al-Muttalib who, guided by a 

dream, found the spring next to the Kauba 

known as Zamzam, originally discovered 

by Abraham’s young son Ishmael when, suf-

fering from thirst in the heat of Arabia, he 

scratched at the ground with his feet (accord-

ing to another tradition, the angel Gabriel 

released the water of Zamzam by digging at 

this spot with his wing). When Muhammad 

was born, one tradition reports, uAbd al-Mut-

talib immediately took the child to the Kauba 

to give thanks to God.

This connection with the Kauba is also a 

connection with Abraham himself, who is 

said to have built the Kauba as a shrine for 

the worship of God (although some tradi-

tions insist the Kauba was first built by Adam 

and only restored by Abraham after the great 

flood). Evidently, the Islamic tradition on 

Abraham and Mecca departs from the bibli-

cal story of Abraham, which never has him 

travel anywhere near Mecca (a city hundreds 

of miles south of the biblical land of Canaan).

Most Islamic traditions explain that at a 

certain point, Abraham asked his second wife, 

Hagar, and their son, Ishmael (but not Sarah 

or Isaac), to join him on a journey into the 

desert that led them to a deserted valley where 

Abraham built the Kauba. Other traditions 

explain that the Kauba was built as a precise 

replica of a shrine in heaven, around which 

angels process in prayer. However, in the days 

of uAbd al-Muttalib, the Kauba had become a 

pagan shrine, housing the idols of various Arab 

tribes (360 idols, according to one count).

By describing the Kauba in this way, the 

Islamic sources suggest that Muhammad did 

not teach a new religion in Mecca. Instead, 

he taught people to worship one God, as 
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Abraham had done. In other words, monothe-

ism existed in Mecca before the city declined 

into the darkness of paganism. This idea seems 

to emerge from a passage in the Quraan:

And when Abraham, and Ishmael with him, 

raised up the foundations of the House: 

“Our Lord, receive this from us; Thou art 

the All-hearing, the All-knowing;  and, our 

Lord, make us submissive [muslimin] to 

Thee, and of our seed a nation submissive to 

Thee; and show us our holy rites, and turn 

towards us; surely Thou turnest, and art All-

compassionate. (Q 2:127–28)

Here Abraham and Ishmael ask God to make 

them “submissive”—in Arabic, muslimin—to 

God. The followers of Muhammad’s religion 

would later call themselves by this term: 

Muslims (the ending -in makes the word plu-

ral in Arabic). Moreover, they would insist 

that Abraham and Ishmael were not only 

“submissive” (or muslims with a lowercase m) 

but also that they were Muslims (with a capi-

tal M). Islam, in other words, did not begin 

with Muhammad. It began long before.

In the quraanic passage above, Abraham 

and Ishmael also pray that God will raise up a 

nation among their descendants, a nation that 

FIGURE 1.1. Muslim Pilgrims around the Kauba, Mecca 2007.
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will likewise be “submissive” (or muslim). In the 

subsequent verse, the Quraan has them pray for 

the appearance of a prophet among them, “Our 

Lord, do Thou send among them a Messenger, 

one of them, who shall recite to them Thy signs, 

and teach them the Book and the Wisdom, and 

purify them; Thou art the All-mighty, the All-

wise” (Q 2:129). To Muslims, Muhammad is 

this messenger, this new Abraham. The con-

nection between Abraham and Muhammad is 

seen again in a tradition that Muhammad, after 

he met Abraham face to face during his ascent 

FIGURE 1.2. A map in a Muslim publication depicting Abraham’s route to Mecca.
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to heaven, commented: “Never have I seen a 

man so much like myself ” (Ibn Ishaq, 183).

As for uAbd al-Muttalib, in the traditional 

Islamic narrative, he is an enigmatic fig-

ure. He lived and died before Muhammad 

preached Islam (most accounts have him die 

when Muhammad was only eight years old), 

and his close association with the Kauba puts 

him at the city’s pagan heart. Nevertheless, he 

is described as a holy man. uAbd al-Muttalib is 

celebrated in particular for his defense of the 

Kauba during the “War of the Elephant.”

The story of this “war” (which in fact does 

not involve any fighting at all) in the classical 

Islamic sources centers on the ambitions of 

Abraha, a Christian ruler from the south of the 

Arabian Peninsula. Abraha had built a grand 

cathedral in the city of Sanua, and he planned to 

turn this cathedral into a site of pilgrimage for all 

of the Arabs—and to make a profit from the pil-

grims who would come. The principal obstacle 

to his plans was the Kauba of Mecca and its 360 

idols. Many of these idols belonged to individ-

ual tribes who made a pilgrimage once a year to 

Mecca to venerate them. Abraha, according to 

the story, decided that a good way to convince 

them to come to Sanua instead was to destroy 

those idols and the building that housed them. 

Thus Abraha set out to attack Mecca, supplying 

his troops with an elephant for battle.

A ruler named Abraha is indeed known to us 

from Christian chronicles and South Arabian 

inscriptions, but outside of Islamic tradition 

there is no mention of his attack on Mecca. There 

are reports in Greek literature of the reign of 

“Abramos” in Arabia. More tellingly an inscrip-

tion in Arabia (well to the southeast of Mecca) 

usually dated to 552 CE describes Abraha’s vic-

tory over a rival confederation of tribes. This 

would put the campaign’s date well before the 

traditional date of Muhammad’s birth: 570 CE. 

It is possible that the elephant story was a way of 

connecting Muhammad’s biography to Quraan 

105: “Hast thou not seen how thy Lord did with 

the Men of the Elephant? Did He not make their 

guile to go astray? And He loosed upon them 

birds in flights, hurling against them stones 

of baked clay, and He made them like green 

blades devoured” (Q 105:1–5). Presumably, 

later Muslim scholars simply attached the well-

known name of Abraha to the story they wrote 

to explain this otherwise opaque passage about 

the “Men of the Elephant.”

In any case, according to this story, uAbd 

al-Muttalib—having heard of Abraha’s 

approach—put the fate of the city in God’s 

hands: “God knows that we do not wish to fight 

[Abraha] for we have not the power to do so. 

This is God’s sanctuary and the temple of His 

friend Abraham. . . . If He defends it against 

[Abraha] it is His temple and His sanctuary; 

and if he lets [Abraha] have it by God we cannot 

defend it!” (Ibn Ishaq, 24). Like the Egyptians 

in the days of Moses, the forces of Abraha were 

facing not humans but God. The next day, as 

they prepared for battle, they discovered that 

their elephant (called Mahmud, a good Islamic 

name) refused to approach Mecca. Even worse, 

birds came from the sea and each brought three 

small stones, which they dropped on the sol-

diers of Abraha. Everyone hit by these stones 

was killed. Abraha himself was hit repeat-

edly and slowly dismembered. By the time he 

reached Sanua, he had nothing but a miserable 
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stump of a body. His heart burst from his chest, 

and he died. So the year of the War of the 

Elephant was a year of death. But it was also 

a year of life, for, according to the traditional 

story, in that same year Muhammad was born.

Muhammad’s Early Life

According to Ibn Ishaq, in the days when 

Muhammad was born, it was common for city-

dwelling Arabs to place their children into the 

care of Bedouins. Muhammad’s mother, Amina, 

did just that, giving the young boy to a Bedouin 

woman named Halima. Soon after Halima took 

Muhammad in, a miracle took place that proved 

the boy was unlike any other.

Childhood

For some time, Halima had been unable to 

nurse, but soon after she took in Muhammad, 

her breasts filled with so much milk that she 

was able to nurse both Muhammad and her 

own child. Even the udders of her old she-

camel suddenly filled with milk. Halima had 

once been hesitant to accept Muhammad (a 

fatherless child), but now she counted herself 

lucky. “Do you know, Halima, you have taken 

a blessed creature,” exclaimed her husband.

Yet a miracle still more fantastic was to take 

place during Muhammad’s residence with 

Halima in the desert. Muhammad himself 

recounts how it took place: “While I was with 

a [foster] brother of mine behind our tents 

shepherding the lambs, two men in white 

raiment came to me with a gold basin full of 

snow. Then they seized me and opened up 

my belly, extracted my heart and split it; then 

they extracted a black drop from it and threw 

it away; they washed my heart and my belly 

with that snow” (Ibn Ishaq, 72). This account 

seems to symbolize Muhammad’s purifica-

tion in preparation for his call to prophecy, 

yet that call would not come until many years 

later.

Marriage and Call to Prophecy

Most accounts of Muhammad’s adult life 

begin with the report that Muhammad 

worked as a merchant for an older woman 

named Khadija, known both for her dignity 

and for her wealth. Many men desired to 

marry Khadija in order to get to this wealth, 

but Khadija desired to marry Muhammad, 

whom she knew to be both reliable and hon-

est (for which he was given the nickname al-

Amin, “the Trustworthy”).

Even more, Khadija recognized that 

Muhammad was a holy man. One of Khadija’s 

servants had told her that a monk saw 

Muhammad sit under a tree where only proph-

ets sit. Khadija’s own cousin Waraqa, who is 

often described as a Christian, explained: “If 

this is true, Khadija, verily Muhammad is the 

prophet of this people. I knew that a prophet 

of this people was to be expected. His time 

has come” (Ibn Ishaq, 83). Thus Khadija and 

Muhammad were married. Muhammad 

would later marry many women, but as long 

as he was married to Khadija, he remained 

monogamous. Years later, Muhammad’s 

young wife uAaisha would recall, “I did not 

feel jealous of any woman as much as I did of 

Khadija because Allah’s Apostle used to men-

tion her very often” (Bukhari, 5:165).
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Personalit ies in Is lam 1.1
KHADIJA
According to the traditional biography of the Prophet, Khadija was Muhammad’s first wife, 

the only wife older than him, the only wife to bear him children who lived to adulthood, 

and the only wife with whom he lived monogamously (that is, Muhammad did not marry 

other women while Khadija was still alive). Ibn Ishaq describes Khadija as “a merchant 

woman of dignity and wealth” and adds, “All her people were eager to get possession 

of her wealth” (Ibn Ishaq, 82). Although Ibn Ishaq does not tell us how Khadija achieved 

this status (let alone what sort of merchant trade she was involved in), he does credit 

Khadija for recognizing Muhammad’s “truthfulness, trustworthiness, and honorable char-

acter.” He relates how Khadija hears from another of her employees (named Maysara) 

that miraculous signs accompany Muhammad (such as angels shading him from the sun). 

In this way, she recognizes that Muhammad possesses a quality beyond mere virtue and 

asks to marry him.

Thus Khadija is one of several pious wisdom figures in the biography of the Prophet, 

figures who insightfully perceive Muhammad’s special qualities. Among these is the monk 

Bahira and Khadija’s own cousin Waraqa, who (being learned in the Scriptures) identifies 

Muhammad as a prophet like Moses.

To Shiuite Muslims, Khadija is also a fi gure of particular value as the mother of Fatima. 

Muhammad’s cousin uAli—whom Shiuites recognize as the fi rst Imam, the rightful successor to 

the Prophet—would marry Fatima. From this marriage would be born Hasan and Husayn (the 

second and third Imams, grandsons of the Prophet). Shiuite authors also contrast Khadija, the 

“woman of dignity,” with another wife of the Prophet: uAaisha, the daughter of Abu Bakr (who, 

from a Shiuite perspective, wrongly usurped uAli’s place as successor to the Prophet).

As for Waraqa, Ibn Ishaq makes him one 

of four Arabs who broke away from pagan-

ism even before Muhammad proclaimed 

Islam. Islamic tradition names these four 

fi gures hanifs (or “pure monotheists”), and 

Muhammad, before his call to prophethood, 

is sometimes thought to have been infl uenced 

by them. He is said to have spent one month 

of each year praying in a cave on a mountain 

named Hira, outside Mecca. It was during 

one of these retreats when Muhammad, who 

had reached the age of forty, was fi rst visited 

by the angel Gabriel.

“He came to me,” said the apostle of God, 

“while I was asleep, with a coverlet of brocade 

whereon was some writing, and said, “Read!” 

I said, “What shall I read?” He pressed me 
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with it so tightly that I thought it was death; 

then he let me go and said, “Read!” I said, 

“What shall I read?” He pressed me with it 

again so that I thought it was death; then he 

let me go and said “Read!” I said, “What shall 

I read?” He pressed me with it the third time 

so that I thought it was death and said “Read!” 

I said, “What then shall I read?”—and this I 

said only to deliver myself from him, lest he 

should do the same to me again. He said: 

“Read in the name of thy Lord who created, 

who created man of blood coagulated. Read! 

Thy Lord is the most beneficent, who taught 

by the pen, taught that which they knew not 

unto men.” (Ibn Ishaq, 106)

This final phrase is from Quraan 96, verses 

1–5, which, according to this account, 

were the first words God revealed to the 

Prophet. Over the next twenty-three years, 

Muhammad continued to receive such rev-

elations from God, brought to him by the 

angel Gabriel, who would indicate to the 

Prophet how these revelations, delivered in 

pieces (such as that cited above), were to be 

arranged. Muhammad referred to these mes-

sages as “The Recitation,” or “The Reading”—

in Arabic, the Quraan.

Ibn Ishaq explains that when Muhammad 

was on his way down from Mount Hira, he 

heard a voice from above, which declared 

to him, “Thou art the apostle [that is, the 

messenger] of God and I am Gabriel” (Ibn 

Ishaq, 106). When he reached the bottom of 

the mountain, Muhammad rushed to find 

Khadija and told her all that he had seen and 

heard. Khadija declared, “Verily, by Him in 

whose hand is Khadija’s soul, I have hope that 

thou wilt be the prophet of this people.” Thus 

Khadija believed, becoming the first follower 

of Muhammad’s religion.

When Muhammad told Khadija’s cousin 

Waraqa what had occurred, Waraqa replied, 

“Surely by Him in whose hand is Waraqa’s 

soul, thou art the prophet of this people.” 

To these words Waraqa added a warning: 

“Thou wilt be called a liar, and they will use 

thee despitefully and cast thee out and fight 

against thee” (Ibn Ishaq, 107). Thus the drama 

of Muhammad’s confrontation with the pagan 

people of Mecca was set to begin. 

Muhammad’s Conflict  

with the Pagans of Mecca

According to the traditional Islamic sources, 

the Meccans—not unlike the Roman admin-

istration of Palestine in the time of Jesus—

were hardly zealous in religious matters. The 

Romans of course had their gods, not least of 

which was their emperor. After the defeat of 

the Bar Kochba revolt in 135 ce, they erected 

a statue of the emperor Hadrian on the site of 

the Jerusalem temple. But for long stretches 

of time, the Roman administration allowed 

Jews to practice their religion. The Romans’ 

principal concern was the preservation of 

order—and tax revenues.

The Infidelity of the Quraysh

According to Islamic sources, the Quraysh, the 

ruling tribe of Mecca, had similar concerns. 

Western scholars generally refer to the Quraysh 

as pagans, a Latin term (paganus, or “civilian,” that 
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