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3. Abū Bakr’s Regrets and ‘Umar’s Uncertainties 26
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Preface

This monograph is the result of a larger research work, which is yet to
be completed, dealing with the life and time of the Imām Ja‘far
al-S· ādiq. The aim of both works is to study the interaction of religion
with politics in early Islam. The present study, however, is limited to
the period of the first four caliphs, which is believed by the majority
of Muslims to represent the “Divinely Guided” caliphate.

The period of Prophetic rule in Madı̄nah belongs to sacred history.
This is because, in the view of Muslims, it was guided not by human
wisdom but Divine revelation, and hence can never be duplicated.
Thus Muslim history, properly speaking, begins not with the career of
the Prophet, nor even with his migration (hijrah), but with his death.
It begins with the community’s faltering steps towards building a con-
crete abode (dār) for Islam, whose foundations were laid by the
Prophet and his intimate Companions. It begins with the rule of the
four “Rightly Guided” caliphs, with which this study is concerned.

An adequate understanding of this formative period is crucial for
our understanding of subsequent Islamic thought and history, yet it has
been the subject of only a few specialized studies which are not readily
accessible to the student of religion. The aim of this work therefore, is
to fill this gap, not only for students of religion in general, but also for
students of Islam. This small volume is intended to supplement the

vii
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information usually presented in general introductions to Islam used
by both graduate and undergraduate students in colleges and univer-
sities where English is the medium of instruction. A list of further read-
ings in English translations of primary sources, when available, are
referenced with the originals in the bibliography appended to this
monograph.

This work was begun several years before the appearance of
Professor Madelung’s seminal book, The Succession to Muh· ammad: A
Study of the Early Caliphate, on the same subject. It is different in both
scope and purpose. For, while Madelung’s work ends with the consol-
idation of Umayyad power under the able Marwanid Caliph ‘Abd
al-Malik b. Marwān (r. A.H. 65–86/684–705 C.E.), the present volume
will conclude with the death of ‘Alı̄, the end of whose rule was coter-
minous with the period of the normative or “Rightly Guided” caliphate.

It remains for me to acknowledge with gratitude some of the organ-
izations and people who helped in one way or another in the making
of this study. My first indebtedness is to the Muhammadi Islamic Trust
of Great Britain and its late director Commander Qasim Husayn who
started me on this research venture. I am also indebted to the Iranian
United Nations Mission, and particularly his Excellency, former
Ambassador and present Foreign Minister Dr. Kamal Kharrazi for a
generous grant which enabled me to complete the research for the
book on the Imām al-S· ādiq, on which this study is based. I am also
grateful to Ms. Rose Ftaya for her patient and thorough editing of
the book.

I undertook this work fully aware of the sensitivity of its subject and
my own inadequacy for such a task. I have done my best to let the
sources themselves tell the story of this crisis of Muslim history. This
meant that little attention is paid to Western scholarship, not because I
am not cognizant of the great contributions Western scholars have made
to a better understanding of Islam and its civilization, but because I
wish to let classical Muslim historians and traditionists give their own
account of their own formative history. My intention is not to offend,
defend, or apologize for anyone, any idea, legal school, or doctrine. My
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only hope is that this book will fulfill its stated purpose, which is to
provide a useful introduction to the study of a crucial period of the
history of Islam and its people.

Mahmoud M. Ayoub
Department of Religion
Temple University
Philadelphia

Rabı̄ ‘ al-Awwal, 1424 / May, 2003

Preface ix
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1
�

Introduction

No, by God, be of good cheer, for God would never disgrace you! You surely
treat your next-of-kin with kindness. You always speak the truth and
endure weariness patiently. You receive the guest hospitably and lend assis-
tance in times of adversity.1

Islam came into a society governed by moral principles based, not on
faith in a sovereign God to whom all beings must answer on a day of
judgment, but on time-honored customs which embodied certain
values capable of holding society together and preserving its moral
fabric. The words quoted above with which Khadı̄jah, the Prophet’s
wife, sought to reassure him in his moment of deep spiritual and
psychological crisis do not invoke religious piety or right belief, but
moral values of kindness, patience, hospitality, and reliability. Islam
affirmed these values, gave them a broader moral framework of social
responsibility, and deepened their religious meaning. It enjoined
kindness not only to one’s next-of-kin but to the orphan, the needy,
and the wayfarer. It called for patience and steadfastness not only in
times of misfortune, but also in resisting oppression and wrongdoing
whenever it might be found. Through obligatory alms (zakāt) Islam

1

1. Abū al-Fidā’ Ismā‘ı̄l Ibn Kathı̄r, Tafsı̄r al-Qur’ān al-‘az· ı̄m, 2nd edn., 7 vols. (Beirut:
Dār al-Fikr, 1389/1970), vol. 7, pp. 325–326.
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made social responsibility a religious duty and an act of worship and
purification.

Muh· ammad ruled the first Muslim commonwealth – which he
founded in 622, twelve years after his prophetic call – primarily as a
prophet. His role as a statesman was only a means of realizing a socio-
political order based on a revealed law (sharı̄‘ah). To this end, he
struggled for a base of operation until he secured a safehaven in
Madı̄nah. From that secure base the Prophet, his fellow Immigrants
(muhājirūn ), and Supporters (ans· ār) waged a continuous battle
against his own recalcitrant people for the spread of the new faith with
its community and power. That being the ultimate objective, all hos-
tilities were forgotten as soon as the goal was achieved. The Prophet’s
aim was to establish a faith-community rather than an empire. He
died, therefore, without leaving a clear and concrete political model
or apparatus that could sustain the vast empire which arose with
amazing rapidity following his death.

The two primary frameworks within which the Islamic social order
was constructed were the life-example (sunnah) of the Prophet
Muh· ammad, and the Qur’ān. Apart from actions relating to daily prayers
and other ritualistic matters, the Prophetic sunnah consists largely of
moral directives with occasional illustrative or supportive anecdotes.
There is little in the sunnah that can serve as the basis for a political
system as we understand it today. There are, to be sure, numerous
h· adı̄th traditions with clear political purport. Such traditions, however,
reflect not what the Prophet may have said or done, but the political
crises, views, and ideals of later generations.2 As for the Qur’ān, like
any sacred scripture it is open to endless interpretation as demanded by
changing circumstances. This infinite possibility of meaning and inter-
pretation is attested in the Qur’ān itself, which declares: “No one knows
its interpretation [ta’wı̄l] except God” (Q.3:7).3 Moreover, before the

2 The Crisis of Muslim History

2. For a brief but illuminating discussion of this issue, see Fred M. Donner, Narratives
of Islamic Origins. The Beginnings of Islamic Historical Writing (Princeton: Darwin
Press, 1998), pp. 40–47.

3. For various interpretations of this controversial verse see M. Ayoub, The Qur’ān and
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legal principles of the Qur’ān and sunnah could be fully implemented
they had to be codified into a complex system of law. This process lagged
far behind the social and political exigencies the law was meant to
cover. In fact, neither the Qur’ān nor the Prophetic tradition provides a
clear political direction for the community.

The Shı̄‘ı̄ doctrine of the imamate is an example of an early attempt
to formulate a political structure within a juridical framework and
does, indeed, present a coherent political theory. However, the basic
principle of succession which this doctrine propounds was never uni-
versally accepted and has remained an unrealized eschatological
hope. Some of the difficulties of interpreting and translating the
Prophetic sunnah into political theory are demonstrated in the history
of the tradition that underlies the doctrine.

The doctrine was, according to Shı̄‘ı̄ tradition, enunciated in princi-
ple by the Prophet after his Farewell Pilgrimage at Ghadı̄r Khumm, a
spot between Makkah and Madı̄nah. The h· adı̄th of al-Ghadı̄r, which
proclaims ‘Alı̄ to be the rightful successor (khalı̄fah) of Muh· ammad,
exists in many and widely divergent recensions and has been the
subject of much debate and controversy in Muslim theology, historiog-
raphy, jurisprudence, and political theory.4 Significantly, although this
Prophetic h· adı̄th is regarded by Shı̄‘ı̄ tradition as the decisive proof-text
(nas·s· ) of ‘Alı̄’s designation as the imām of the Muslims after Muh· ammad,
‘Alı̄ is nowhere reported to have invoked it in support of his right to the
caliphate in his debate with Abū Bakr and ‘Umar. But this does not
obviate the fact that Shı̄‘ı̄ h· adı̄th and theological sources present this
tradition as an incontrovertible argument in support of ‘Alı̄’s right to
succeed Muh·ammad as leader of the Muslim ummah. I shall return to
this important tradition when we consider ‘Alı̄’s struggle to assert his
right to the caliphate, his turbulent rule, and its tragic end.

Introduction 3

its Interpreters, 2 vols. (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1992), vol. 2, pp.
20–46.

4. For a comprehensive discussion of the al-Ghadı̄r tradition from a Shı̄‘ı̄ point of view,
see ‘Abd al-H· usayn Ah·mad al-Amı̄nı̄, al-Ghadı̄r fı̄ al-kitāb wal-sunnah wal-adab, 4th
edn., 11 vols. (Beirut: Dār al-Kitāb al-‘Arabı̄, 1397/1977), esp. vols. 1 and 2.
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This monograph is a spin-off of a much larger work on the life and
times of the sixth Shı̄‘ı̄ Imām, Ja‘far al-S· ādiq, which was begun over a
decade ago, and which still awaits completion. The purpose of the
present study is to fill an important gap that is manifest in most general
introductions to Islam – there is a need for a clear and somewhat com-
prehensive presentation of the formative period of Muslim history fol-
lowing the death of the Prophet Muh· ammad. The present volume is
meant to help redress this problem and thus provide the background
necessary for a better understanding of subsequent developments in
Islamic thought and history.

In this study I shall briefly examine the political and socio-religious
crisis of early Muslim history, and reflect on the changing perceptions
and applications of old Arab customs and values in their Islamic
context. To achieve this goal, I shall let the primary sources of Muslim
thought and history themselves tell the story of the crisis and its
effects.

These important historical and literary narratives were written by
men who were themselves deeply engaged in the centuries-long
debates surrounding this crisis and its aftermath. Their narratives
therefore provide us with the best context for our study of the early
unfolding of Muslim history from the vantage of Muslim historiogra-
phy. While the actual events surrounding this crisis were soon
shrouded with thick layers of myth, legend, and ideological consider-
ations, the diversity of sources here employed will itself, I hope, allow
us to investigate them with a good measure of credibility. I have not,
however, used the sources uncritically; they have been carefully
chosen to represent the wide diversity of Muslim perspectives. This
approach may be new to Western scholarship, but I feel it has its value.
I trust that this methodology will help us see in clearer perspective the
profound and far-reaching effect this crisis has left on the Muslim
community.

Two primary considerations have led me to concentrate on the
period of the first four caliphs. The first is that these men are regarded
by the majority of Muslims as true heirs to the Prophet in their piety,

4 The Crisis of Muslim History
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courage, justice, and wisdom. They were ideal rulers, collectively
called al-khulafā’ al-rāshidūn (the rightly guided caliphs). Hence, the
rule of Abū Bakr, ‘Umar, ‘Uthmān, and ‘Alı̄ is considered by all Sunni
Muslims to be the normative period of Muslim history. In contrast,
Shı̄‘ı̄ Muslims have condemned the rule of the first three caliphs as one
of usurpation of ‘Alı̄’s sole right to the caliphate.

Western scholars have, not without justification, considered this
period an era of violent struggle for power, resulting in a long period
of protracted civil strife.5 It must be observed in this connection that
the rule of all four caliphs was characterized by dissension and con-
flict, and all except Abū Bakr died violent deaths. The history is so
evocative that both Muslim and Western scholars have felt compelled
to take strong political and moral positions on the side of this or that
party to the conflict. Not until the publication of Wilfred Madelung’s
important work on the period, do we have a conscious attempt to “let
the sources speak for themselves.”6

The second consideration is the crucial role this brief but turbulent
period has played in the development of Islamic religious and politi-
cal thought, including the rise of theological and legal schools.
Subsequent to the tragic caliphate of ‘Alı̄ and his equally tragic death,
the four major divisions in the Muslim ummah appeared. These were
the shı̄‘ah, or party of ‘Alı̄; the khawārij, or seceders, who deserted ‘Alı̄
and regarded any authority in the ummah other than their own to be
illegitimate, and therefore to be destroyed; the mu‘tazilah, who iso-
lated themselves from political life altogether;7 and the murji’ah, who

Introduction 5

5. See, for a good representative of this view, Julius Wellhausen, The Arab Kingdom and
its Fall, trans. Margaret Graham Weir (Calcutta: University of Calcutta, 1927).

6. Wilfred Madelung, The Succession to Muh· ammad: A Study of the Early Caliphate
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997). The author claims to have inherited
this virtue from his mother “who taught him to see history as it really is,” as he asserts
in his dedication of the book to her.

7. A socio-political phenomenon in Muslim history, which appeared during the cali-
phate of ‘Alı̄, as we shall see below. The theological school, which emerged about half
a century later under the same name, inherited both the designation and political neu-
trality of this original phenomenon.
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withheld judgment regarding the ultimate fate of all parties to the con-
flict that led to ‘Alı̄’s assassination – and hence of grave sinners in
general – leaving it to God Himself to judge on the day of the final
reckoning. Although the ideological and theological movements that
took on these designations developed later, their roots clearly go back
to the issues and attitudes which had divided the Muslim community
during this early period of its history.

For centuries these four movements represented the major trends
in Muslim theological, philosophical, and political thought. Their
influence, moreover, may be discerned to this day in the sectarian fac-
tions which continue to divide what was meant to be a single and
unified ummah, as clearly envisioned by the Qur’ān: “This ummah of
yours is one ummah and I am your Lord, so worship me”(Q.21:92).8

6 The Crisis of Muslim History

8. It may in fact be argued on the basis of this important verse that the principle of the
unity of the Islamic ummah is rooted in the Qu’rānic doctrine of Divine Oneness
(tawh· ı̄d).
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2
�

The Crisis of Succession

The death of the Prophet Muh· ammad in 632 after a ten-year rule over
the nascent Muslim community was a shock the effects of which have
dominated Islamic history. It precipitated a religious as well as political
crisis, and left a power vacuum which had to be filled if the new commu-
nity and its faith were not to disintegrate and collapse. That this would
have happened is clear from the fact that, immediately after his acces-
sion to the caliphate, Abū Bakr had to wage bloody wars against neigh-
boring tribes that sought either to secede from the new Islamic order
or to present rival claimants to Muh· ammad’s prophetic authority.
Unfortunately, the accounts that classical historians preserved of this
great crisis and its resolution were written long after the events. They are
thus colored by later circumstances and the religio-political ideas and
attitudes they engendered. These accounts are nonetheless valuable for
our purpose because they contain material that reflects the attitudes and
perceptions that motivated early Muslim society and its makers.

Classical sources reveal that several important factors were consid-
ered in deciding the question of succession to the Prophet’s leadership
of the community. These were, first, blood or tribal relationship to
Muh· ammad; second, priority in entering into Islam, and hence the
length of the period of companionship (s·uh· bah) with the Prophet; and
finally, social status. It is noteworthy that none of these considerations

7
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is purely religious. Questions of personal piety and moral integrity
may not have been pertinent in the case of the pious close Companions
of the Prophet. However, the arguments that Abū Bakr and ‘Umar
advanced in support of the exclusive right of the men of the Quraysh
to the caliphate, in the first public debate of the issue, set the tone for
all subsequent claims to this high office. It is therefore necessary to
treat this crucial debate in some detail, and closely analyze its various
elements and implications.

The Saqı̄fah Debate and its Aftermath
An early account of this debate is preserved in the history of the cal-
iphate attributed to ‘Abd Allāh b. Muslim b. Qutaybah al-Dı̄nawarı̄
(d. 276/889). Ibn Qutaybah reports that al-‘Abbās, the Prophet’s
uncle, met ‘Alı̄ ibn Abı̄ T· ālib as the Prophet lay dying and said:

The Prophet is about to die! Go, therefore, and ask him if this affair [that
is the caliphate] shall be ours, that he may declare it. But if it belongs to
someone else, then he may at least enjoin kindness towards us.

Al-‘Abbās then went to Abū Bakr and ‘Umar and asked if the Prophet
had left any instructions concerning the matter; both concurred that
he had said nothing. Immediately after the Prophet died, al-‘Abbās
returned and said to ‘Alı̄:

Stretch out your hand that I may pledge allegiance (bay‘ah) to you, for
then people would say, “The uncle of the Messenger of God pledged alle-
giance to the cousin of the Messenger of God.” Your own relatives will
then offer their bay‘ah and all the people will follow suit.

‘Alı̄ asked, “Will anyone quarrel with us concerning this matter?”1

This account clearly supports the view that the Prophet died

8 The Crisis of Muslim History

1. ‘Abd Allāh b. Muslim b. Qutaybah (pseudo), al-Imāmah wal-siyāsah aw ta’rı̄kh
al-khulafā’, ed. ‘Alı̄ Shı̄rı̄, 2 vols. (Beirut: Dār al-Ad· wā’, 1410/1990), vol. 1, p. 21.
This important work was probably written in Islamic Spain in the tenth century and
falsely attributed to Ibn Qutaybah. See the editor’s introduction. The famous histo-
rian ‘Alı̄ b. Ah·mad al-Maqrı̄zı̄ relates several versions of this report in his book Kitāb
al-Nizā‘ wa-al-takhās·um fı̄mā bayn banı̄ Umayya wa-banı̄ Hāshim (Leiden: E. J.
Brill, 1888), pp. 34–36.
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without appointing anyone to succeed him. There seems to be no doubt
that, as we shall see presently, the Ans· ār of Madı̄nah ultimately pre-
ferred ‘Alı̄ to all the Muhājirūn of the Quraysh. Yet, had they under-
stood the words of the Prophet at Ghadı̄r Khumm “Anyone whose
master (mawlā) I am, ‘Alı̄ also is his master” to imply caliphal author-
ity, it is unlikely that they would have met to choose one from among
themselves for that office.2 They only seemed to favor ‘Alı̄’s appoint-
ment when their own claim to the caliphate was irrevocably thwarted.
Moreover, when they as well as other prominent Companions cham-
pioned ‘Alı̄’s cause, they appear to have been motivated not by a clear
and direct prophetic declaration (nas·s· ) of ‘Alı̄’s appointment, but by
‘Alı̄’s personal qualities of courage, wisdom, piety, sound judgment,
and profound religious knowledge and insight. ‘Alı̄’s close kinship to
the Prophet, and hence his right to the inheritance of the Prophet’s
authority, was certainly also a crucial factor in ‘Alı̄’s favor.3

Be that as it may, Ibn Qutaybah reports, on the authority of ‘Abd
Allāh b. ‘Abd al-Rah·mān al-Ans· ārı̄, that when the rumour of the
Prophet’s death was spread among the people, the Ans· ār gathered at
the saqı̄fah4 of the tribe of the Banū Sā‘idah around Sa‘d b. ‘Ubādah,
a notable of the Ans· ār of the Khazraj tribe. Sa‘d was at the time ill and
unable to stand up. Still, he spoke at length of the many excellences
of the Ans· ār, their priority in accepting Islam, and their support of the
Prophet. He then counselled his people saying, “Strengthen your hold
on this affair, for you have the most rightful claim to it, and you are the
most worthy of men of it.”5

The Crisis of Succession 9

2. Indeed, Madelung’s suggestion that the Ans· ār initially met to choose a chief (amı̄r)
for themselves rather than a leader for the Muslim community at large, is plausible
as the caliphal office had as yet not been instituted, let alone clearly thought out.
Madelung, pp. 30 ff.

3. For a comprehensive account of this debate underscoring ‘Alı̄’s right to the caliphate,
see Ibn Abı̄ al-H· adı̄d, Sharh· nahj al-balāghah, ed. Muh· ammad Abū al-Fadl
Ibrahı̄m, 3rd edn., 20 vols. (Beirut: Dār al-Fikr, 1399/1979), vol. 2, pp. 21–26; vol.
6, pp. 5–49.

4. A saqı̄fah is an open, loosely roofed, meeting place.
5. Ibn Qutaybah, vol. 1, p. 22.
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News of this gathering soon reached Abū Bakr and ‘Umar who
quickly hastened to the saqı̄fah, accompanied by Abū ‘Ubaydah b.
al-Jarrāh· . Abū Bakr argued for the right of the Muhājirūn to the lead-
ership (imārah) of the Muslims after the death of their Prophet on the
basis of the Muhājirūn’s priority in entering into Islam and their noble
lineage among the Arabs. He admitted the special status of the Ans· ār
in the Muslim community and continued, “You are our assistants
[wuzarā’] in the affairs of religion and the Supporters of the Messenger
of God. You are our brothers in upholding the Book of God and our
partners in the Religion of God.”6

Abū Bakr then counselled the Ans· ār of Madı̄nah not to be jealous
of their brothers, the Muhājirūn of the Quraysh, for they alone had the
right to the caliphal office. He then suggested that the Supporters
choose either Abū ‘Ubaydah or ‘Umar. Both of these men, however,
declined the honor. They deferred to Abū Bakr whom they considered
to be more worthy of succession to the Prophet on account of his age
and priority in Islam. Additional justifications included the fact that
Abū Bakr was alone with the Prophet in the cave (‘al-Ghār’) during
their flight from Makkah to Madı̄nah (Q.9:40) and the report that the
Prophet had entrusted Abū Bakr to lead the prayers during his last
illness, both of which gave him priority over other Companions. These
arguments are undoubtedly late. They reflect subsequent Shı̄‘ı̄–Sunni
polemics rather than the opinions of the contenders in this early cali-
phal debate.

The men of the Ans· ār assured Abū Bakr and his two companions
that they were not envious of them, and that they held them in high
esteem. But, they continued:

We fear what tomorrow may bring. We are afraid that someone who is from
among neither us nor you may seize this office. If you were today to
appoint one man of us and one of you, we would certainly give allegiance
and agree that when he dies, a man of the Ans· ār would succeed him.
When this man dies he would likewise be succeeded by a man of the
Muhājirūn and so on, so long as this community endures.

10 The Crisis of Muslim History

6. Ibid., p. 23.
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In this way, the Ans· ār argued, justice would be maintained. Thus if the
man of the Quraysh appeared to deviate from the right course, the
Ans· ār would restrain him, and vice versa. Abū Bakr, however, held his
ground and insisted:

The Muhājirūn are the first people on earth to worship God truly, and the
first to accept faith in God and His Messenger. They are, moreover,
Muh· ammad’s heirs (awlı̄yā’ ) and kinsmen (‘ashı̄rah), and therefore most
deserving of this office after him. No man would dispute their right to it
except a wrongdoer. We are therefore the chiefs (umarā’ ) and you are the
subordinates (wuzarā’ ). We shall not agree to any consultation without
you, nor shall any matter be decided without your consent.7

Here, Ibn Qutaybah’s account presents the conflict between the
Quraysh of Makkah and the Ans· ār of Madı̄nah as one of political
authority and economic power. The point is clearly brought out in an
argument ascribed to H· ubāb b. al-Mundhir of the Aws tribe. H· ubāb
began by arguing that the Immigrants had, in fact, no right or priority
over the Supporters. This, because God was not worshiped openly
except in the land of the Ans· ār, congregational prayers were not
offered except in their mosques, nor were the Arabs subdued except
by their swords. He concluded, “If the people will not agree, then let
us all choose an amı̄r first from among us, who will be succeeded by
an amı̄r from among them.” ‘Umar countered this suggestion with the
argument that “The caliphate can only belong to a people if they also
possess the office of prophethood, and it is they [the Quraysh] who are
the people of Muh· ammad.”8

Abū Bakr finally clinched the argument by reminding the Ans· ār of
their own old and bloody hostilities:

If the men of the Khazraj were to show their ambition concerning this
affair, the men of the Aws would not fall far behind. Likewise, were the
men of the Aws to seek it, those of the Khazraj would surely do the same.
There are, moreover, between these two tribes deaths and injuries that
can never be healed. If therefore any man of either of you were to bellow
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7. Ibid., p. 24.
8. Ibid., pp. 24–25.
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out his claim to this office, he would place himself between the two jaws
of a lion: to be chewed up by his Qurayshite opponent, or wounded by his
rival of the Ans· ār.9

Abū Bakr succeeded in rekindling the old mistrust between the two
Madinan tribes which Islam had sought to alleviate,10 and quickly
divided the men in the saqı̄fah into two opposing camps.

Soon the Ans· ār disagreed as to whether the first caliph ought to be
of the Aws or Khazraj. After much bickering one of the notables of the
Aws, Bashı̄r b. S‘ad, broke ranks with the Supporters and sided with
the Immigrants. As most of the men present rushed to pledge alle-
giance to Abū Bakr, a state of general confusion ensued. Seeing this,
H· ubāb exclaimed, “So you have done it, O men of the Ans· ār! By God,
I can see your sons standing at their doors begging with outstretched
hands, but they are not even given water to drink!” “Are you afraid of
us, O H· ubāb?” Abū Bakr asked. H· ubāb replied, “It is not of you that
I am afraid, but of whoever comes after you.” Abū Bakr retorted:

If it ever comes to that, then you and your people should take matters
into your own hands. You will be under no obligation to obey us in
anything.11

The second of our sources, Abū Muh· ammad Ah·mad b. A‘tham
al-Kūfı̄ (d. c. 314/926) begins his narrative neither with al-‘Abbās and
‘Alı̄ nor with the Saqı̄fah Debate, but with Abū Bakr’s famous declar-
ation announcing the Prophet’s death: “Let anyone who worshiped
Muh·ammad know that Muh· ammad is dead! But as for those who
worship God, He is Everliving and shall never die.” Abū Bakr then
addressed the men gathered at the Prophet’s Mosque:

12 The Crisis of Muslim History

9. ‘Uthmān b. Bah· r al-Jāh· iz·, al-Bayān wal-tabyı̄n, ed. H· asan Sandūbı̄, 3 vols. (Cairo:
Mat·ba‘at al-Istiqāmah, 1366/1947), vol. 3, pp. 250–251. For a contemporary Shi‘ı̄
discussion of Abū Bakr’s role in the Saqı̄fah Debate, see Muh· ammad Mahdı̄ Shams
al-Dı̄n, Niz· ām al-h· ukm wal-idārah fı̄ al-islām, 4th edn. (Beirut: al-Mu’assassah
al-duwaliyyah lil-dirāsah wal-nashr, 1415/1995), pp. 57–62.

10. See Jawād ‘Alı̄, al-Mufas·s·al fı̄ tarı̄kh al-‘arab qabl al-islām, 3rd edn., 10 vols.
(Beirut: Dār al-‘ilm lil-malāyı̄n, 1970–80), vol. 4 (1980), pp. 137–140.

11. Ibn Qutaybah, vol. 1, pp. 26–27.
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Muh·ammad has passed away and it is imperative that a man be set up in
authority to take charge of this affair. Ponder the matter therefore, con-
sider it carefully and give your opinion. May God have mercy upon you.12

This account is especially significant for two reasons. It assigns a
direct and unquestionable leadership role to Abū Bakr, which natu-
rally supports his claim to the caliphate; and consequently, it impli-
citly renders the Saqı̄fah event virtually insignificant. In fact, this
historian negates the Saqı̄fah meeting altogether by making Abū Bakr
preside over his own election to the caliphal office – and, not before a
small and disparate group of men in the saqı̄fah of the Banū Sā‘idah,
but in the Prophet’s Mosque and before all the Muslims. After this
initial but conclusive report, Ibn A‘tham goes on to briefly recount the
Saqı̄fah Debate.

Having ascertained the death of the Prophet, Ibn A‘tham reports,
the men of the Ans· ār gathered in the saqı̄fah of the Banū Sā‘idah to
choose a man from amongst themselves. He relates that it was
Khuzaymah b. Thābit, a well-known man of the Ans· ār whose testi-
mony the Prophet declared to be equal to that of two men, who cham-
pioned the cause of the Ans· ār. Usayd b. H· ud· ayr, another notable of
the Ans· ār whom the Prophet had chosen as one of the twelve men to
be his special deputies (nuqabā’ ) in Madı̄nah, led the opposition.
Here again we see that opposition was based not on considerations of
religious piety or political acumen but rather on tribal affiliation.
Usayd and his fellows opposed the nomination of Sa‘d b. ‘Ubādah
because he was of the Khazraj and they were of the Aws tribe.
Speaking for the opposition ‘Uwaym b. Sā‘idah, another notable of the
Ans· ār, argued:

O men of the Ans· ār, you were the first to fight in defense of this religion;
be not the first to fight its people for authority over it! The caliphate can
belong only to the people of prophethood. Place it, therefore, where God
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12. Abū Muh· ammad Ah·mad b. A‘tham al-Kūfı̄, Kitāb al-futūh· , 1st edn., 8 vols. (H· ayda-
rabād: Wizārat al-Ma‘ārif al-Hind, n.d. [Repr. Beirut: Dār al-Nadwah al-Jadı̄dah,
n.d.]), vol. 1, pp. 2–3. It should be noted that both the death date and the work of Ibn
A‘tham al Kūfı̄ have been the subject of controversy.
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had placed it, for the people of Quraysh are favored with the prayer of
Abraham.13

In Ibn A‘tham’s report then, not only is the debate insignificant, but
the role of Abū Bakr as instigator of the rift between the Ans· ār of the
Khazraj and the Aws is completely absent. Moreover, while stressing
the internal division between the two Ans· ār tribes, he gives the
support, which the Ans· ār extend for the right of Quraysh to the cali-
phate, scriptural authority.

The famous historian al-Ya‘qūbı̄ (d. c. 900) adds few, but significant
details to the account of the debate. He reports that Abū Bakr said to
the Ans· ār, when proposing ‘Umar or Abū ‘Ubaydah for the caliphate,
“This is ‘Umar b. al-Khat·t·āb concerning whom the Messenger of God
prayed, ‘O God, strengthen this religion with ‘Umar!’ Here is also Abū
‘Ubaydah b. al-Jarrāh· , of whom the Messenger of God said, ‘He is the
trustful man [amı̄n] of this community.’”14

Ya‘qūbı̄ includes another man in the disputation. He is ‘Abd
al-Rah·mān b. ‘Awf who, as we shall see, was to play a pivotal role in
the second crisis of caliphal succession. According to Ya‘qūbı̄, ‘Abd
al-Rah·mān argued, “O men of the Ans· ār, although you are people of
great virtue, there are no men among you like Abū Bakr, ‘Umar or
‘Alı̄.” Al-Mundhir b. Arqam, a well-known Companion of the Ans· ār,
replied, “We do not deny the excellence of the men you mention. There
is among them one with whom no one would dispute if he were to claim
this office.” Ya‘qūbı̄ comments that al-Mundhir meant ‘Alı̄ b. Abı̄
T· ālib.15

Ya‘qūbı̄ finally reports that, as men rushed to pledge allegiance to

14 The Crisis of Muslim History

13. Ibid., p. 4. For the prayer of Abraham see Q.14:37, which reads: “My Lord, I have
made part of my progeny to dwell in an uncultivable valley near Your sacred house
in order, Our Lord, that they establish regular prayers. Our Lord, make therefore the
hearts of men to incline towards them and provide them with diverse fruits; perhaps
they will give thanks.” See also, Q.2:127–129.

14. Ah·mad b. Abū Ya‘qūb b. Ja‘far b. Wahb b. Wādih· al-Ya‘qūbı̄, Ta’rı̄kh al-Ya‘qūbı̄, 2
vols. (Beirut: Dār S· ādir, n.d.), vol. 2, p. 123.

15. Ibid.
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Abū Bakr they nearly trampled Sa‘d b. ‘Ubādah. ‘Umar exclaimed,
“Kill Sa‘d, may God kill Sa‘d!”16 Sa‘d was in fact later mysteriously
killed in Syria where he lived in a self-imposed exile, perhaps at the
instigation of ‘Umar.17

Muh· ammad b. Jarı̄r al-T· abarı̄ (d. 310/923) presents by far the
fullest account of the Saqı̄fah event. He presents two different, but
highly interesting reports. The first, related on the authority of Ibn
‘Abbās who heard it from ‘Abd al-Rah·mān b. ‘Awf, demonstrates
clearly ‘Umar’s doubt concerning the legitimacy of the procedure by
which Abū Bakr was brought to power, and the political motive behind
his election. The second report, related on the authority of the well-
known but controversial Shı̄‘ı̄ traditionist Abū Mikhnaf, focuses on the
question of the exclusive right of the Quraysh to the caliphate. These
are issues that have occupied Muslim historians, theologians, and
jurists ever since.

First, T· abarı̄ reports that, while ‘Umar was away on the h· ajj pilgrim-
age, ‘Abd al-Rah·mān b. ‘Awf heard a man say, “Were the Commander
of the Faithful to die, I would pledge allegiance to so and so.”18 When
‘Umar returned and heard what the man had said, he declared, “Let
no man be deceived into thinking that Abū Bakr’s bay‘ah was not a
slip! Indeed it was, but God has averted its evil.” ‘Umar then went on
to justify Abū Bakr’s bay‘ah not on the grounds of its legitimacy, but
on the basis of the latter’s piety and social standing.19

Having thus justified Abū Bakr’s bay‘ah, ‘Umar related what had
happened at the saqı̄fah of the Banū Sā‘idah. Abū Bakr, we are told,
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16. Ibid., p. 124.
17. Sa‘d is reported to have been killed by the jinn who boasted: “We have surely killed

Sa‘d b. ‘Ubādah; we shot him with two arrows and did not miss his heart.” See
‘Izz al-Dı̄n Ibn al-Athı̄r Abū al-H· asan ‘Alı̄ b. Muh· ammad al-Jazarı̄, Usd al-ghābah
fı̄ ma‘rifat al-s·ah· ābah, 1st edn., 8 vols. (Beirut: Dār al-kutub al-‘ilmiyyah,
1414/1996), vol. 2, pp. 441–443.

18. Ibn Abı̄ al-H· adı̄d (vol. 2, pp. 25–26) reports that this man was ‘Ammār b. Yāsir who
intended ‘Alı̄. According to another report, it was T· alh· ah b. ‘Ubayd Allāh.

19. For different interpretations of this enigmatic statement and its justification, see
ibid., pp. 26–39.
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