
Excursus on Irlnmic ori<gins 

Tlir  readr r  who comcs fiesh to thc subject ofIslam, with or without a 
prior interest in any of thc great conrcmpiirary religions traditioris, 
will find the literature on Islam bewilderirig in its sheer quantity and 
varied in its quality and apparent aim. Any casual rrader of the daily 
press, or television uicwer fbr that mattcr, will realize that Islam plays 
ail irripnrtant role i n  many parts of the globe, whether in the 
trriublc-torn former republic of Yugoslavia, i n  thr Muslim states (if 
Pakistan, Iran, Egypt, and Algeria, or even in  the (post-Christiar~?) 
srcular society ofmodern-day Britain in thr aftermath of thr  so-callcd 
Rushdie Affair and the decree of the late Ayatullah Khumayni  
against the author arid the publishers of The Sulanic Verses. Over the 
past fifteen years or so, hooks on Islamic history and thought arid 011 

the current phenomenon of Islam in politics have becomc a growt11 
sertor in the publishing world. Only a tiny portiori of t h i s  output can 
hit cited in tlir notes and list offurther reading below. In this excursus 
discussion is restricted to a selcctiori of works in English dealing with 
the qucstiori of Islamic origins, since much important, original ~ and 
controversial ~ work has been dune i r r  recent years on this subject. 
Hnwever, in  addition to new studies with fresh perspectivcs, there are 
available, too, numerous reprints ofsrholarly and popular works on 
Islam originally published, in some cases, as much as a hundred yrars 
agii. It is a discriminating reader today who picks up a bolik 011Islam 
arid looks to see when it was first publishrd. I t  should be evident, 
liowe\w-, that  a book (in Islam written around 1900 cannot be 
accepted as a reflection ofour understandirrg of the subj(:rt iiiric or ten 
decaclcs later. In other words, as obvious as this is, serious studies and 
popular accounts ofthe Qllr’an and the life ofthe Prophet Muhammad 
have a context and a history oftheir own. T h e  purpose nf this cxcurstls 
is, in a very general way, to bring the reader’s attention to th is  simple 
h u t  generally unstated fact. 
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In tlir LVt:st, Islam has beeu the subjrct ofattention almost since the 
formation of the community in the seventh ceutury CE. T h r  qiicstion 
of the early Christian prrceptions ollslarri has hren touclird upon in 
Chapter 2 abuvr .  Norman Daniel has treated the subject in detail in  
his I.!luin rind the H’esl: The M a k i n g  of nn Image (Ediiiliurgh: Eclinhurgli 
Urii\,crsity Prcss, 19j8). Iri his later book, 71ie  Arnhs ond A l e d i e d  
Europe (Imndon: Longmau, 2nd  cd., 19791, Daniel iibsrrvrs that i n  
mrdicval Christian accounts of the Prophet, “hr was sul>.jrcted to 
gross abuse which, liowevrr shocking in itsell; wr must unclerstarid as 
rooted in folk-lore. ’ l h c  Qiir’an was seen as thc product o f th r  rvr‘nts 
ofthe life oftlie Prophet, but ratlirr as a delibrrate cnntrivancr than 
as God’s rrvclarion, in response til particular needs” (p 231.1, A 
briefer a u v u n t ,  complementary to Daniel’s, is K. \V. Southern’s 
Western Views oflslani in Ihe M i d d i p  A , p  (Canibridge, Mass.: Harvarti 
University Prcss, I y6z). Moderr1 \Vestrrn xholarly eudcawr  fortu
nately un liingcr indulges in crudr and fanciful strrriityprs of 
Muliarrirriail and Islamic scripture. Stri-cotypesof Islam and Milslims 
gericrateii from the pool 01’ rrirdirval “folklore” survivrd, howevrr, 
tlmiughnut the. nineteeticti x n t u r y  in m a n y  lioiiks of a populnr 
natiirc. They can also be dctcctrd today in so-callcd “best-srllers,” 
wurks of “instant analysis” by srlf-styled experts, and in much oftlie 
Euro-American media uivcrage of current evrnts i n  the Rliddle East 
and other Islamic ciiuntries. As a sequel t o  his first volume, llanicl has 
covered tht: ninctcenth century in I.dam, Eiiropr antiEmpire (F,dinburgh: 
Ediriliurgh Liniversity l’ress, 1966).T o  this slruiild he added the 
importarit, b u t  controversial, arralysis of Western attitude: to Islam 
b y  Edward Said in liis Orientnlism (Londoii: Routledge Sr Kegan 
Paul, 1978) and his incisive accouut of Western media treatment of 
Muslinis and Islam in the wakr of the of the Iran hostage affair of 
1979-1980, in Coveritq l.s/nm: Ilow the Medin  und hi Experts Determine 
h o w  w e  See /lie Res1 u f t h e  IWorld (London: Routledge & Kegari Paul, 
1981).‘I‘tic tiill~iwingarticlesot‘Albert Hourani are also rrcommrndcd: 
“Islam aud the philosophers iifhistory,” in his Eiirop and the Middle  
Em1 (Inndon: Macniillan I’rcss, I 98u), and the titlc cssay ofhis Islam 
in Eirropenn 7’horqhl (Carribridge:Chmbridgr University Press, 1991) .  

Scholarly Euro-Anierii:au inquiry over the past century on the 
nature and origins 01thr [irophetic-re\~elat(iryevent (dealt with iri 
C:hapter I above) has rmwtheless resultrtl i n  interpretations which 
contrast with,  evcn contradict, the traditional Muslim intcrpretation. 
‘I’his is not surprising. I n  i:cintcmporary \Yestcrn secular socicties, 
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~\‘elll~auscn,to name h t  OIK) were as mtich at home in biblical studies 
;is they wrr r  irivcstigaiting the origins of  the Islamic i~iimmunityFor 
hotll these reasons, ttirrrhi-c, \Vestern schiilarship approadirs the 
(&ur’an, not as it  revelation, but as a 1n;in-niadehistorkdl source subjxt 
to tlic: usrial probing nirtliiiiis of niodern liistiiric~il research. ‘ l h  
phrnomena of revelatim and prophetho~idarc not regardrd a s  the 
proper doniains 111 scientific inquiry Ikither they iii~istrciuaiii in the 
realrri of faith: the certain triitli of which c x n i o t  Iic rationdly drn101~
srrated. In this srnsr, the earliel; largcly negative, Eurripc;in attitudes 
to thr  I’rophet and the Qur’;in have been abandoned for what is, in 
theory, a 1111ire ”otjective” arid “valur-free” approach. A useful survey 
of t l i r  v;irious and clirrnb6ng views of hlutiarum;id, for exarnplc, will be 
fouiid inJainrs Roper’s  article ”l‘hc stndy of Muhamm;id: a survey o f  
approaches from the perspective of the history and phenonrcn~ilogyof 
religion,” The 12”lu.rlinz Wodd, 62/1 (197r),49-70, This srcond group of 
writers, thc “outsiders,” will now be discussrii in more ilrtail. 
Urpcnding upon thr drgree of reliability with which they virw the pri
mary Arabic sources for the study of‘Islamic ori+ns, this group may be 
further divided into cloves arid hmvks. TVe c o ~ n n i r r ~ i : ~ ~with the doves. 

At first, it is wort11 rioting that an obsrssion with origins prcsents its 
own pitfills. T h e  French historian Marc Bloch has reminded us that in 
the search for origins “there lurks the danger 0 1  corifiising ancestry with 
cxplanatiori.” ‘ l i \~imonographs which displayed an olisrssion with the 
antecedents of Islam werr written by Richard Hrll and Charles ‘fiirrcy 
‘I‘hcy both accept that the Qur’an was Muhammad’s own composition 
and express confidence in its historicity as the authrntic basis for our  
knowledge of the Prophet’s life and thought. Thc  question ol‘ whcrher 
it is re\datiiin is irrelevant. On the othcr hand, each regards the materi
al c.ontinued in the sunnah, the record of thr I’rophet’s words and deeds, 
as or lit~rlr use in providing gcnuine data on the Prophet’s lire. 
‘l‘ht~efore,as a 1iistorii.al document, the Q u r ’ m  could be exarnincd in 
ordr r  to drtrrmine the sources which inspired arid influenced 
hluliarnmad’s own ideas. For Hell and Torrey, the antecedents deal-ly 
lay in the Judro-Christian tradition. &ll, the more cautious of the two, 
saw Muhammad as “a brooding rcligious genius and man of great 
native mental power, but very limited knowledge, striving to find out 
what others more enlig1itc:nc:d than his own Ar-ati pcople knew, which 
might be 0 1  use to him in his OM,II erllerprisc” ( 7 7 ~O@i if Islam in its 
CXrishn Ennnzroninent &ondon: Frank Cass, 1968 (1926)],11. I IT). He was 
an avid collector of informatirni lrom whatever qiiartrr hc coulcl find it. 
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Bell’s decp intcrrst in the history of the Q r ’ a n i c  teat I-csultcil;dso in his 
attempt t o  reconstruct its chronology in  iirder to determine the tlevel
oprnent of‘ hIiilrarnrnail’s idras (see his ? h e  Qym EonJloted with n Oriticni 
Re-rrrrrr iqmwf qf ihc S w o h ~[2 vols., F,clinl>ri~gl~:‘I:& ‘1: Clark, 11937 19391). 
Allart Ihirn certain religious vocabulasy which 111. siqipiises Christians t o  
have introduced into . h b i ~ ,Bcll observes that it is impossible to deter
mine at the outset of his career any dirrct Christian or,Te\visli inllurnce 
on Mnhamniacl since 11rliiirrself did not distinguish b r t \ ~ c ntllr twn 
rnonotheistic faiths. Only as his rarerr de\,elopetl and his knowledgr, 
increascd can suiti extrrnal influence be drtected, althougl~tlir iin
rrieiliate sources of his informatioil and tlir rharinrls through which 
they reachrd h i r r i  rarnint br delinitely decided. His conclusiorr, wlioevr.r, 
is that the cotiteinporasy Christian rrivirimrnent p v i d e d  thr illtimate 
stimulas to h2iihanimad’s religious ideas. 

N1 things considered . . . I think it was the great religion which 1revailr:d in the 
land round about Arabia, and especially in Syria arid [tie Roman Kinpire, 
which had attracted his ntirniion and which occupied in his untutored mind a 
position OS imposing authorit): F ~ < J I ~il lie w a s  preparrd to hnrrowv, prohdbly 
assuniing that in the Kevplation which it cherished wcrr cuutainrd those things 
which by his own reflection he could not reach, but which were as necessary 
for thc trrre rcligion as was the truth of God’screative powrr and Iionnty,which 
he liad reachrd by himsclf, and upon which llial rcligiou was also fnundrd. 
(Oiiqin Idam, pp. 1315 137; see alcn p. -11) 

Charles Torrey, on the other hand i s  niorc c:ati:goriral. For him, 
Muhammad was a “thougtitfid man and, in addition, a man or wry  
unusual originality and enei-gy” (The 3emirh Foundantion cf I s / m  [New 
York: Jewish lnstitute of Religion Press, 19331, p. 7). As t o  the (&‘an, 
Muhammad’s own creation, ’lijrrey states that “there is no clear evi
dence that [hrl has ever received instruction from a Christiim tradirr 
while many facts testify emphatically 111 the c:iintrary; and that, on the 
othcr harid, the evidence that he gained his Christian niatrrial either 
from,Jews in bf , OJ from what was well known and handcd a l i w ~  
in  thr Aralian c s, is clear, colisistent ;ind cornincing” (itlid.). In gen
eral, he conclnrics, “while Muhammad‘s Islam was undoubtedly cdrc
tic, yet both in its hrginning and in its later development by far the 
greater part of its essrntial material came directly from Israelitc 
sonrcrs” (ibid., p. 8).To s his position, Tol-rry goes so far as to 
postulate the i:xinteni:r in OS an anonymous ,Jewish teacher of 
Mesopotamian origin whri instrncted the I’ropliet. ‘l’lie Ixolslcni 
wiili the Hell-Torrey approach, as we can now s r r  it, is t l i a ~the milieu 
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ntli-ccntiiry crntral Arabia is a yr l  .so little known that the 
Qur’an cannot easily bc pl;wcil in its liistorical atid cu1tur;il i~ in t rx t .  
More recent sui-rJcysdealing with soiiic of thr  ~ ~ r i h l r ~ n sraised h e x  may 
111. fiiuriil in hlaxiirie Rodinson, ‘Ruitical survey of modern studies 111 

Rluhainniad,” f i i - s i  p~ililisliedin 1963 and tr;irislatril lrorri the Frrricli in 
hlrilin Si~artz,Studirs on I J ~ I( O x h i l :  Oxford Ilniwrsiry Prrss, 1981), 
p p  23-85 and the articles oii “ ~ f u h ; ~ m m a d ”and the “Kur’an” in thc 
new eclitioii of the aii~liiirit~~tiveEnylopoedia of Irl/im (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 
1979 in progress). The author-revisor if these articles, A. 7: \l’clcIi, lias 
also atreniprcd a Iiiographical sketch of  Mullarlllrlad based on tlie 
Qur’an, in liis “R.luli;imrnail’s uriderstamlin~of Iiirnsrlf. t l i c  I<iiranic 
d;rta,” in I<.C;. Hovannisian aiid S. Viryoriis (rds.), IslalnS- Ciidentnizd@ 
of Itself(hIalibu, Calif.: IJndrria I’uhlications, 1983),pp. 15-52. 

~ J n d ~ i i i l ~ t ~ c l l y ,next milestone in t l i r  siudy of tlie F’ropliet \wisthe 
erected by William hl.  Watt, whose two-volume stndy apprarril in the 
i y y ~(Miilirrnz~iiudut M e r c o  [Oxford: 0xfi)riI University Press, 19531and 
i\l!honimod nt .\/lrdzna 10xl;rd: Oxford llnivcrsity l’rcss, 19561).He was 
iiiiluencrd by but went signifii.antly beyond the world of Ridlard B d .  
This lir a~~~~o~r ip l i shec lby reconsti-i~i:tingtlie socio-economic and 
politicel c ~ n t c x t0 1  the central Arabian socirty iri which hluhammad 
and h i s  community livrcl. He was less concerned 111 Iilok kir supposed 
inlliirrii.rs upmi Muliammad from tlir rarlirr religious traditions. In thr 
introduction to t he  \ ~ l u r n eon Mecca, IVatt statvs, “I l~aveendeavoured, 
nhilr  remaining fa i t l l f i r l  tu  1lie stanclards of I”+sti:rn hislorical sc110l;ir-
SI+, t i i  say riolhing that would entail (lie rejection of any of the fi~ncla
mental doctrines 111. Islam” (AJrrcn, p. x). In liis discussion of the Arabic 

, h e  Qiis’an i s  takrri as the record of I

hluIi;nninad belirvrd lie received from (;id but  which does not, ;IS \vir11 
Krl l  arid ‘Ibrrey,provide the li~nrlarnentalsoiirce for the I’riiphri’s life 
owing to its parti;il arid h g m e n t a r y  c.her;tcirr. Hr says, 

‘I‘he soimder methodolug):is tu  rrgard the (lur’an and tlic carly traditional 
I I C C ~ I I I I L Sas cninplrmentary soul-cry, each with a fiindaniental contrilxiliorr IO 

mahe to tlir history nt the period. Tlir Qur’an presents maiiily the idco
lofiical L U J X C ~  or a great rnmplcx of changes wliich took place in and around 
Mecca, but the rcunorr~ic,sorial and political aspccts n u s t  also he rmrsidercd 
if we are to have a I J ~ ~ z I ~ I C ~ ~picture and indeed if wr a l p  t o  understand 
liroperly rhe idcological ~ I S ~ J K ~itself: (Ihid.,p. xv) 

By “traditional acconnts” Watt means sources snch ; I S  rlir 1)iiigraphy of 
M u h a r r n r i a ~ lIiy Ibn Ishacj (mcntiiinril in Chapter I abovc), tlir Iiislory 
of al-Tabari (mcntiimrd in Chapter 2 above), and thr rollections of tlie 
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prophetic ‘l‘raclitiiins(trealrd in Chapter 3 above), tllr earliest of tlirse 
sourcrs being i~iimposrdmore than a crrrtiiry after the Pi-ophet’s death. 
01 this material \‘Vatt says, “I  h a w  proccvcled on tile view that the 
traclitiorial a c c ~ u t i t ~ai-r in getiei-;iI to hc accepted, arr to hr receivrd 
with care and as far as possilile corn:~:tedwhere ’tendentid shaping’ 
is susprrted, ; r n d  arc i i d y  to he rejectcd outright \ v h i ~ itlirre is an 
internal mntradii-tion” (iIiitI., p xiv; ser alrii his discussion in Rletlina. 
pp. 3’36-338). 111 this inaiinrr \\art arcounts for t l w  lxginriings of 
hluhannriad’s career against tlic tiackgrmiid of ii RIrcran transiiiiin to 
a nirrc,antiIr rco~ioniywhich Lindrrinined thr traditional tribal d e r  I iy 
creating a mor-a1 aiid social malaise. h2uhanimatl’s mission, tlicrrfnre, 
was a response to tliese markedly drterioraling conditions. 

O n  the qiicsiion 01influenms upon the Prophet’s thoilSht and prac
tice, JVatt rioted 111atpaga11 ideas were retiairred wl~rrethey-w1.e citlier 

already deeply rooted in .4rab siiciety or else pl-iivided R ilrgrre OF social 

ritility 111 the new c:ommrniit).; thew iiicliiiird the lirliet‘ in  arigcls, j i r i n ,  


and demons and acceptance OF thc riotion of. ilie sai.rrtlnrss 111 certairi 

placcs (i\ledinn, pp. 309- 315).As for Christianity, he notvs that “One  0 1  

rlie most rrmarkablr features of t l i r  rclatiiiriship hc twrn  hlirJinis i d 


Ch’istians i s  that neither h~luhamrrradnor any of his ~ ~ o ~ n p a l l ~ l ~ ~ l l s  

seetiis to haw been aware of some 11t. h e  funilanimtial Cliristian doc

trines” ( i l d . ,  p. 3 2 0 ) .  Kcla&ms will1 the Jrws of Xlrdina wrre at m r e  

closrr and more rorrip1icarc.d. h~luh;mnrrad1x:lieved thal h i s  nirssagc 

was identical with that whii.11 had Iieen givrri to hot11 ,Je\vs and 

C1iristi;ins and also that (lie te;whings of these two comninrlitirs were 

similar to each other. Howrver, aftrr the decision was taken to I I I ~ W  


fioin Rlecra  t i 1  Medina, Moh;iri~mad“appears t i i  Imr  trirtl to miiclel 

Islam on the older religion” of Jnilaism i r i  itistiintirig Friday worsliip, 

praying in the clirectiori of,Jerusalem, the institr~tionof the fast, ;rnrl the 

introductiiin of th r  mid-day prayer (ibid., p1). 198-199). Othcr gestun-vs 

of ai.~iiiiimodatiul1,tioii toward the Jews of hleclilia were made in onirs to 

win over their support and to demonsu.ate thr essential identity 

bciween his reve1;itions and theirs. These o\zrtures \vrre rejwtrd by tlir 

hlciiinan Jc\vs, partly from religious, pal-tly from pcilitical niiitives. 

When hluhanirrracl received a revelation ordrring him lo change the 

directiriri oT prayer froni ,Jeriisalrm to h e  Ka’tdi  in hli 

lictrueeii himself arid tlicJews soilred and finally e.riiletlin oprii hostility. 

Thc ideological distinction that hhiharn~iiadthen drrv I X I I V ~ ~ I I  him

self aiid both previous monotheistic ciinimunities was to malw the 

Muslims tilllowers OF the creed of .Alilnha?m, wlio lliis neiilicr,Jew nor 
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Christian. Thus Muslims Ijccanie adherrnts of the plrrc rrligion of 
God, since all snbsequcnt prophets, including R.loscs and Jesus, had 
rcceivrd esser~tiallythe samr messagi:. 

kiir nearly a quarter of a century Warr’s attrxtive “materialist thesis” 
was uriiversally accepted in its general frarncwork, if not in every detail. 
To this point, modern Western scholarship on lslarnic origins may 
he said to Iiavc been “dovish” in its treatment of the Arabic source 
material. Now came the turn ol‘ the “hawks” to claim revenge. In 1977 
a book appeared w.hich its authors calculated would rea ate ii storm. 
T h e  book was Hugmimi: TheAfukinf of the Islnnzzc Wbrld, by �! (:ronr and 
A t .  Cook (Cambridgc: Cambridgc. University Press, 1977). In thr 
preface tlir authoi-s acknowledge that their account is radi~:allynew, a 
“pionerring expedition” (p. vii) “writte.n by infidels for inlidcls” (11. viii). 
Readers ha11 heen forewarned. The nrivelty of the work lies in the 
method adopted toward the primary sonrce material and, o S  c.ourse, in 
its con~~lusions.Their methird reverses that of Watt. Crlrne and Cook 
are Sceptics and argue on the toric hand that there is no hard evidence 
liir the existencc of the Qur’an until the drtade of the 6gos CE and, 
moreover, thdt khsl im tradition which places the (J~lr’anin i t s  historicd 
Context cannot t ic attested belbre about 750 CE. Thrir attitude toward 
the entire tradition containrd in thc Muslim his~irricalsonrces is that 
since there are “no cogrnt internal g:rounds for rejecting it, tlierc 
arc equally no  cogent ~:xterr~algrounds for accepting it”; therefiire, 
‘L 
the only way out of the dilemma is . . . to step outsidc the Islamic 
tradition al-together and start again” (p. 3). Having combccl throng11 an 
irripressivc array of lion-Muslim sources of Greek, Jewish, Armenian, 
;tnd Syriac provetlance, thc authors hit upon three meager scl-aps of 
testimony whic.11provide the fonndati~infor thcir novel intcrpreta~ion. 
They argue that hluliannnad was preaching some lbrni 01’ Judaic 
messianisni and rhat the earliest stagc of the Arab conquests was an 
iri-identist mo\~cmentin alliance wirh ,Jewish refugees C~irm Palcstine 
aimed at tlir recovcly of the Holy Land. Moreiiver, tlir invaders werc: 
nul called Muslims at this stagc hut rather mrihnjil~unor Hagirenrs, 
“ihirse who takr part in an  exdus . ”  ‘ Ihc  movrment snbsequcntly split 
and rhr Arab break with the Jews (which does ncit occur in bledina 
according LO the Muslim sources, Watt, and cveryonc else) takes 
p1ai.c in l?rlestin~:\vlien the Arabs cloak their moverni:nt in “Islaniii:” 
gal-b, ~irrsumablyin an atirnipt 111 conc.td tlir movement’s true 
migin in oriicr to gather support himi tlir mimei-ically larger Christian 
conirnunitirs. 
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The Crone-<hok theory has heen ahnost iiniversally rrjccted. The 
eviilrnce offered by the au~litrrsis Cir too tentative and ciinjectiiral(and 
possibly contradictory) to  conclude that Arali-Jr\vish rclatioirs wcrc as 
intimate a s  they would wish rhcm to have been. In addition, the non-
Mluslirn smirccs thcrnsclves ~vouldserin to be of  equally do~ilitfillhis
torical valnc since they are all polimical works of one kiriil OT another, 
a point possibly apprrciatcd by the authors l ~ i tOIL(’ they do not troulilt: 
t o  make explicit as a fundamental problem. The  Cronc-(:ook method
0 1 0 , ~is judgril on ;mother point, too, “particularly so hecausr the 
a u ~ h i m ’criticisms of the possibilitirs of understanding tlir rarliest periods 
of Islam W C J U I ~scr111, i f  fipplied as a genrral nii:thod to the sources used 
by histririsns of religion, to lead t i i  a kind of historical solipism” (C. D. 
Ncwby, A Histo9 q/’ tire 3ex1.1in Arnbln [C~olumbia:IJ~liwssityof South 
Carolina Press, 1988], 11. ILU). The book, nr\~ri-th~:lcss,has raised serious 
and lc$imate questions by eniplrasizing the di~cnltyin ernpl~r)ir~gthe 
Muslim sources h r  a retiinstruction of Islamic origins. Indirectlx it p e s  
the broailrr qiicstion of how any of the iciititi~niporaq’sources relrvanl to 

Islamic origins, Muslim and n~iii-bIi~sIinialike, can lie nndcrstood and 
interpreted in a i r ~ ~ i r i c rwliich has some hopr of srxi~ringa consensus, iS 
only among Western scholars. That task awaits complrdirn. 

Meanwhile, in a sctiirid study Patricia Cronc, this rime on her o\v~i, 
returned to tlic qn~s t ionof Islamic iirigins in lies Atececmn f i d  nnd the 
Ri.se nf Is1o.m (Princeton 1’1ini.rton Uni\,ersity Press, ~ 9 8 7 ) .The same 
hawkish approach tri rhc sonrces is employrd, of which she states, “11 is 
not generally apprc.ciared how much of onr information on the risr o f  
I s l a m ,  including that on Meccan trade, is derived C.om cxrgcsis of the 
Qtrr’an, nor is it. gensr;illy admitted that such infbrmation is of clulri~rns 
historical value” @. zq).‘ l l w  work is directed expkidy agrinst both the 
method arid the rttonstrnction of lslarrric iiri@ proposed by Watt. ‘l’hat 
method, hiic\~cvrr,says Crone, rests CIII a rnisjridgment of the sour1 

Thc problem i s  th? W T ~r n u d c  uf origin of tlir tradition, n m l  sornc minor d i s 
tortions stihsequrntly int~-uriuced.Allowing for distortinns arising from variolls 
allegiancrs within Islarn such as tliose of a particular area, tribc, scct OT srlmol 
doer nothirig to COTiK?Ct thc tendcntiousnris arising hum allegianre to Islarrl 
itsrlf. Tllc cntirc tradition is rcndentioni, its aim being fhr rlaIx>ratiouof an 
Ambian Ilcilsgeschiihtr [s;Jvarim liistory], and this tendcntiousness hac 
shapcd the tarts as we Iiave ~lirrri,not merely addrtl suine partisan stateiiiriils 
that wr ran  dcduct. Without corrwtiws C h n i  outsidc thr. I4anlir tradition, 
siirh as p p y r i ,  arclicological cvidetlcr and non-hl~~sl imFIIIIICTS, we Iiavc l i t t le 
hupr of rcconsrrul-ting tlie origilrml shapcs of tliis rarly prri(~i1,SpllTl<,llSi n h 
niation can h~ r,rjrctrd,h i t  lost information raruiot br rcgaincd. jlhid., 1’. q r i j  
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O n  the substance of\V;itt’s reconstruction, she writes that ultimately 
“the Watt thesis bids  down to tlir proposition that a city in a r e m u t e  
corrirr of Arabia has s l ime social problems to wliich a preacher 
responded by liiiindirrg a world rcligion. It sounds like anovrrreaction” 
(p .  2 . 7 5 ) .  Crone’s own alternative hypothcsis, tentatively suggrsted to 
licsure, is that  Islam was a riativist moveinrnt, originating some\vhert. 

j in northwcsterrr Arabia as a reaction to li~reign, 
primarily Persian, ilomination w!liich, i r ~  ofthese mwemrnts,the n a ~ r ~ r e  
invariably took a religi~insform so as to seaf i rm native ( ix .  Arab)  
identity and values (p. 247) .  T h e  l ink with the thrsis in Hagarism is 
explicit: “Muhammad niobilized the Jewish version of monotheism 
against that  ofdominant Christianity and used i t  for the.self-assertion, 
both ideological and military, of his o w i  people” (13. 248). T h e  
reaction ofone Muslirii reviewer to the book was that as a refutation 
of the Watt  thesis i t  was “exi:cllent.” Ckonc’s alternative hypothesis, 
howevcr, was judgrd much weaker. ‘The reviewer lamented that 
Westrrn scholars have paid so little heed to thr Muslim viewpoint n n  
the qiiestim of Islamic migins (M.A. Khan  in  Muiliin World Bunk 
ReIiiew, 8 iv [rg88], 1 .5 -17) .  This well illustratcs the gulfwhich exists 
betweell the viewpoints of the Faithful and the Sceptics. It would 
have been appropriate t u  note that as in the c.ase of I$a,prism, thr  
alternative hypothesis proposed in Meccan ‘Trade rested upor1 equally 
conjectural evidence, that accrptance of i t  was as likely as rcjection. 

Sceptics, of course, must expect their views to be challenged and 
ultimately modified or even refuted, regardless [if how passionately 
they advncate their owii views and polcniically attack those ofothcrs. 
Moreover, scupticisni in the Western study of lslani did not begin in 
the 1970s. Coritributions to an understanding of the first Islamic 
crnturies have been made in the following works. Tlrcre art:, for 
cxample, the indispensable studies of the Ilungarian scholar Jgnaz 
Goldxiher, published originally in 1889-1890 and translated into 
English and  edited by S. M. Stern as Muslim Sl ides  ( 2  vols., London: 
George.Allen & Unwin, 1968, 1971j.Volume z contains his studies uf 
the develcipment ofprophetic ‘Tradition ( h a d i h ) .  H e  shows that as a 
corpus, thr Traditions should br understood as a panoramic picture 
of the lirst two or  three centuries’ development of the Islamic 
community rather than as a fidithfid depiction of the life arid sayirigs of 
the Pruphet himself. 

Building upon Goldzihcr’s insights, Joseph Schacht produced his 
major stndy on l / i e  Origins uf Miilinnimadun Juri.~flrudence (Oxfiird: 
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C:larendon Press, I gy), which was followed by A t 1  I ~ i l ~ ~ ~ r i z i ~ / i i ~ i il o  
IJlnrrrU.Lniw (Oxford: Clarencloir l’ress, 1964).Schacht p r o p s r d  Ihat 
t l ~ caut1irntic:lcgal Traditions wnta incd  iii thc i i r t i l i lh c o r p ~ scannot ht. 

oldcr th;m the year I on riftlie hlusliin era or 7 I R nf thc C:ommon Era.  
Asa methodological rule, hestates that “every legal tradition Irom the 
Prophet, until the contrary is proved, innst he taken not as a n  
authentic or essentially authentic, even ifslightly obscurrd, statement 
valid for his time or the tinre o l  h e  Corripaniorls, but as h r  lictitious 
rxprt:ssiiin of a legal doctrine fi)rmulatrd at a la1i.r datc” (Ori$.i, { I .  

149). Extcndcd t o  thr cntirc corpus ofTraditions including thc Ii:gaI, 
this rule meant that, unless in each instance the contrary could be 
[~rciveri,h e r e  existed no genuine record OT the Prophet‘s life. 11 also 
implied that Muhammad c~iulrinot p ~ ~ s s i l ~ l yh a w  tirrn r r p r d r d  Iiy 
his immediate Companions and their successors as a guide whnsr \iff: 
\vas a religious paradigm and therefore normative for the community 
as a whole until more than a century after his death. ‘l‘hisproposition, 
if ti-uc, held grave corisequerices fbr Muslirrls whii Iiavr hrld that t l l r  
prophetic example, tlie sirnnnli, is tlir scc,orid pillar oftllr rcIigii)~~slaw, 
the shnr’inh. One  I-cspccred Muslim scholar rejected the notion of a 
total absence of prophetic guidance as a “shallow arid irrational 
‘scientific’m y t h  of c i i r i tm~p in~ry  (Fazlnr Rahnim,tiistiiriogr;r~~hy” 
Z,dnm [ChicaSo: Chicago tlnivcrsity Press, 19661, p. 5 2 ) .  R/Iore 
recently the Indian scholar Muhammad al-Arami dedicated an  
entire volume to a n  attack on Schacht’s positi~rn.(See  his O n  Srliarhl’s 
“Ori@s oJ‘iClul~a~nmndrrrimj’ui~ispniderrce” [Chichcstrr: iVilc:y, I 9851; scc 
also kiuhamrnad .4bdulRauf,“Hadithliterature - I :  the development 
of the science of hadith,” in A. F. L. Beestori r t  al. Leds.], Arnhic 
Z.itumlure l o  the End uf Ihr 1~’imIJ~~fldPeriod [Cambridge: Cam bridge 
University Press, 19831, pp. 2 7 1  ~ 2 8 8 . )The Sceptic5 dismiss 1 1 1  
h4uslim objections as “unscierrtilic.” Certain Western s ~ : h ~ i I a ~ ~ ~ ,~ O M T ~ C S ,  

have also suggestrd niwlificatior~st o  sumc of Schacht’s views. N.,J. 
Coulson, for example, accepts Schacht’s thesis in its broad essentials as 
irrefutable. On the other hand, he observes that Schacht’s mct l~oi l 
ological rule creates a void or vacuum in the developrnerlt o f the  law 
and asserts that  a reasonable principle oflristorical inquiry should bc 
“that an allegcd ruling cil‘thc Priipliet sliiiuld tic tcntativcly accepted 
as such rinlcss somc reason can be adduced as to why i t  should be 
regarded as fictitious” ( AIfiJtocy oflsinmic Lnia [Edinbur@r:Edinbrlrgh 
University Press, 19641, pp. 64-65).  (;, H. A. Juynboll, for his part, 
proposes to push back  Schacht’s dating of Tradition as a whole b y  
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abiiut two decades (see his k fus i im Trndzlion [Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 19833). And (hi: work of 13. RIotzkil pttrsuirlg 
investigations into sources ofTraditiori (hndiih) earlier than thi~sethat 
had hcen available t i l  Scharht,  may modify further his acceptcd vicws 
on hndith transmission ( w e  H. Mutzki, ‘The musunnaJ of ‘i\hd 
al-Razzaq ;rl-San‘arli as a source of authe.ntic nhndiih of the first 
century AH,” Juurnal if. .Vear Eavt Studies, 50 [ I ~ C J I ] ,1--21). It is just 
corii:civahle that in the study ofhndilh somr accommodatior~between 
Western and bluslirn approachrs might be possible, since the spurious 
nature ofa large part, but by no means all, ofthe prophetic Traditions 
hac1 hcen acknowledged in certain modernist Muslim circlcs e ~ c n  
before Coldziher’s innovative studies in the \Vest. For the rnornctlt, 
Iii~wever,Michael Cook seems to have struck a proprrly,judicious note 
saying, ”l‘hr bottom line in the study ofearly Islarnic traditious may 
well be that anyone can wriggle out ofanything” (“Eschatology and 
the dating of traditions,” Princeton Papers in Xenr Easterii Studies, uo. I 
119921, 23-47).

Finally, the Qklr’an has iiot escaped the scrutiny of the Sceptic’s 
eye. Crone and Cook’s mrntor,  John Wanshrough, p r ~ i d u c e ~ ltwo 
monographs in tlie late I 970s entitled ( I m ? i i c  Studus: Sourres and 
Methuds of Scr$lura/ Inlerpretuiion (Oxford: OxCord University Prrss, 
I y 7 7 )  and 77ie Sectarion Milieu: Conten! and Composition if Irlum.ic 
Salualion ffirtov (Oxford:Oxford University Press, 1978).Wansbrough 
attempts to assess the sources, thc Qur’an, thc Prophet’s biography, 
and t h r  Muslim exegetical tradition by the rncthod of litcrary 
analysis. These sources must be viewed, in Wansbrough’s view, as 
“Salvation History” (Heilsgesctrzchte).H e  argues that although these 
soiirces purport  to record the historical events of the Prophet’s time as 
they actually occurred, in  reality the events are dcscribed from a l a ~ c r  
period of time and are simply theologi~:alrationalizations of thrrse 
events. In  consequence there is 110 real possibility of recovcring any 
true kernel of history in the lift. of thr Prophet since, from tlie very 
nature  of the sources, we can never know what really happcned. A 
second proposition is that  the Qur’an was not the product of 
Muhammad’s  Mecca but  developed over time in a milieu of 
,Judeo-Christian sectarian polerni~s.It was only a t  the end of the 
sccond/eighth century tha t  the text was set down in the form we have 
today. This is opposed to the traditional Muslim undcrstanding. 
T h a t  view places the final collection of the Qur’an in  the time of the 
Caliph ‘Uthman, less than twenty years after thc Prophet’s dcath, 
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and says that i t  prcscrvcd rcvclations almost precisely as they had 
conic to h luhammad.  Owing to M’ansbrough’s densr and technical 
style, his books are not for begirmrrs. Thrrt: is, Iiowever, a clear 
overview of his position by his disciple ,A. Rippin (see “Literary 
analysis of the Qur’an, ’l‘alsir arid Sira: thc nicthi~dologiesof , Jo l i r i  
\\‘anshrough,” in  Richard Martin [d],Ajproaches to 1.rlnm in Religious 
Sttidies [Tucson: University of:\rizona Prcss, 1yn51, pp. 151-163).By 
coincidence, oiie 01 \Yarlsbrough’s fnmmrr colleagues, ]oh11 Burton, 
published ariothrr munograph on the Qur’an at the same lime as 
\Varisljrongh’s Qurnnic Slndies .  Applying his own srcptiral mcthods t o  
thc Muslim sources, he concluded in thc startling last sentence ofllis 
hook that “!\’hat we have today in our hands is the imi~naf  of 
I\/luharnrnad” (The Collection of the Qur’nn [Cambridge: C.:ariibIidge 
University Press, 19771):that is, not the ‘Uthmanic edition ~ ~ f ~ l u s l i i n  
isadition, but  tlie very edition prepared by the l’ropht~tliirrisdf: 
Where ’/Vausbrousli saw in the (lur’auic trxt thr activit), of I;lter 
shaping, Burton saw none. B o t h  cauiiot t r  mrrcct, and possihly both 
are. wrong; the methods of arialysis arid intrrpretation clearly still 
require refinement. I‘. E. I’ctcrs has outlined some of the p r o h l e ~ ~ ~ s  
whicli scliiilars havc confronted in the study CIS Islamic. origins 
c ~ o r n ~ ~ a r r ~ lwirh those who have explored h e  origins 11f Christianity. 
(Scc his “The quest of the historical Muliarnmad,” Inlrmntionid 
Journal ofik’iddle Ea.il Sludies, -23 [ l y g i ] ,  z g ~ ~31.5; contrast I’rters’s 
discussion with that of a modernist hluslim srholar, Moharnrd 
al-Nowaihi, “Tiwards ;I rr-e\raluation ofl\luliarnrnarl: Prophct and 
man,’’ Musllrn W‘iirld, 6o/1 [19701, 300-31~. wlio sreks t o  recovcr the 
real qualities of the  Prophet by shedding the faricifnl and picturesque 
‘Traditions about his character hut who nonetheless employs the 
Qur’an as an inviolate sourcr of confirnmation.) 

Finally, it rernaius t i l  say ;I word about the approarh in  the present 
work. In an  i n t r u d u r t ~ ~ r ybook such as this it is ncjt ~imsibleto preseut 
a detailed argumcnt on the subject olorigins. Briefly, therefore, as to 
the Qiir’aii itself, I takr tllc tt-xt as an integral and authentic 
document of the Prophet’s day. Rather than seeing rither a decisi\,e 
Christian or Jewish influence mirrored in it, I have hinted that the 
tWo monotheistic traditions may lie read as sub-texts LO thc Qiir’an as 
a whole, which better reflrcts a changing pagan environment in 
which the inhabitants orcentral Arabia, pagans, Jews, and Christians, 
shared a co~niniiristort: of religious ideas for which I have used the 
cxpressiori “c:ommon Arabian pruphctic pool.” ‘This dcscription 
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allows the possiblr existence of an  indigrnous rnon~itliristic 
trailitioii ofArabian proptrcts also alluded to in the Qur’;in. As Lbr all 
ocher now 01-extra-Qur’anic sourccs, I assume that they mirror 
different stages arid varying aspccts 01 thc drveloping Islamic 
tradition during which J u d e o - C h r i s h i  influence is stronger arid 
mor r  pcrvasive. I n  this prrspccti\.e, thr Qur’an is crucially thr 
Iied-rock oi‘practically cvery aspect ol’Islaniir rrligioiis culture which 
I have tried to dernoristrare tliroughorit the book. ‘ lhe  Sceptics’ virw 
that our  present assumptions and knowledge ;rbout the origins ot 
Islam may inderd rest upon precarious fiiiindations can br taken 
sr.riously. It does nor follow that t1ir:ir altcrnative hypotlirses nerd h r  
acceptrd as well, a cautionary word w1iic.h natiirally applies to my 
own position as well. It is in t h e  w r y  nature of research that oiir 
present state of knowledge is tentative and subject to change shiiuld 
new sorirce material corne til light or new interpretations of the 
existing sourccs br propmed. 


