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another, the translators have endeavoured, to the extent it was possible, to make
the works accessible to the common reader. As a rule, the use of footnotes has
been kept to a2 minimum, though a more extensive use of them was necessitated
in some cases.

This series 1s presented in the hope that it will contribute to a greater under-
standing in the West of the cultural and intellectual heritage of Islam and will
therefore provide an important means towards greater understanding of today’s
world.

May God Help Us!

Muhammad bin Hamad Al-Thani
Chairman of the Board of Trustees
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Board comprising a number of academicians of Qatar University, in addition to
a consultative committee chaired by Dr Ezzeddin Ibrahim, former Rector of the
University of the United Arab Emirates. A further committee acting on behalf !
of the Center has been the prominent university professors who act under the
chairmanship of Dr Raji Rammuny, Professor of Arabic at the University of
Michigan. This committee is charged with making known, in Europe and in
America, the books selected for translation, and in selecting and enlisting properly
qualified university professors, orientalists and students of Islamic studies to
undertake the work of translation and revision, as well as overseeing the pub-
lication process.
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colleagues, no doubt, had huge challenges with which to contend. In addition,
the unrelenting pestilence and drought that had plagued the Levant and areas
east thereof, made their burden all the more unwieldy. He died in 1387 CE/775
AH and lies buried in Damascus next to his master, Ibn Taymiyyah. He was
mourned by his wife Zaynab, the daughter of his teacher, al-Mizz1, who, according
to some reports, was an accomplished scholar in her own right. She bore him four
sons, one of whom succeeded his father to the post of principal of the teaching
academy al-Madrasa al-Salihiyya.’

Ibn Kathir, true to the pre-eminent tendencies of the academic milicu within
which he functioned, brings to his study of the Prophet of Islam the method of the
muhaddith, the scholar of kadith traditions, more assiducusly than he does that of
the traditional historian. In doing so, however, he has, I believe, substantially
succeeded in combining two of the three sources available for the pursuit of the
historical Muliammad: the hadith literature and the sira; the Qur’in, being the
third such source, features less prominently, if not altogether rarely, in his
study. Given the very extensive usage of kadith material in this particular work,
a word about the classical nature of such material and its contemporaneous
validity would be appropriate at this point.

Early historical studies of Muslim society and culture, as A. A. Duri points
out, “followed broadly two lines that were distinct from each other — that of
kadith, and that of the tribes (ie. the gyyam anecdotes as narrated by the
akhbarts and the rumar), which is in a sense a continuation of pre-Islamic
activities. “These two lines”, he explains, “reflect the two major currents in
early Islamic society — the Islamic and the tribal lines which influenced all
aspects of life.”* According to Muslim tradition, the learning and transmission
of the sayings and actions of Muhammad, his tacit approvals and disapprovals of
the actions of others, and his general behaviour had religious significance second
only to that of the Quran. To that end Muslim scholars began the collection of
such data as was related to the Prophet and his era even while he was still
alive. At first, the system of oral retention was popular, but by the middle of the
first century of the Muslim era, written compilations of hadith traditions began
to appear. By the end of the third quarter of that century, “a pattern was fixed
for the learning and teaching of the kadith which flourished in the second and
third centuries.” A system of sorts for verifying the authenticity of such
prophetic traditions was allegedly extant from the earliest of times — albeit in a

3. Curtis, 23. )

4, Professor Duri’s article is in large measure an elucidation of what he calls “the tribal type of
history.” Sec in this regard “The Iraq School of History to the Ninth Century”, in Historians of
the Middle East, ed. B. Lewis and P. M. Holt (Oxford University Press, 1962).

5. M. M. Azami, Studies in Early Hadith Literature (Indianapolis: American Trust Publications,
1983), 186. :
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The text itself suffers from a singular lack of the literary cadence that makes
the historical works of al-Tabari, for instance, more of a pleasure to read. This
seems to result from Ibn Kathir’s efforts to present an authentic description of
the life and times of the Prophet of Islam, and to submit such data as is found in
the popular biographical works to the scrutiny of hadith hiterature. The flow of
his text is, without question, a casualty of this exercise. But, as has been pointed
out by a scholar of the Bible, “If we read biblical narrative {(or in this case the sira
material) as a story, we abandon its historical truth. If we read it as literature, we
will often find literary art in it, but this art takes us further from truth.”% Not
that the method of Ibn Kathir is altogether without its redeeming features: it
certainly provides useful information to scholars, particularly those of the tradi-
tional schools, who would prefer to have the classical sources for siva studies
close at hand. ‘

The contents of works such as Thn Kathir’s sira are today regarded by many
scholars of Islam as largely proto-historical, fecusing, that is, on an era whose
source documentation falls short of contemporary historiographical standards.
It is, some say, the stuff of myth and legend, entwined in places with real his-
torical data. IFor modern historians of Islam and the Middle East such as
Maxime Rodinson, Patricia Crone et al., sira material contains, in the first
instance, virtually “nothing of which we can say for certain that it incontestably
dates back to the time of the Prophet”.” And so, “when doing research about
the life and work of the Prophet Muhammad”, Rudi Paret warns, “we on prin-
ciple distrust the traditional statement and explanation of facts given by later
generations, in so far as they cannot be verified by internal evidence or in some
other way.”? '

In addition, the work at hand may be seen by some to be no more than the
product of one who had a variety of interests in the topic: one who was, at one
and the same time, a historian, a scribe of “sacred biography”, and also a devotee;
the results of an endeavour such as Ibn Kathir’s, therefore, risk being perceived
as less than the product of dispassionate scholarship.”

This critical approach to Islamic historiography emerged gradually in the
18th and 19th centuries. It was, understandably, only a matter of time before
Albert Schweitzer’s “quest of the historical Christ” would be appropriated by

6. See Robin L. Fox, The Unauthorized Version: Truth and Fiction in the Bible (New York:
Alfred A. Knopf, 1992).

7. This particular statement appears in the introduction to Maxime Rodinson’s own biography
of the Prophet. See Maxime Rodinson, Mokammed. Trans. Anne Carter (London, 1971).

8. For the full text of this article see R. Paret, “Recent European Research on the Life and
Work of Prophet Muhammad, Journal of the Pakistan Historical Sociery, Karachi, 1958,

9. See in this regard G. D. Newby, The Making of the Last Prophet: A Reconstruction of the
Earliest Biography of Muhammad (Columbia: University of Southern California Press, 1989).







XX THE LIFE OF THE PROPHET MUHAMMAD

for the vindication of Christianity from this charge. Offered to the consideration of
the Deists of the present age.'* Later Simon Ockley, the somewhat less acerbic
and brusque vicar of Swavesey in Cambridgeshire, authored The History of the
Saracens, 2 “much more solid contribution to historical knowledge” as Holt
puts it, but one that nonetheless did “not fail to follow common form by
stigmatizing Muhammad in his first line, as ‘the great Imposter’ and then
describing the Arab conquests as ‘that grievous calamity’.””!> The liberalism that
swept across Europe in the 18th century helped create a relatively less hostile
attitude among European scholars towards Islam and its leader. We thus
find during that era scholars such as Henri de Boulainvillier emerging.
Boulainvillier, his theological affinities notwithstanding, assumed a decidedly
more conciliatory tone in his biography of Muhammad,; Lz vie de Mahomet. For
him, Christianity is undoubtedly superior to Islam but he is, none the less,
quite charitable in his evaluation of his subject, and says: “With respect to the
essential doctrines of religion, all that (Muhammad) has laid down is true; but
he has not laid down all that is true; and that is the whole difference between
our religion and his.” 16

The quest itself began in earnest in the wrltmgs of the Belgian Jesuit, Henri
Lammens. Whereas Theodor Noeldeke, prior to him, had largely failed in his
attempts ©o unravel “the historical person of Muhammad”, Lammens plodded
on, and succeeded to some extent, in demonstrating “the possibility of the criti-
ical analysis of the stra”. Lammens’ efforts, however, were directed, not at a
biographical study of Muhammad per se, but rather on the search for the secret
of his personal appeal and the rapid expansion of his message. “Muhammad to
him, was a historical problem as well as a symbol of Islam’s obstinacy and insen-
sitiveness to the missionary influence.”!”

Lammens also happened to be among the first to argue, with some conviction,
that the fkadith traditions as well as the sirg material on the Prophet are, on the
whole, fictitious. This inaugurated a new perspective on Islamic history: the
emphasis shifted from a critique of the actors in that history to the questioning
of the source matertal itself,

In the 19th century, the Hungarian scholar Ignaz Goldziher concluded that
much of the hadith material was but a “pious fraud . . . invoked by every group
{(in early Islam) for every idea it evolved; . . . through solid chains (isna@d) of tra-
dition, all such matters acquired an unbroken tie to the ‘Companions’ who had
heard those pronouncements and statutes from the Prophet or had seen him act

14. Ibid., 291.

15. Ibid., 311.

16. P. M. Holt, The Treatment of Arab Histery, 300.

17. K. S. Salibi, “Islam and Syria in the Writings of Henri Lammens”, in Historians of the
Middle East, ed. B. Lewis and P. M. Holt {Oxford University Press, 1962), 330-342.
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Clearly not all contemporary scholars are as cager as Schacht et al. to ring the
death knell on kadith literature as a tool for unravelling early Islamic history.
Azami for one, in his studies on early kadith literature has attempted to show

that kadith literature is indeed the richest source for the investigation of that era, .

for it provides, among other things, material for the understanding of the legal,
cultural and religious ideas of those early centuries. He maintains that che
theories of Margoliouth, Goldziher and more recently, Schacht can no longer be
incontestably accepted given the recent discoveries of manuscripts or research.

According to him:

“In the period referred to, works on the biography of the Prophet and on other
historical topics were in a very advanced stage. We find that work on the biography
of the Prophet was begun by the Companions. ‘Abd Allah b. ‘Amr b. al-‘As
recorded many historical events. It is possible still to trace his work in the ehadith
narrated by ‘Amr b. Shu‘ayb (d. 118 AH) as he utilized his great grandfather ‘Abd
Allzh b. ‘Amr’s books. “Urwah (d. 93 Af) in his biography of the Prophet names
his authority and most probably he had obtained the information in writing.
There are works mentioned here and there on 2 single topic of the Sirah, e.g.
Memorandum on the Servants of the Propher, a book on the ambassadors of the
Prophet to different rulers and chieftaing with their negotiations. There are
references to the collections of the Prophet’s letters in a very early period.”*

But it is, in fact, these very sources that Azami cites that have, through the use
of contemporary literary and hermeneutical tools, been relegated to no more
than “the rubble of early Muslim history”. For Patricia Crone therefore, the
“inertia” of material such as appears heretofore “comes across very strongly in
modern scholarship on the first two centuries of Islam.” “The bulk of it”, she
argues, “has an alarming tendency to degenerate into mere rearrangements of
the same old canon — Muslim chronicles in modern languages and graced with
modern titles,” 26

Others, such as Juynboll, have strived to arrive at the inevitable solution inter-
médiasre, “a conceivable position that could be taken between the two points of
view represented respectively by Muslim and Western scholarship.”?” For him
therefore, the hadith traditions “taxen as a whole” do provide a fairly reliable
rendition of early Islamic history, and “a judiciously and cautiously formulated
overall view of what all those early reports . . . collectively point to, may in all
likelihood be taken to be not very far from the truth of ‘what really happened’.” %

24. Azami, Farly Hadith, 7-8.

25. See in this regard the introduction to her work, Slaves on Horses: The Evolution of the
Tslamic Polity. (Cambridge University Press, 1980).

26. Thid,, 13.
27. See G. H. A. Juynboll, Muslim Tradition: Studies in chronology, provenance and authorship of

early hadith. (Cambridge University Press, 1983), 1.
28. Ibid., 7.







TRANSILATOR’S PREFACE

AsS has often been observed, translation is impossible, since the associations and
emotive content of words in one language and culture differ from those of all
others. Attempts at translation, therefore, inevitably represent strivings for
compromise. While accuracy and precision are prime objectives, the uitimately
necessary requirements for clarity and comprehension in the host language may
require simplification or even omission from the original text. The dilemmas
inherent in these conflicting objectives are at times irreconcilable, and this is
particularly true when one is dealing, as here, with languages and cultures so far
removed as ancient Arabic and modern English. This translation, composed in
everyday, contemporary English, gives no impression of the ubiquitous rarities,
oddities and archaisms of vocabulary and syntax that make the original
extremely challenging to comprehend. It is hoped, of course, that the innumer-
able compromises that this translation represents will be accepted as good-faith
attempts to convey the spirit and purpose of the original in a form that readers of
English will not find impossibly daunting.

In some instances Ibn Kathir repeats anecdotal akadith with differing chaing
of authority that are almost identical in content; often, as will be seen, the
accounts differ in only very few of their words and these are typically vocabulary
rarities. While such variations between accounts may secem of scant interest to
the Western reader, they have nevertheless been left complete and intact in this
translation. Including them in full, as in the original work, gives a strong impres-
sion of the care with which these anecdotes have been handed down and the
impression of their likely authenticity is therefore enhanced. This seems espe-
cially the case where the discrepancies involve vocabulary rarities that are
synonymous. It seems that it would be just such words that would have been
subjected to dispute, change or loss from memory.

Ibn Kathir’s objective was to appear authoritative and discriminating in his
choices of inclusion and discussion of specific akadith; to him the listing of ali
the names of his authorities and his comments on their reputations was an essen-
tial component of this lectures. The give-and-take of oral lecturing — of which
this work is essentially a record — would have enabled immediate verbal
clarification. Gur English text, in contrast, has to stand by itself, and to present
an inherent and visible logic and clarity; it must also give some impression of the
reliability of the Arabic text that is indicated by its complexity, and by the care
with which the names of quoted sources are given and at times evaluated.

A perpetual challenge in presenting this text has therefore been to leave the
essential narratives clear and succinct while including yet simplifying the lines of
authority on which their authenticity is based. The names of authoritics quoted
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with him until they joined the Messenger of God (SAAS), at the time of
Khaybar.

He stated, “Abu Musa witnessed what took place between Ja“far and the
Negus and reported this.”

He also said, “And perhaps the narrator was using his imagination in saying,
“The Messenger of God (SAAS), ordered us to depart.” But God knows best.

This is how al-Bukhari related this in his chapter on the migration to Abyssinia;
“Muhammad b. al-‘Al® related to us, guoting Abt Usama, quoting Burayd b.
‘Abd Allah from Abt Burda, from Abt Misa, who said, “The departure of the
Messenger of God (SAAS) became known to us while we were in Yemen. So we
embarked on a boat which took us to the Negus, in Abyssinia. There we found
Jaar b. Abn Tilib, God biess him, and we stayed there with him until we left
and joined the Prophet (SAAS), when Khaybar was conquered. And so the
Prophet said, “For you people of the boat there are two migrations.””” Muslim
related this in this way from Abt Kurayb and Abt ‘Amir ‘Abd Aliah b. Barrad,
both of whom used Abii Usaima as a source. They both related this at length in
other places. But God knows best.

This narrative concerning Ja“far and the Negus was also related by the kafiz Ibn
Asakir in his biography of Ja/far b. Abai Tilib. His account is on his own authority
and that of *Amr b. al-“As, both of whom related the zadith. It is also recounted
by Ibn Mas‘id, as given above, and by Umm Salama, as will be shown later.

This following account given by Jafar is extremely valuable. Ibn ‘Asakir related
it from Abii al-Qgsim al-Samargandi, from Aba al-Husayn b. al-Nagiir, from
Abta Tahir al-Mukhallis, from Abii al-Qasim b. al-Baghawi, who said, “Abu
‘Abd al-Rabman al-Ju'f related to us, from ‘Abd Allah b. Umar b. Aban, quoting
Asad b. ‘Amr al-Bajali, from Mujalid b. Sa‘id, from al-Sha%i, from ‘Abd Aillah
b. Ja‘far, from his father, who said, ‘Quraysh sent ‘Amr b. al-‘As and ‘Umara b.
al-Walid with a gift from Abu Sufyin to the Negus. They told him — and we
were there with him — ‘Some low-class and silly people of ours have come to you.
So hand them over to us!’

“Ie replied, “No, not until I Hear what they have to say.’”

Jafar went on, “So he sent to us and asked, “‘What’s all this they say?’

“We replied, “These are people who worship idols. God sent a messenger to
us in whom we believed and trusted.’

“The Negus then asked them, ‘Are these people slaves of yours?’

“‘No,’ they replied.

“‘Do they have debts owing to you?’ he then asked.

“‘No,’ they answered.

““Then leave them alone,” he said.

“At this we left his presence, but ‘Amr b. al-‘As told him, “These people speak
different things of Jesus from what you do.’
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“When he said this she had hopes of his accepting Islam and so she said, ‘But
being a polytheist you are unclean, and only the purified may touch it.’

“So “Umar arose and washed himself, and she gave him the sheet on which
sitral Taha was written. When he had read a passage of it, he said, ‘How fine, how
wonderful these words are!”

“When Khabbab b. al-Aratt heard this he came out and said, ‘By God, ‘Umar,
I do so hope that God has selected you because of the prayer of His Prophet
(SAAS), for yesterday I heard him say, “O God, give help to Islam through Abu
al-Hakam b. Hisham, or through ‘Umar b. al-Khattab!” So come now to God,
Umar!’

“At that ‘Umar said, ‘Khabbab, lead me to Muhammad so that [ can accept
Islam.’

“‘He is in a house at al-Safa with a group of his Companions,” Khabbab
replied.

“QUmar picked up his sword and put it on then left for the Messenger of God
(SAAS) and his Companions. He knocked on the door and when they heard his
voice, one of the Companions got up and looked outside through a chink in the
door. He saw Umar, wearing his sword, then went back in to the Messenger of
God (SAAS) in a fright and exclaiming, ‘O Messenger of God, it’s ®Umar b.
al-Khattab, armed with his sword!’

“Hamza said, “Well, let him in. If he has come with good, we’ll reciprocate,
but if he’s come in evil, we’ll kill him with his sword.” The Messenger of God
(SAAS) also said, ‘Let him in!’

“S0 the Companion did so, and the Messenger of God (SAAS), got up and
went across the room to meet him, taking him by his waist or by the place where
his cloak joined; and giving him a strong pull, saying, “What brings you, Ibn
al-Khattab? By God, I don’t see you stopping until God sends down a thunder-
bolt upon you!’

“Umar replied, ‘O Messenger of God, I come to you to believe in God, in His
messenger, and in what has come down from God!’

“At this the Messenger of God (SAAS) let out a great cry of Allzhu Akbar, and
the people in the house all knew that “Umar had accepted Islam.

“The Companions of the Messenger of God left their places elated that now
Wmar had accepted Islam along with Hamza, knowing that these two men
would protect him and help them obtain justice from their enemies.”

Ibn Ishaq concluded, “This then, is the account given by the haditk scholars
of Medina concerning the acceptance of Islam by Umar, God bless him.”

Ton Ishiq stated, “‘Abd Allah b. Abii Najih al-Malkki related to me, from his
Companions ‘A3, Mujahid and others, that regarding Umar’s acceptance of
Islam, he himself would say, ‘I used to be very remote from Islam. Before Islam
I used to be a great man for wine; I loved drinking it. We used to have a place at
al-Hazwara where we would meet.
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