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In a comprehensive and original study of the early history of Islam, Wilferd 

Madelung describes the conflict that developed after the death of the 

Prophet Muhammad, between his family, Hashim, and his tribe, Quraysh, 

for the leadership of the Muslim community. He pursues the history of this 

conflict through the reign of the four 'Rightly Guided' caliphs to its climax 

in the first Inter -Muslim War. The outcome of the war, which marked the 

demise of the reign of the Early Companions, led to the establishment of 

dynastic despotism under the Umayyad caliphate and to the lasting schism 

between Sunnite and Shi'ite Islam. In contrast to recent scholarly trends, 

Professor Madelung brings out 'All's early claim to legitimate succession, 

which gained support from the Shi'a, and offers a radical and convincing 

reinterpretation of early Islamic history after the death of Muhammad. 

This important and original study will make a major contribution to the 

scholarship of the period and rekindle the debate over the succession to 

Muhammad. 
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Preface 

This book was at first planned as a monograph on the nature of the caliphate at its 

foundation and during its earliest phase, before the establishment of Umayyad 

dynastic rule, with only a minimal discussion of the events and persons 

determining its evolution. The extreme distrust of most western historians with 

regard to the Muslim literary sources for the early age of Islam seemed to suggest 

a restriction of the inquiry to a few salient events whose reality, if not their 

interpretation, is not seriously disputed. As the research progressed, it became 

evident that such an approach would not do justice to the subject. The question of 

the caliphate is too intricately tied to much of the internal history of the early 

Muslim community to be discussed without a solid understanding of that history 

based on more than abstract speculation. Work with the narrative sources, both 

those that have been available to historians for a long time and others which have 

been published recently, made it plain that their wholesale rejection as late fiction 

is unjustified and that with a judicious use of them a much more reliable and 

accurate portrait of the period can be drawn than has so far been realized. 

The introduction of large narrative sections into the presentation has, apart 

from substantially expanding the volume, inevitably changed the character of the 

book and produced a certain dichotomy which may at times obscure its basic 

purpose. Especially the detailed description of the fitna, the Inter-Muslim War 

opening with the revolt against the third caliph and outlasting the reign of the 

fourth, may appear to have marginalized the discussion of the caliphate itself. 

Narrative history carries its own momentum and dictates its appropriate ways of 

presentation. Persons, their motivation, action and reaction move to the 

foreground and confine the interpretation of ideas and documentary texts. The 

book, especially its latter parts, can now be read as a partial history of the period. 

The reader should, however, be aware of its selective perspective. The Inter-

Muslim War was the climax of the conflict about the caliphate and as such a 

proper understanding of its nature was vital. 

Selective narration from the large pool of narrative source material 
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imposed compromises for the sake of readablity. I have tried to strike a proper 

balance between abridgement and faithful rendering of reports and texts. 

Colourful detail which the early reporters thought worth recording, and their 

personal comments, may convey to the late observer living in a very different 

environment a sense of the times which the abstract factual data largely fail to 

convey. In general those reports that seemed most reliable were chosen for 

presentation. Significant divergent reports are often briefly summarized in the 

notes without full argumentation for my preference. In narrative reporting there is 

obviously a wide range of shades of reliability between outright fraudulent fiction 

and accurate factual testimony. It would have served no good purpose to weigh 

and assess every statement and expression of the narrators as might be 

appropriate in more narrowly focused studies. 

The book stands in a scholarly tradition on which it builds and to which it 

reacts. Much of the basic western research on the history of the early succession 

to Muhammad was carried out and published by a few scholars in the early 

decades of this century. Later research has generally accepted the substance of 

their conclusions while modifying some detail. The revision proposed here is 

more radical. The discussion naturally puts the differences into sharp relief and 

brings out aspects passed over or distorted in the earlier studies more prominently 

than if the book had been written in a vacuum of scholarship. Severe criticism, 

however, should not obscure its indebtedness to the tradition. 

My special thanks are due to my wife who patiently read and reread through an 

unfamiliar subject and made valuable suggestions to improve the presentation.
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Introduction  

No event in history has divided Islam more profoundly and durably than the 

succession to Muhammad. The right to occupy the Prophet's place at the head of 

the Muslim community after his death became a question of great religious 

weight which has separated Sunnites and Shi'ites until the present. The issue of 

right and wrong in the matter has long since been settled in their minds. For 

Sunnites, the first caliph, Abu Bakr, was the only rightful successor since he was 

the most excellent of men after the Prophet. Although Muhammad had not 

explicitly appointed him as his successor, his preference for him was indicated by 

his order for Abu Bakr to lead the Muslims in the prayers during his final illness. 

The consensus reached by the Muslims in favour of Abu Bakr merely confirmed 

what was ultimately God's choice. For Shi'ites it was Muhammad's cousin and 

son-in-law 'AIT who, on account of his early merits in Islam as well as his close 

kinship, had been appointed by the Prophet as his successor. His rightful position 

was then usurped by Abu Bakr with the backing of the majority of Muhammad's 

Companions. 

In spite of the fundamental importance of this conflict for the history of Islam, 

modern historians have devoted relatively little effort to the study of the 

background and circumstances surrounding the succession. This general lack of 

interest is evidently grounded in the view that the conflict between Sunna and 

ShI'a, although revolving around the question of the succession, in reality arose 

only in a later age. Such a view is well supported by early Sunnite tendentious 

historiography, represented most blatantly by Sayf b. 'Umar (d. 180/796). 

According to his account, 'All, on being informed of Abu Bakr's election, was in 

such a hurry to offer his pledge of allegiance that he arrived dressed merely in his 

shirt and had to send for his clothes.
1
 Perfect concord then prevailed among the 

Muslims until 'Abd Allah b. Saba', a converted Jew from San'a', began to agitate 

against the third caliph, 'Uthman, and, after the murder

                                                 
1
 Al -TabarT, Ta'rtkh al-rusul wa l-muluk, ed. M.J. de Goeje et al. (Leiden, 1879-1901; henceforth 

TabarT), I, 1825. 
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of the latter, spread extremist views about 'AIT having been the wast, the legatee 

or the executor of the will, of Muhammad.
2
 Ibn Saba' thus became the founder of 

the Shl'a who retrospectively turned 'AIT into the legitimate successor of 

Muhammad. 

While few if any modern historians would accept Sayf's legend of Ibn Saba', 

the underlying view that the succession of Abu Bakr to Muhammad was in itself - 

aside from the abortive attempt of the Medinan Ansar to seize the caliphate - 

unproblematic and that the conflict about it was artificially created by the Shl'a 

after the death of 'All and against his own lifelong attitude is widely taken for 

granted. It is fully reflected in the most recent discussions of the origins of the 

'Alid and the 'Abbasid, or Hashimite, ShT'a by M. Sharon. According to Sharon, 

the very concept of the 'Family of the Prophet', later expressed in the terms of ahl 

al-bayt, Al Muhammad, al al-nabt and Banu Hashim, did not exist in the time of 

Muhammad and under the early caliphs. Although the term bayt had sometimes 

been used in pre-Islamic Arabia for the noble families of famous chiefs and 

prominent men, this was not the case with respect to Muhammad. In Islam the 

term ahl al-bayt first came to be applied to the families of the caliphs. The Shi'ite 

supporters of 'All, according to Sharon, then developed the idea of the ahl al-bayt 

of the Prophet and of Al Muhammad in order to establish hereditary rights of 

their man and his descendants to the caliphate. In the later Umayyad age the 

'Abbasids appropriated the idea and still later, from the caliphate of al-Mahdl, 

propagated the concept of the Banu Hashim as the Family of the Prophet to 

bolster their own claim to legitimate succession.
3
 Yet 'All himself had still 

accepted the caliphate on the terms laid down by Abu Bakr and 'Umar without 

pretence to any special title based on his personal blood relationship with 

Muhammad.
4
 

If concord prevailed among the Muslims until the caliphate of 'Uthman and the 

controversy between Sunna and ShT'a arose only after the caliphate of 'AIT, there 

is obviously not much incentive to study in depth the circumstances of the 

succession and the establishment of the caliphate. Abu Bakr's and 'Umar's success 

during their reigns was decisive and spectacular, and recent historical research 

has tended to concentrate mostly on their activity in suppressing the dangerous 

movement of the Apostasy (ridda) of the Arab tribes and initiating the great 

Muslim conquests outside Arabia. 
2 Ibid., 2941-2. 
3 M. Sharon, Black Banners from the East (Jerusalem, 1983), 75ð85; M. Sharon, 'Ahl al-Bayt ð 

People of the House', Jerusalem Studies in Arabic and Islam, 8 (1986), 169-84; M. Sharon, 'The 

Umayyads as Ahl al-Bayt', JSAI, 14 (1992), 115-52, esp. 134r-49. 
4 M. Sharon, 'Notes on the Question of Legitimacy of Government in Islam', Israel Oriental Studies, 

10 (1980), 116ð23, at 121.  
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The few earlier studies dealing specifically with the succession as such, 

however, suggest that it was certainly not as unproblematic as implied in the 

prevalent view of the origins of the schism between Sunna and ShT'a. In 1910 H. 

Lammens published his article on the 'Triumvirate of Abu Bakr, 'Umar, and Abu 

'Ubayda' in which he argued that it was the common purpose and close co-

operation of these three men, initiated in the lifetime of Muhammad, that enabled 

them to found the successive caliphates of Abu Bakr and 'Umar. The latter would 

have appointed Abu 'Ubayda as his successor if Abu 'Ubayda had not died during 

his caliphate.
5
 Although Lammens did not speak of a conspiracy to seize the 

succession, his presentation of the activity of the triumvirate suggests this term. 

In particular through Abu Bakr's and 'Umar's daughters 'A'isha and Hafsa, who 

kept their fathers informed about every move and secret thought of their husband 

Muhammad, these two men came to exert great influence on the Prophet's actions 

and thus prepared the stage for their seizure of power. This conspirational aspect 

of Lammens' theory has probably provoked the common warnings of more recent 

western scholars that his study is unreliable.
6
 Lammens noted that the purpose of 

the triumvirate was to exclude the Hashimites, in particular 'AIT, as the kin of 

Muhammad from the succession, although 'AIT, in Lammens' view, was hardly a 

serious rival for them. Dull-witted, incapable, and married to the pitiful figure of 

the Prophet's daughter Fatima, who was easily outmanoeuvred by the clever and 

headstrong daughter of Abu Bakr in their competition for Muhammad's favour, 

'AIT could not have been an attractive choice for Muhammad as his successor. 

Having experienced mostly disappointment in respect of his blood relations, the 

Prophet naturally turned away from them. His ahl al-bayt, Lammens affirmed 

with reference to Qur'an XXXIII 33, consisted exclusively of his wives.
7 
The only 

comprehensive and thorough investigation of the establishment, nature and 

development of the caliphate until 'All's reign has been offered by L. Caetani in 

his monumental Annali dell' Islam. In his initial discussion, Caetani noted the 

gravity of the conflict between Abu Bakr and the Banu Hashim following his 

surprise claim to the succession during the assembly of the Ansar in the Hall 

(saqifa) of the Banu Sa'ida 
5 H. Lammens, 'Le triumvirat Abou Bakr, 'Omar et Abou 'Obaida', Melanges de la Faculte Orientale 

de I'Universite St Joseph de Beyrouth, 4 (1910), 113-44. 
6 See, for instance, J. Sauvaget and C. Cahen, Introduction to the History of the Muslim East: A 

Bibliographical Guide (Berkeley, CA and London, 1965), 126. 
7 H. Lammens, Fatima et les Filles de Mahomet (Rome, 1912), 99. Lammens' portrayal of Fatima was 

taken up by L. Caetani, who suggested that Muhammad married off Fatima to 'AIT because she, of 

suspect legitimacy and lacking any physical and moral attractions, was not desired by anyone, and 

the union was for him a means to liberate himself from the annoyance of a daughter for whom he did 

not feel any sympathy (Annali dell'Islam (Milan, 1905-25; henceforth Annali), X, 470).  
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just hours after the death of Muhammad. The Banu Hashim refused to recognize 

Abu Bakr and buried their illustrious kinsman privately, depriving the new caliph 

and 'A 'isha of the honour of attendance. Caetani indirectly acknowledged the 

potential seriousness of 'All's claim to the succession by rejecting the common 

accounts that Abu Bakr based his claim before the assembly of Ansar on the prior 

rights of Quraysh as Muhammad's tribe, since this argument would have 

strengthened the case of 'All as the closest relative of the Prophet.
2
 Rather, 

Caetani suggested, Abu Bakr argued the need to elect a successor to Muhammad 

who would most closely follow in his footsteps, propagate his teachings and 

maintain the unity of the Muslim Community. He was chosen solely for his 

superior qualities as a statesman and his personal merits.
9
 In view of these merits, 

Caetani judged the opposition of the Hashimites and other Companions to Abu 

Bakr to be motivated merely by personal ambition and rancour.
3
 If Muhammad 

had been able to choose his successor, he would presumably have preferred Abu 

Bakr to anyone else.
4
In a later volume of the Annali, however, Caetani opted for 

Lammens' theory of the triumvirate of Abu Bakr, 'Umar and Abu 'Ubayda
12

 as the 

most likely explanation for the origins of the caliphate. The inspirer of their joint 

action had been 'Umar, 'the greatest statesman after the Prophet and in some 

respects even greater than the master himself'.
5
'Umar had the practical and 

political intelligence to foresee the demise of Muhammad and to prepare the 

agreements for resolving the problem of the succession with energy and in the 

best way possible, thus saving the Muslim Community from disaster.
14

 The true 

founder of the caliphate thus was 'Umar who merely put forward Abu Bakr as the 

first caliph in recognition of his righteousness and his high standing with the 

Prophet. 

As a result of the reaction of later scholars against the conspiracy theory, 

Caetani's earlier view that Muhammad, had he made a choice, would most likely 

have preferred Abu Bakr as his successor and that, in any case, Abu Bakr was the 

natural choice for the Muslims on account of his merits in Islam has become the 

prevalent opinion among non-Muslim

                                                 
2
 Annali, II/1,516. It is to be noted here that in Caetani's view Muhammad was not in fact a 

taken into the family of Abu Talib b. 'Abd al-Muttalib. The fake genealogy making him a 

descendant of Hashim and Qu?avy (Hashim's grandfather) was invented by 'Abd Allah b. al-'Abbas 

and Hisham b. al-Kalbl. (See in particular Annali, I, 58-75). On this basis Caetani referred to 'All as 

'the (alleged) nephew of Muhammad' (Annali, VII, 15) and to al-'Abbas as 'the alleged uncle of the 

Prophet' (Annali, II/l, 407). 

' Annali, II/l, 523, 528. 
10

 Ibid., 542. 
11

 Ibid., 523. 
5
 Ibid., Ill, 123. 

14
 Ibid.-, ibid., V, 477-81. 
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historians of Islam. It is expressed, for instance, by W. M. Watt in his standard 

biography of Muhammad in the words: 'Certainly before Muhammad left Mecca 

for Medina Abu Bakr had established himself as his chief lieutenant and adviser; 

and this position he maintained to Muhammad's death, so that he was the obvious 

choice for successor.'
6
Yet the critical observer may well question here whether 

the choice was really so obvious. It is true that in modern life the choice of a chief 

lieutenant and adviser to succeed, for instance, the head of a corporation or the 

leader of a political party must seem reasonable enough. But the succession to a 

ruler or king in traditional society was normally based on dynastic kinship and 

inheritance, and the succession of a lieutenant and adviser, however close to the 

ruler, would have been considered highly irregular. It has, of course, often been 

argued that the succession to tribal leadership among the Arabs was not based on 

heredity, and Lammens went so far as to assert that hereditary power and the 

dynastic principle were among the concepts most repugnant to the Arab mind.
7
 

This assertion has, however, rightly been challenged by E. Tyan, who pointed out 

that hereditary succession was not unknown among the Arab tribes, as was 

consistent with the importance of noble lineage, nasab, among them and that 

among the Quraysh in particular hereditary succession was the rule.
8
 It may be 

countered that the succession to Muhammad cannot be compared to that of a ruler 

or king and that the classical Sunnite theory of the caliphate indeed sharply 

distinguishes between it and kingship, mulk, which it condemns in part for its 

principle of hereditary succession. But the classical theory is obviously posterior 

to the succession and its opposition to mulk and the principle of heredity 

presumably reflects in part its essential purpose of justifying the early historical 

caliphate. 

There is thus prima facie good reason to suspect that the common view of 

western scholars of Islam about the succession to Muhammad may not be entirely 

sound and to propose a fresh look at the sources for a proper reassessment. The 

starting point for establishing what Muhammad may have thought in general 

about his succession and what his contemporary

                                                 
6
 W.M. Watt, Muhammad: Prophet and Statesman (Oxford, 1961), 35ð6. 
7
 H. Lammens, Le Berceau de I'Islam: I'Arabie occidentale a la veille de I'Hegire (Rome, 1914), 

314. 
8
 E. Tyan, Institutions du droit public Musulman (Paris, 1954-6), I, 97-9, 114-16. In his Islamic 

Political Thought (Edinburgh, 1968), W.M. Watt likewise affirms that it was Arab practice to select 

the chief of a tribe from a certain family. He suggests that, had Muhammad's adoptive son Zayd b. 

Haritha been alive at the time of the Prophet's death, he might have succeeded without difficulty 

(although Qur'an XXXIII 40 had expressly denied that Muljammad was a father in relation to Zayd). 

'AIT, though extolled by the Shi'ites, must have been unacceptable to many Muslims (p. 31). Watt 

praises the restoration of dynastic rule by the Umayyads as an achievement in accordance with Arab 

tribal practice (p. 39). 
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followers could have seen as basic guidelines after his death must certainly be a 

study of the Qur'an. The Qur'an, as is well known, does not make any provisions 

for, or even allude to, the succession of Muhammad, and for this reason non-

Muslim historians have virtually ignored it in this regard. It contains, however, 

specific instructions about the maintenance of kinship ties and inheritance as well 

as stories and statements about the succession of the past prophets and their 

families, matters which could not be irrelevant to the succession to Muhammad. 

The obligations of kinship and the families of the 
prophets in the Qur'an 

The Qur'an places great emphasis on the duty of all Muslims to maintain the 

bonds of blood relationship. In numerous passages the faithful are enjoined to act 

kindly (ihsan) towards their close kin, to assist them, and to provide for their 

sustenance: 'Surely, God commands justice, doing of good, and providing for the 

close kin (ita' dhi l-qurba), and forbids the abominable, the reprehensible, and 

transgression' (XVI 90). Most often the relatives are mentioned in this context 

together with the orphans, the poor and the wayfarer (ibn al-sabfl) as those 

entitled to the generosity of the faithful. The fact, however, that they are regularly 

enumerated in the first place seems to indicate their primary right before any 

other beneficiaries: 'And give to the close kin his due, to the indigent, and the 

wayfarer. That is best for those who seek the Countenance of God and they will 

be the prosperous' (XVII 26). Righteousness (birr)  consists, among other things, 

in giving money for the love of God to the kin (dhawi l-qurba), the orphans, the 

poor, the wayfarer, those begging, and for the manumission of slaves (II 177). 

When the faithful ask Muhammad what they should spend (in charity), he is 

charged to tell them: 'Whatever good you spend, it is for the parents (walidayn) 

and for the close relatives 0aqrabtn), the orphans, the poor, and the wayfarer. 

Whatever good you do, God has knowledge of it' (II 215). 

In a wider sense, it is obligatory to treat relatives kindly: 'And remember, We 

took the covenant of the Banu Isra'Il: Do not worship anyone but God, treat with 

kindness (ihsan) parents, kin, orphans, and the poor, speak gently to the people, 

perform the prayer, and give alms' (II 83). The Muslims are likewise ordered: 

'Worship God and do not join partners with Him, treat with kindness parents, kin, 

orphans, the needy, the client who is a relative (jar dhi l-qurba), the client who is 

a stranger, the companion by your side, the wayfarer, and your slaves' (IV 36). 

Relatives, orphans and the poor are also entitled to be provided for and to be 

received with kindness when they present themselves at the time of the
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division of the inheritance of a deceased person (IV 7-8). It is evidently relatives 

without a right to a share of the inheritance who are meant here. 

Kindness to relatives and material support of them are thus recognized as a 

cardinal religious obligation in the Qur'an. This obligation, however, is not 

unconditional. It applies only to kin who have become Muslims. In the Sura of 

Repentance the faithful are warned: 'O you who believe, do not take your fathers 

and your brothers as friends (awliya') if they prefer infidelity to the faith. Those 

of you who take them as friends, they are the wrongdoers. If your fathers, your 

sons, your spouses, your clan ('ashira), [if] riches you have acquired, or a trade 

whose decline you fear, and dwellings which please you, are dearer to you than 

God, His Messenger, and striving in His path, then wait until God will bring 

about His order. God does not guide the people who offend' (IX 23-4). It is not 

even permitted to pray for forgiveness for relatives who have failed to join Islam: 

'It is not proper for the Prophet and for those who believe to pray for forgiveness 

for those who set up partners with God, even though they be of close kin, after it 

has become clear to them that they are inmates of the hell-fire. And Abraham 

prayed for his father's forgiveness only because of a promise he had made to him. 

But when it became clear to him that he was an enemy of God, he dissociated 

himself from him' (IX 113-14). Furthermore, the faithful must not deviate from 

honesty and fairness even if it were for the benefit of parents or close kin: 'O you 

who believe, stand firmly for justice, as witnesses to God, even though it be 

against yourselves, your parents, or close kin, whether rich or poor, for God is 

closest to them both. Do not follow passion in place of justice' (IV 135). Quite in 

general the faithful are admonished: 'And whenever you speak, be just, even 

though it concern a close relative' (VI 152). 

Within these limitations, however, the right of the kindred to kindness, care 

and material support is absolute and clearly takes precedence over any voluntary 

ties of friendship and alliance: 'Blood relations (ulu l-arham) have closer ties 

(awla) to each other in the Book of God than believers and Emigrants 

(muhajirun). You may, however, do kindness to your [unrelated] friends 

(awliya'ikum). That is recorded in the Book' (XXXIII 6). It is known that after 

their emigration to Medina many Muslims, in the 'brothering' (mu'akhat) arranged 

by Muhammad, established formal alliances with Medinan and other foreign 

Muslims in order to compensate for the absence of their blood relations who still 

remained polytheists. The Qur'an states in that regard: 'Surely, those who 

believed and have emigrated and have fought with their property and their 

persons in the path of God, and those who sheltered and aided [them], they are 

the allies (awliyff) of each other. As for those who believed but did not emigrate, 

you have no ties of alliance whatsoever
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with them until they emigrate; but if they ask for your aid in religion, it is your 

duty to aid them, except against a people with whom you have a compact. And 

God sees whatever you do. The infidels are allies of each other. Unless you do 

this [aid other Muslims], there would be temptation [to apostatize] on earth and 

much corruption. Those who believed and have emigrated and fought in the path 

of God and those who sheltered and aided [them], they are the faithful truly. For 

them, there will be forgiveness and generous sustenance' (VIII 72ð4). These 

verses established a close solidarity among the Muslims, Mekkan Emigrants and 

Medinan Helpers (ansar) assembled in the Community at Medina. Yet verse 75, 

which follows the passage and was evidently added later, modified the meaning 

in favour of the blood relations even if they joined the Medinan Community at a 

later date: 'Those who believed afterwards and emigrated and fought together 

with you, they are of you. And blood relations have closer ties with each other in 

the Book of God.' The latter sentence, according to the commentators of the 

Qur'an, specifically restored the right of inheritance of the relatives in disregard 

of the alliances earlier concluded with strangers.
9
 

The obligation to provide for the needy kin must not be suspended because of 

personal grudges: 'Let not those among you who are [materially] favoured and 

have ample means commit themselves by oath not to help their kin (uli l -qurba) 

and the needy and the Emigrants in the path of God. Let them forgive and 

overlook. Do you not desire that God shall forgive you? And God is forgiving, 

merciful' (XXIV 22). According to the commentators, this verse referred to Abu 

Bakr and his nephew Mistah. The latter had been among those who cast doubt on 

the fidelity of'A'isha during the affair of her absence from the camp of the 

Muslims. Abu Bakr, deeply offended by the conduct of his nephew, vowed that 

he would no longer provide for him as he had done in the past, even after Mistah 

formally repented of his mistake. The Qur'an, however, commanded him not to 

neglect his duty towards his needy nephew and to pardon him.
10

 

In the story of the past prophets, as it is related in the Qur'an, their families 

play a prominent role. The families generally provide vital

                                                 
9
 Al -Tabarl, Jami' al-bayan ft tafsir al-Qur'an, ed. Maljmud Muhammad Shakir and Ahmad 

Muhammad Shakir (Cairo, 1373-88/1955-69), XIV, 89. 
10

 Al -Tabarl, Jam? al-bayan ft tafsir al-Qur'an (Cairo, 1321/1903), XVIII, 72-3. Mistah is 'Awf b. 

Uthatha b. 'Abbad b. al-Muttalib (Ibn Hajar al-'Asqalani, al-Isaba fi tamyiz al-$ahaba (Cairo, 

1323ð5/[1905ð7]), VI, 88; al-Zubayri, Kitab Nasab Quraysh, ed. E. Levi-Provengal (Cairo, 

1953), 95). As a Muttalibid he was also entitled to support from the Prophet's fifth of booty and fay'. 

He is mentioned among the recipients of the produce from Muhammad's share of Khaybar (see W. 

Madelung, 'The Hashimiyyat of al-Kumayt and HashimI Shi'ism', Studia Islamica, 70 (1989), 5-26, 

at 12 and n. 36). 
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assistance to the prophets against the adversaries among their people. After the 

death of the prophets, their descendants become their spiritual and material heirs. 

The prophets ask God to grant them the help of members of their family and they 

pray for divine favour for their kin and their offspring. The prophets of the Banu 

IsraH were in fact all descendants of a single family from Adam and Noah down 

to Jesus: 'T ruly, God chose Adam, Noah, the family of Abraham, and the family 

of 'Imran above all the worlds, as off-spring one of the other' (III 33-4). After 

narrating the story of Moses, Ishmael and Idris, the Qur'an adds: 'Those were the 

prophets on whom God bestowed his blessings of the off-spring of Adam and of 

those whom We carried [in the ark] with Noah, and of the off-spring of Abraham 

and Israel, of those whom We guided and chose' (XIX 58). 

The chain of the prophets and their families is described with more detail in 

the following verses: 'And We gave him [Abraham] Isaac and Jacob, all of whom 

We guided. And before him We guided Noah, and of his off-spring, David, 

Solomon, Job, Joseph, Moses, and Aaron. Thus We recompense those who do 

good. And Zachariah, and John, and Jesus, and Elias, all of them among the 

righteous, and Ishmael, and Elisha, Jonah, and Lot: Each of them We preferred 

above the worlds, and [some] of their fathers, their descendants, and their 

brothers: We chose them and We guided them to the straight path. That is the 

guidance of God with which He guides whomever He wishes of His worshippers. 

But if they had set up partners [with Him], whatever they have been doing would 

have been in vain for them. They are the ones to whom We have given the Book, 

the rule (hukm) and prophethood' (VI 84ð9). 

Noah was saved together with his family while the rest, or the great majority, 

of his people were drowned in the Flood because of their sins: 'And [remember] 

Noah when he implored [Us] in former time, and We responded to him and 

rescued him and his family from the great disaster. We aided him against the 

people who treated Our signs as lies. They were an evil people, so We drowned 

them all together' (XXI 76-7). 'We rescued him and his family from the great 

disaster and made his descendants the survivors' (XXXVII 76-7). God 

commanded Noah: 'Place in it [the ark] pairs of every [species] and your family 

(ahl) except for those of them against whom the sentence has already gone forth. 

Do not address Me concerning those who were unjust. They shall be drowned' 

(XXIII 27; see also XI 40). The wife and one of the sons of Noah were in fact 

excluded from the rescue, even though Noah pleaded for his son: 'And Noah 

called to his Lord and said: O my Lord, surely my son is of my family, and Your 

promise is the truth, and You are the justest of judges. [God] said: O Noah, he is 

not of your family. Surely, it is not
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righteous action. Do not ask of Me that of which you have no knowledge' (XI 45-

6). 

Likewise, the family of the prophet Lot was saved together with him while the 

remainder of the people of his town were annihilated: 'The people of Lot treated 

the warnings as lies. We sent against them a shower of stones, except for the 

family of Lot. We rescued them at dawn, as a favour from Us. Thus We 

recompense those who give thanks' (LIV 33-5). The family of Lot had acquired a 

state of purity which distinguished them from the ordinary people. When Lot 

reproached his people for having surrendered to turpitude, 'the only answer of his 

people was to say: Expel the family of Lot from your town. They are indeed 

people who purify themselves (yatatahharun). But We saved him and his family, 

except his wife. We desired that she be of those who stayed behind' (XXVII 56-

7). Lot's wife, like Noah's, was punished because of her betrayal of her husband. 

'God has set as an example for the unbelievers the wife of Noah and the wife of 

Lot. They were married to two of Our righteous servants but betrayed them. Thus 

they were of no avail at all for them before God, and they were told: Enter the fire 

together with those who will enter it' (LXVI 10). 

Abraham was the patriarch of the prophets of the Banu Isra'Tl. All later 

prophets and transmitters of the scripture among them were of his descendants: 

'And We sent Noah and Abraham and placed among their off-spring prophethood 

and the Book' (LVI126). The father of Abraham, however, was an obstinate 

idolater and a persecutor of the confessors of the unity of God. As mentioned 

above, Abraham at first prayed for him, on account of a promise made to him, but 

later dissociated himself from him. When God chose Abraham as imam for his 

people, Abraham prayed to his Lord that He grant this honour also to his 

descendants: 'And remember when Abraham was tried by his Lord with certain 

commandments which he fulfilled, [God] said: I shall make you an imam for the 

people. He said: And also of my off-spring? [God] said: My compact will not 

comprise the evil-doers' (II 124). God's compact thus covered the just among the 

descendants of Abraham. God gave him his son Isaac and his grandson Jacob 

who became prophets: 'When [Abraham] had turned away from them [the 

idolaters of his people] and from what they worshipped besides God, We granted 

him Isaac and Jacob, and each one We made a prophet. We bestowed of Our 

mercy on them, and We accorded them a high truthful repute' (XIX 49-50). 'And 

We gave him Isaac and Jacob and placed among his progeny prophethood and the 

Book. We gave him his reward in this world and surely he will be of the righteous 

in the hereafter' (XXIX 27). 

When the angels announced to Abraham the imminence of the birth of
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his son Isaac and, after him, of his grandson Jacob, his wife Sarah doubted the 

good news in view of their advanced age, but the angels reminded her of her 

elevated rank as the spouse of Abraham: 'And his [Abraham's] wife was standing, 

and she laughed. Then We gave her good tidings of Isaac and, after Isaac, Jacob. 

She said: Alas for me, shall I bear child, as I am an old woman and this my 

husband is an old man? This is indeed a wonderful thing. They said: Do you 

wonder at God's order? The mercy and the blessings of God are upon you [m. pi.], 

o people of the house (ahl al-bayt). He is indeed worthy of praise and full of 

glory' (XI 71-3). The 'people of the house' are here certainly the family of the 

prophet Abraham to whom Sarah belonged through marriage, not the adherents of 

the cult of the House, i.e. the Ka'ba, as has been suggested by R. Paret.
11

 The 

miraculous birth of Isaac is justified by God's supreme favour for the family of his 

chosen prophet. Those distinguished by such favour of God must not be envied 

their elevated rank: 'Or do they envy the people for what God has given them of 

His favour? We had already given the family of Abraham the Book and wisdom 

(hikma), and bestowed upon them a mighty kingship (mulky (IV 54). 

Isaac and Jacob are also described as imams who direct the people by the order 

of God: 'And We gave him Isaac and Jacob as an additional gift, and We made all 

of them righteous men. We made them imams who guide by Our command, and 

We inspired them to do good things, to perform the prayer, and to give alms. 

They constantly served Us' (XXI 72-3). But there were also renegades among the 

descendants of Abraham and Isaac: 'We blessed him [Abraham] and Isaac, but of 

their progeny there are some who do good and some who manifestly wrong 

themselves' (XXXVII 113; see also LVII 26). 

In the face of the opposition of the Banu IsraH, Moses implored his Lord to 

grant him the help of his brother Aaron: 'Give me an assistant from my family, 

Aaron, my brother, increase my strength through him and make him share my 

task' (XX 29ð32). God responded to his prayer: 'We indeed gave Moses the 

Book and appointed his brother Aaron with him as an assistant' (XXV 35; see 

also XX 36). Aaron thus was chosen as the associate of Moses in the revelation: 

'Certainly We gave Moses and Aaron the salvation (furqan) and a light and a 

reminder for the pious who fear their Lord in the unseen and are frightened of the 

hour [of the Judgment]' (XXI 48-9). A mysterious relic (baqiyya) of the family of 

Moses and the family of Aaron became one of the signs of the divine investiture 

with the royalty of the Banu IsraH: 'Their prophet [Samuel]

                                                 
11

 R. Paret, 'Der Plan einer neuen, leicht koramentierten Koraniibersetzung', in Orientalis- tische 

Studien Enno Littmann zu seinem 60. Geburtstag, ed. R. Paret (Leiden, 1935), 121-30, at 127-30. 
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said to them: The sign of his [Saul's] rule is that the Ark of the Covenant shall 

come to you, carried by angels, containing a divine immanence (.saktna) from 

your Lord and a relic of what the family of Moses and the family of Aaron left. T 

ruly, in that is a sign for you if you have faith' (II248). 

To David, prophet and vicegerent (khalifa) on earth, God gave his son 

Solomon as his assistant and successor: 'We gave to David Solomon, how 

excellent a servant' (XXXVIII 30). Solomon inherited from David both his 

kingship and his prophetic wisdom and judgement: 'And Solomon became 

David's heir (wa-waritha Sulaymanu Dawuda) and said: O people, we have been 

taught the speech of the birds and have been given of every thing' (XXVII 16). 

Jointly David and Solomon gave judgment, witnessed by God, in a case of 

damage to the fields (XXI 78). 

Zachariah, the father of John the Baptist, said in his prayer: 'Indeed, I fear the 

mawall after my death. My wife is barren, so grant me a descendant (waliyyan) 

from you who will inherit from me and inherit from the family of Jacob, and 

make him, o my Lord, pleasing [to You]' (XIX 5-6). The commentators generally 

take the term mawali to mean relatives.
12

 As R. Blachere has observed, however, 

it seems that there is here rather an allusion to the hostility of the other priests 

towards Zachariah, who had no offspring, as narrated in the Gospel of Thomas.
22 

In any case, John became the heir of the family of Jacob. 

In the story of the non-Israelite prophets, their families likewise play a vital 

part as their disciples and protectors. The sinful people of Madyan answered their 

prophet Shu'ayb: 'O Shu'ayb, we do not understand much of what you say, and 

surely we see you weak among us. If it were not for your clan (raht) we would 

certainly have stoned you, for you are not powerful over us' (XI91). A group of 

Thamud, the people of the prophet Salih, said to each other: 'Swear a mutual oath 

by God that we attack him and his family by night. Then we shall say to the one 

entitled to his vengeance: We did not witness the destruction of his family, and 

we are surely telling the truth' (XXVII 49). God prevented their plot and 

annihilated the guilty and all the people of Thamud. 

The eminent position of the families and the descendants of the past prophets 

and the parallelism often observed between the history of the former prophets in 

the Qur'an and that of Muhammad must raise expectations of a distinguished 

place reserved for his family. The kin of Muhammad are mentioned in various 

contexts, sometimes probably in a wider sense than that of his family. This order 

is addressed to the Prophet: 'Warn your nearest clan ('ashirataka l-aqrabiri), and 

lower your wing to the faithful who follow you' (XXVI 214-15). The 'nearest 

clan'

                                                 
12

 TabarT, Jami', XVI 32. 
22

 R. Blachere, Le Coran (Paris, 1957), 329, n. 5. 
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refers most likely to the Quraysh, although a narrower interpretation does not 

seem impossible. 

Shi'ites frequently quote as evidence verse XLII23 where Muhammad is 

commanded to address the faithful: 'Say: I do not ask you for any recompense for 

this [the communication of the revelation] except the love for near kinship (al-

mawadda fi l-qurba).' They interpret it as asking the Muslims to love the ahl al-

bayt, the family of the Prophet. This interpretation, however, does not agree with 

the wording of the text. Al-TabarT in his commentary on the verse
23

 offers three 

interpretations and prefers the first one, according to which the demand is for 

love of the faithful for the Prophet to whom they are related by blood ties. This 

explanation would be the most plausible if the verse were Mekkan and addressed 

to the Quraysh. The verse is, however, usually considered Medinan, pronounced 

at a time when many Muslims were not related to Muhammad by blood ties. 

Preference might thus be given to the third interpretation of al-Tabari (the second 

is rather improbable), that love towards relatives in general is meant. However, an 

interpretation close to that preferred by al-Tabarl seems to suggest itself by 

reference to another verse which affirms that Muhammad is nearer to all Muslims 

than they are to each other: 'The Prophet has closer ties (awla) to the faithful than 

they themselves have to each other, and his wives are their mothers' (XXXIII 6). 

There are, in any case, other references to the kin of the Prophet which 

certainly refer to his family and blood relations. The Qur'an reserves a part of the 

fifth (khums) of booty (ghamma) and a part of the fay\ that is property of the 

infidels taken by the Muslims without combat, to the kin of Muhammad in 

association with himself: 'Know that whatever you capture as booty, the fifth of it 

belongs to God, to the Messenger, to the near kin (dhi l-qurba), the orphans, the 

poor, and the wayfarer, if you believe in God and in what He has sent down on 

His servant on the day of salvation, the day of the meeting of the two groups' 

(VIII41). 'What God has granted as fay' to His Messenger from the people of the 

towns belongs to God, the Messenger, the close kin, and the orphans, the poor, 

and the wayfarer, in order that it may not circulate among the rich among you' 

(LIX 7). The Sunnite and Shi'ite sources agree that by the 'near kin' in these 

verses were meant the descendants of Hashim b. 'Abd Manaf, the great-

grandfather of Muhammad, and of Hashim's brother al-Muttalib,
24

 
23 TabarT, Jami', XXV, 13-15. _ 
24 According to a report of the 'Alid 'Isa b. 'Abd Allah, Muhammad also gave portions of the khums to 

the the Banu 'Abd Yaghuth (Ibn Shabba, Ta'rikh al-Madina al-munawwara, ed. FahTm Muhammad 

Shaltut (Qumm, 1410/[1989/90]), 645). The descendants of Muhammad's maternal uncle 'Abd 

Yaghuth b. Wahb b. 'Abd Manaf of the clan of Zuhra are meant.  
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to the exclusion of the descendants of the other two brothers of Hashim, *Abd 

Shams (the ancestor of the Umayyads) and Nawfal. The association of the Banu 

1-Muttalib with the Banu Hashim dated from the pre-Islamic hilf al-fudul, a pact 

grouping these two families and some other clans of Quraysh in an alliance 

opposed to the other two and their allies.
25

 This alliance was confirmed at the 

time of the boycott of Muhammad by the Quraysh when the Banu 1-Muttalib 

joined the Hashim in extending protection to him.
26

 Because of their association 

with the Banu Hashim, a number of the Banu 1-Muttalib received portions of the 

produce of Khaybar belonging to the Prophet. 

The portion of the booty and fay' reserved to the kin of the Prophet was, 

according to numerous reports in the sources, a recompense for them for their 

exclusion from the alms (sadaqa, zakat). The relatives of Muhammad were, like 

himself, forbidden to receive any part of the alms. The reason usually given for 

this exclusion was that the alms accrued from the defilements (awsakh) of the 

people, alms-giving being considered an act of purification. On account of their 

state of purity, it was improper for the close kin of the Prophet to receive or to 

handle the alms. The schools of religious law, Sunnite and Shi'ite alike, have 

preserved this prohibition for the Banu Hashim to partake of the alms of the 

ordinary Muslims.
27

 

This state of purity, which distinguished the family of Muhammad from the 

common Muslims, agreed with the elevated rank of the families of the earlier 

prophets. As mentioned above, the Qur'an described the family of Lot as people 

who kept themselves pure (yatatahharun). The same state of purity is evidently 

referred to in the verse addressed to the wives of the Prophet: 'Stay in your 

houses, and do not show yourselves in spectacular fashion like that of the former 

time of ignorance. Perform the prayer, give alms, and obey God and His 

Messenger. God desires only to remove defilement from you, o people of the 

house (ahl al-bayt), and to purify you (yutahhirakum) completely' (XXXIII 33). 

Who are the 'people of the house' here? The pronoun referring to them is in the 

masculine plural, while the preceding part of the verse is in the feminine plural. 

This change of gender has evidently contributed to the birth of 
25 W.M. Watt, Muhammad at Mecca (Oxford, 1953), 6-8. 
26 Ibid., 8, 120-1. In his Muhammedanische Studien (Halle, 1889ð90), I. Goldziher suggested that the 

hadith of Jubayr b. Mut'im about the Prophet's preference of Hashim and al-Muttalib over 'Abd 

Shams and Nawfal was an 'Abbasid anti-Umayyad partisan invention. This judgement rests on a 

complete disregard of the facts of Muhammad's career and his conflict with his Mekkan opponents. 
27 See Madelung, 'The Hashimiyyat', 24-6. Caetani mistranslated the phrase (ahl baytih) man hurrima 

l-sadaqa ba'dah in the hadith about GhadTr Khumm attributed to Zayd b. Arqam as 'people of his 

house are those who are excluded from the obligation of paying the legal alms after the death of the 

Prophet' (Annali, X, 455). There was no such exclusion.  
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various accounts of a legendary character, attaching the latter part of the verse to 

the five People of the Mantle (ahl al-kisa'): Muhammad, 'AIT, Fatima, Hasan and 

Husayn. In spite of the obvious Shi'ite significance, the great majority of the 

reports quoted by al-Tabari in his commentary on this verse support this 

interpretation.
13

 

It seems quite unlikely, however, that this part of the verse could have been in 

effect a separate revelation which was later attached to the rest, as these reports 

imply. Just as in respect to the similar verse addressed to the wife of Abraham, R. 

Paret has argued that ahl al-bayt may here rather refer to the adherents of the cult 

of the Ka'ba.
14

 This interpretation, however, is incompatible with the clear aim of 

the verse to elevate the rank of the wives of the Prophet above all other Muslim 

women. The previous verse begins with the declaration: 'O women of the 

Prophet, you are not like any other women' (XXXIII 32). The women are 

addressed here as members of the purified family of the Prophet through 

marriage. It is known that Muhammad on other occasions addressed his wives 

individually as ahl al-bayt, evidently with the intention of honouring them.
15

 Here 

they are admonished in clearly critical terms to conform to their elevated state in 

their conduct. The ahl al-bayt of Muhammad meant, as was consistent with the 

general usage of the term at the time, primarily his blood relations, the same Banu 

Hashim who were forbidden to receive alms in order that their state of purity not 

be soiled and, in second place, the wives. 

There is still the verse of the 'mutual imprecation (mubahalaY whose religious 

significance is, in view of the uncertainty about the circumstances surrounding its 

revelation, difficult to evaluate.
31

 Muhammad is addressed:

                                                 
13

 Tabari, Jami', XXII, 5 -7. 
29

 Paret, 'Der Plan', 127-30. 
30 Ibn Hanbal, Musnad ([Cairo] 1313/1895), III, 246. In his Fatima et lesfilles de Mahomet, 

99, Lammens asserted that ahl al-bayt, as understood in Arabic, basically means a man's wives 

assembled under the same roof. Yet the references given by him in n. 4 as evidence for the use of the 

term with respect to families other than Muljammad's clearly show that the primary meaning was 

close kin, blood relations. 
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'If anyone dispute with you in this matter [concerning Jesus] after the knowledge 

which has come to you, say: Come let us call our sons and your sons, our women 

and your women, ourselves and yourselves, then let us swear an oath and place 

the curse of God on those who lie' (III 61). The commentators are agreed that the 

verse was occasioned by the visit of a delegation of Christians from Najran in the 

year 10/631-2 who did not accept the Islamic doctrine about Jesus. Modern 

scholars have critically noted a certain tendency of the commentators to relate 

many Qur'anic passages concerning Christians to this visit.
16

 Who is meant by 

'our sons' and 'our women' on the part of Muhammad? The mubahala, according 

to the reports, did not take place, since the Christians excused themselves from it, 

and the majority of the Sunnite reports quoted by al-TabarT do not identify the 

members of the family of Muhammad who were expected to participate. Other 

Sunnite reports mention Fatima, Hasan and Husayn, and some agree with the 

Shi'ite tradition that the ahl al-kisa\ including 'All, were assembled for the 

occasion. Irrespective of the circumstances, there does not seem to be a plausible 

alternative to the identification of the 'sons' in the verse with the two grandsons of 

Muhammad and, in that case, the inclusion of their parents, 'AIT and Fatima, 

would be reasonable. The term 'our women', in place of 'our wives', does not 

exclude the daughter of the Prophet. The participation of the family was perhaps 

traditional in the ritual of the mubahala. Yet the proposal itself of this ritual by 

the Prophet under circumstances of an intense religious significance and its 

sanction by the Qur'an could not have failed to raise the religious rank of his 

family. 

The Qur'an thus accorded the ahl al-bayt of Muhammad an elevated position 

above the rest of the faithful, similar to the position of the families of the earlier 

prophets. God desired to purify them from all defilement. Certainly the renegades 

of the Prophet's family who opposed his mission were excluded from the divine 

grace, just like the renegades among the families of the past prophets. Abu Lahab, 

the uncle of Muhammad, and his wife were even singled out for divine curse in a 

Sura of the Qur'an. But such exceptions did not affect the divine favour for the 

ahl al-bayt in general. 

Insofar as the Qur'an expresses the thoughts of Muhammad, it is evident that 

he could not have considered Abu Bakr his natural successor or have been 

pleased by his succession. The Qur'an certainly does not fully reflect 

Muhammad's views about the men and women surrounding him and his attitude 

towards them. Yet he could not have seen his succession essentially other than in 

the light of the narrations of the  

                                                 
16

 T. Noldeke and F. Schwally, Geschichte des Qorans (Leipzig, 1909-38), I, 177, n. 2. 
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Qur'an about the succession of the earlier prophets, just as he saw his own 

mission as a prophet, the resistance of his people with which he met, and his 

ultimate success by divine grace in the light of the experience of the former 

prophets as related in the Qur'an. These earlier prophets considered it a supreme 

divine favour to be succeeded by their offspring or close kin for which they 

implored their Lord. Modern Sunnite apologists argue against this on the basis of 

Qur'an XXXIII 40 which describes Muhammad as the Seal of the Prophets. They 

maintain that, as the last of the prophets, Muhammad was not to be succeeded by 

any of his family according to God's design. In order to reveal this design, God 

also let all of Muhammad's sons die in infancy.
17

 For the same reason Muhammad 

did not appoint a successor, since he wished to leave the succession to be settled 

by the Muslim Community on the basis of the Qur'anic principle of consultation 

(shura). 

The argument rests, however, on a fancifully wide interpretation of the term 

'Seal of the Prophets'. For even if its meaning in the Qur'an is accepted to be the 

'last of the prophets', which is itself not entirely certain,
18

 there is no reason why it 

should imply that Muhammad as the spiritual and worldly leader of the Muslim 

Community, aside from his prophethood, should not be succeeded by his family. 

In the Qur'an, the descendants and close kin of the prophets are their heirs also in 

respect to kingship (mulk), rule (hukm), wisdom (hikma), the book and the 

imamate. The Sunnite concept of the true caliphate itself defines it as a 

succession of the Prophet in every respect except his prophethood. Why should 

Muhammad not be succeeded in it by any of his family like the earlier prophets? 

If God really wanted to indicate that he should not be succeeded by any of them, 

why did He not let his grandsons and other kin die like his sons? There is thus 

good reason to doubt that Muhammad failed to appoint a successor because he 

realized that the divine design excluded hereditary succession of his family and 

that he wanted the Muslims to choose their head by shura. The Qur'an advises the 

faithful to settle some matters by consultation, but not the succession to prophets. 

That, according to the Qur'an, is settled by divine election, and God usually 

chooses their successors, whether they become prophets or not, from their own 

kin.  

                                                 
17

 The argument has a basis in hadith. According to statements ascribed to several Companions, 

Muhammad's son Ibrahim did not survive because he would have become a prophet. See Goldziher, 

Muhammedanische Studien, II, 105ð6; Y. Friedmann, 'Finality of Prophethood in Sunni Islam', 
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 Friedmann, 'Finality of Prophethood'; G. G. Stroumsa, 'Seal of the Prophets: The Nature of a 

Manichaean Metaphor', JSAI, 7 (1986), 61-74; C. Colpe, 'Das Siegel der Propheten', Orientalia 
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Why then did Muhammad fail to make proper arrangements for his succession, 

even though he presumably hoped for a successor from his family? Any answer 

must remain speculative. A simple Islamic explanation would be that in an 

important decision of this nature he expected a Qur'anic revelation, but did not 

receive one. Non-Muslim historians may be more inclined to speculate that 

Muhammad hesitated because he was aware of the difficulties a Hashimite 

succession might face given the intense rivalry for leadership among the clans of 

Quraysh and the relative weakness of the BanuHashim. In the year 10/631 

Muhammad sent 'Alias his representative to the Yemen, where his conduct seems 

to have provoked some criticism. Upon his return, just three months before the 

Prophet's death, Muhammad found it necessary to make a strong public statement 

in support of his cousin.
35

 It was evidently not a suitable occasion to appoint him 

successor. Muhammad might also have delayed a decision hoping to live long 

enough to be able to appoint one of his grandsons. His death was generally 

unexpected among his followers even during his mortal illness. He himself may 

also have been unaware of the approaching end until it was too late. 

Two witnesses: 'A'isha and 'Abd Allah b. al-'Abbas 

Among the extant reports about the succession and the early caliphate those 

attributed to Abu Bakr's daughter 'A'isha and to 'Abd Allah b. al-'Abbas, cousin 

of Muhammad and of 'AIT, are of primary importance. Both were in a position to 

observe closely the events in which they were emotionally deeply involved and in 

some of which they played a direct part, although in opposite camps. 'A'isha, as is 

well known, championed her father's right to the succession of Muhammad and 

backed the caliphate of his appointed successor, 'Umar. In the election of the 

shura after the murder of'Umar, she clearly preferred 'Uthman to her personal 

enemy 'AIT. She soon became, however, a vocal critic of 'Uthman's conduct as 

caliph and her agitation against him contributed to the outbreak of open rebellion. 

When 'Uthman was murdered by the rebels and they raised 'AIT to the caliphate, 

she immediately turned against the latter, claiming revenge for the dead caliph. 

After the defeat of her alliance in the battle of the Camel, she withdrew from 

active politics. Her relations with the Umayyad Mu'awiya, under whose reign she 

died in 58/678, were cool.
36

 

'Abd Allah b. al-'Abbas, born in 619, three years before the hijra, 

35 L. Veccia Vaglieri, 'Ghadlr Khumm', EI (2nd edn) and below, 253. 
36 On the life of 'A'isha see especially N. Abbott, Aishah the Beloved of Mohammad (Chicago, 1942).  
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appeared first in public life under the caliph 'Umar. The latter seems to have tried 

to draw him into his company as a representative of the Banu Hashim, who 

mostly avoided him. During the siege of 'Uthman's residence in Medina by the 

rebels from Egypt and Kufa, he was among the group of sons of prominent 

Companions who protected the palace of the caliph. 'Uthman then appointed him 

leader of the pilgrimage to Mekka and entrusted him with an open letter to the 

pilgrims, from whom he hoped for relief. 'AIT initially relied extensively on his 

advice and appointed him governor of Basra. Ibn al-'Abbas, however, later 

defected temporarily and was evidently critical of some aspects of his cousin's 

reign. After 'All's murder he wrote a letter to his son al-Hasan encouraging him to 

continue his father's war against Mu'awiya and to fight for his rights. He did not 

back the revolt of al-Hasan's brother al-Husayn under the caliph Yazld. Together 

with 'All's other son Muhammad b. al-Hanafiyya, he refused to recognize the 

caliphate of 'Abd Allah b. al-Zubayr, who imprisoned both of them. They were 

freed by Kufan horsemen sent by the Shi'ite rebel leader al-Mukhtar. Ibn al-

'Abbas died soon afterwards in 68/687-8.
19

 

Caetani considered the attribution of historical reports to these two 

Companions as mostly fictitious. He argued that the use of the chain of 

transmitters (isnad) became customary only long after their time and it was then 

often traced back to Companions in order to raise the authority of anonymous 

traditions.
20

 'A 'isha in particular was chosen because it was assumed that she 

must have had first-hand knowledge of the events.
21

Reports thus could be old and 

reliable except for their attribution. In practice, however, Caetani tended to reject 

these reports as apocryphal or to express serious reservations about them while 

preferring, wherever possible, accounts reported without isnad by the early 

compilers of history such as Ibn Ishaq. Somewhat inconsistently, he described Ibn 

al-'Abbas as an arch liar and fabricator on account of the fictitious biblical stories 

and cosmological myths which he spread in his exegesis of the Qur'an.
40 

Yet if 

this exegesis can reliably be attributed to Ibn al-'Abbas, why should the 

attribution of historical reports to him be regularly fictitious? A further problem 

regarding Caetani's view is that many of the reports ascribed to 'A'isha and Ibn al-

'Abbas quote them speaking in the first person. It is evident that these can never 

have been anonymous traditions and that only the formal isnad could be a later 

addition. If the attribution is rejected the reports themselves must be presumed to 

be later fabrications.  
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The date of the introduction of the formal isnad is thus of little relevance to the 

question of correct attribution. This must be judged largely on the basis of the 

mutual consistency of the reports attributed to the same witness and their 

consistency with what is known of his or her life and political attitudes. 'A 'isha 

and Ibn al-'Abbas were, as noted, deeply involved in the events, though in 

opposite camps. Their testimony can be expected to be partisan in both what they 

reported and how they presented it, rather than neutral and disinterested. Since 

the tendentious aspect of the reports often agrees with later Sunnite or Shi'ite 

partisan positions, there has been a common tendency among western scholars to 

regard them as later fabrications, in particular those favouring Shi'ite views. Yet 

tendentiousness alone is no evidence for late origin. If some reports, because of 

particular circumstances, can be seen to be almost certainly correctly attributed, 

the burden of the proof with regard to similar ones, where matters are more 

ambiguous, is on those who wish to consider them as late forgeries. 

The historical reports attributed to 'A 'isha and Ibn al-'Abbas in the major 

sources such as Ibn Hisham, al-Tabarl, Ibn Sa'd and al-Baladhurl fulfil this 

condition of consistency to a high degree. They reflect sharply defined personal 

views and political attitudes. There are variant versions in which some of their 

outspoken statements, which must have seemed objectionable to the later 

transmitters, appear toned down or are omitted. Only a few reports must be 

definitely rejected as at variance with their political attitudes. 

'A 'isha's reports are highly laudatory and apologetic for Abu Bakr, whom she 

presents as a kindly father figure full of the hilm, gentleness and prudence, valued 

so highly among the Arabs as a leadership quality, quite in contrast to the coarse 

and rude 'Umar who was feared by everybody in spite of his undeniable 

righteousness. At the beginning of his mortal illness, Muhammad told the 

assembled Muslims that he knew no man more excellent in his actions (aftjlal 

yadan) among the Companions than Abu Bakr and ordered that all (private) doors 

leading to the mosque (and his living quarters) be blocked except for Abu 

Bakr's.
22

 He insisted, in
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 Tabarl, I, 1808. As against the numerous reports of 'A'isha and others about the last public prayer led 
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spite of'A'isha's protests, that Abu Bakr, and no one else, should take his place in 

leading the prayers. It is evident that in 'A'isha's view her father was the rightful 

successor of Muhammad on the basis of the latter's implicit choice of him, not the 

events at the Saqlfat Ban! Sa'ida. Abu Bakr's greatest concern was to treat the 

family of his deceased friend kindly and fairly, a duty which he placed even 

higher than his obligation towards his own kin. 'A'isha spared no effort to portray 

her husband's kin in general, and 'All in particular, in the most negative light; 

their incompetence was matched only by their arrogance. Muhammad's uncle al-

'Abbas greatly upset the ill Prophet when he, in the company of several pro-

Hashimite women, infused medicine through the side of his mouth (,laddahu) 

without his permission and then explained that they thought he had pleurisy (dhat 

al-janb), a suggestion angrily rejected by Muhammad, for God would not have 

afflicted him with 'this devil's disease'.
42

 Not even to the dead body of the Prophet 

would his kin have shown due respect had it not been for divine intervention. 

'AIT, encouraged by his wife Fatima and al-'Abbas, who falsely pretended to the 

inheritance of Muhammad's worldly possessions, imagined that he was entitled to 

the caliphate as Muhammad's cousin and son-in-law. But as everybody deserted 

him after the death of Fatima, he was forced to offer Abu Bakr his allegiance. His 

condition for meeting him was that the rude 'Umar should not be present. After he 

recognized that Abu Bakr had been right all along, people began to speak to him 

again. 

'Abd Allah b. al-'Abbas presented the views of the Banu Hashim about their 

own right much more cautiously. He recognized that 'the people (iqawrriy, 

meaning Quraysh, had decided against what the former firmly considered as their 

legitimate claim as the Prophet's kin. His attitude to 'AIT was not without 

reservations. He mentioned having repeatedly 

42
 Ibn Hisham, Sirat sayyidina Muhammad rasul Allah, ed. F. Wiistenfeld as Das Leben Muhammeds 

nach Muhammed Ibn Ishak (Gottingen, 1859-60), 1007; TabarT, I, 1809. The women named as 

present by 'A'isha were Umm Salama and Maymuna, wives of Muhammad, and Asma' bt 'Umays. 
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them, transmitted by her nephew al-Qasim b. Muhammad, she tells the assembled women not to 

give the medicine to the Prophet, but she is nevertheless also affected by his curse and forced to 

swallow medicine (Baladhurl, Ansab al-ashraf, vol. I, ed. Muhammad Hamld Allah (Cairo, 1959), 

546). Other versions, not attributed to 'A'isha, mostly blame Asma', rather than al-'Abbas, for giving 

Muhammad the medicine (Tabari, 1,1810; Ibn Sa'd, Kitab al-Tabaqat al-Kabtr, ed. E. Sachau et al. 

(Leiden, 1905-40), II/2, 31-2, where one version is attributed to 'Abd Allah b. al-'Abbas). Caetani 

misunderstood the tendency of 'A 'isha's account as implying that Muljammad distrusted everybody 

except his uncle al-'Abbas (Annali, II/l, 499). The impression conveyed is rather that Muljammad 

was strict with the women but unduly lenient with his kinsman al-'Abbas, who was the main culprit.  



22 The succession to Muhammad 

 

 

criticized his cousin's actions and warned him of their consequences. He rejected 

the belief of some of 'All's partisans that the Prophet actually made a will (awsa) 

in his favour. Yet this, he suggested, was probably only because 'A 'isha and 

Hafsa prevented Muhammad from seeing him alone when he asked for him 

during his illness and they insisted on calling their fathers. When the ill 

Muhammad proposed to write a letter of guidance for his Companions, 'Umar 

intervened, asserting that he was raving. 'Abd Allah's father al-'Abbas recognized 

the approaching death in the face of Muhammad and tried to persuade 'All to 

approach him concerning the succession. He told 'AIT that the Prophet would 

either give the rule to them or, if not, would at least commend (awsa) them to the 

good care of 'the people'. 'AIT refused, however, expressing fear that if the 

Prophet denied them the succession, 'the people' would never give it to them. 

The presentation of Ibn al-'Abbas, however, leaves no doubt that he considered 

'AIT as entitled to the succession, although not formally appointed, and held that 

he was arbitrarily deprived by Abu Bakr with the connivance of'the people'. The 

Banu Hashim expressed their distrust and then their disapproval of their conduct 

by excluding virtually all outsiders from the preparation of the funeral and the 

burial of the Prophet, thus depriving the new caliph of the honour of paying his 

final tribute to his predecessor. Abu Bakr denied them illegally their inheritance 

and the share of the fay' to which they were entitled according to the Qur'an. 

'Umar later tried to meet their grievance by offering them partial restitution, but 

this was rejected by the Banu Hashim as insufficient. 'Umar's views evidently 

interested Ibn al-'Abbas in particular. 'Umar admitted in public that the decision 

taken at the SaqTfat BanT Sa'ida constituted a falta, a precipitate and ill-

considered deal. He nevertheless insisted that Abu Bakr's caliphate, in view of its 

manifest success, was determined by God's choice and legitimate. He expressed 

his regret to Ibn al-'Abbas that 'AIT continued to shun him and would not join 

him in a journey. Yet while he sought to treat 'AIT as a distinguished early 

Companion, he was greatly worried about the possibility of 'AlT's succession to 

the caliphate since he and his clan would turn it into a hereditary reign depriving 

'the people' of their right to it. Privately he explained to Ibn al-'Abbas that 'the 

people' would not countenance the rule of the Banu Hashim out of jealousy, since 

these would then enjoy the monopoly of both prophethood and caliphate. 

The authenticity of the reports attributed to 'A 'isha and Ibn al-'Abbas is no 

guarantee of their reliability. It will be seen that both of them were prepared to 

invent stories to bolster their claims and to discredit their opponents. The 

temptation was obviously great. Their authority as the Prophet's favourite wife 

and as his cousin was beyond challenge and no one would question their veracity 

openly. They could say what others
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could not, but what many wanted to hear. For their partisan distortions merely 

reflected the passions that were tearing the Muslim Community apart. Yet they 

were also generally better informed than others, and even distorted and dressed 

up reports may be expected to reflect their knowledge of the facts, in particular 

for events they personally witnessed. The later narrators relied heavily on their 

accounts in their own summaries of events. For the historian, their conflicting 

points of view and bias must be of as much interest as the facts they report. 

Some of the narrations either of 'A 'isha or of Ibn al-'Abbas were clearly 

intended to counter the stories of the other. 'Ubayd Allah b. 'Abd Allah b. 'Utba b. 

Mas'ud heard 'A 'isha tell that the ill Prophet asked leave from his wives to be 

nursed in 'A'isha's apartment and that he walked there supported by two men of 

his family, one of them al-Fadl b. al-'Abbas and 'another man'. Later he presented 

the report to Ibn al-'Abbas, who asked him if he knew who the other man was 

and, on his reply in the negative, told him: "AIT b. AbT Talib, but she could not 

bring herself to mention anything good of him even if she would have been in a 

position to do so.'
43 

Ibn al-'Abbas could not have had first-hand knowledge of the 

event. Given 'A 'isha's well-known hostility towards 'AIT, however, the 

assumption that he was the man whom she would not name was reasonable 

enough. Ibn al-'Abbas disputed 'A 'isha's account that the Prophet died in her 

arms.
44

 When Abu Ghatafan told him that he had heard 'Urwa b. al-Zubayr 

transmitting 'A 'isha's claim, he countered: 'Are you in your right mind (a-ta
(
qilu)? 

By God, the Messenger of God died reclining on the chest of 'AIT. He was the 

one who washed him together with my brother al-Fadl b. al-'Abbas. My father 

refused to attend saying: The Messenger of God used to order us to stay behind a 

curtain [when he washed himself]. Thus he remained behind the curtain.'
45

 

Ibn al-'Abbas narrated that the Prophet before his death expressed the 
43 Tabari, I, 1800-1, quoting Ibn Ishaq; Ibn Hisham, Sirat sayyidina, 1005; 'Abd al-Razzaqal-San'anl, 

al-Musannaf, ed. Hablb al-Rahman al-A'zaml [Beirut, 1390-2/19702], V, 429-30 and Ibn Hanbal, 

Musnad, VI, 34 (Ma'mar 'an al-ZuhrT). Ibn Hisham suppressed the comment of Ibn al-'Abbas on 

'A'isha's unwillingness to mention anything positive about 'All. 
44 For'A'isha's account see Ibn Hisham, Sirat sayyidina, 1011; Ibn Sa'd, Tabaqat, 11/2,50. There 

'A'isha is quoted as stating that it happened during her turn for Muhammad's company and that she 

did not wrong anyone in relation to him. She apologizes that it was only due to her foolishness and 

extreme youth that the Prophet died in her arms. This is in conflict with her other reports that 

Muhammad had ceased to circulate among his wives, having taken leave to stay with her during his 

illness. 
45 Ibn Sa'd, Tabaqat, 11/2, 51. The latter part of the report about the washing of Muljammad's body by 

'All in the absence of al-'Abbas is paralleled by a report of 'Ubayd Allah b. 'Abd Allah b. 'Utba from 

Ibn al-'Abbas {ibid., 62). That Muhammad died with his head in the lap of 'AIT and that his body 

was washed by 'AIT singly is also affirmed in a speech that the latter is reported to have addressed 

to his followers at §iffTn. Nasr b. Muzahim al-MinqarT, Waq'at Siffin, ed. 'Abd al-Salam 

Muhammad Hartin (Cairo, 1382/[1962]), 224).  
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wish to write a letter for those present 'after which you will not go astray'. 'Umar 

said: 'The Messenger of God is overcome by pain. You have the Qur'an, the Book 

of God is sufficient for us.' The people present started to quarrel, some 

demanding that the Prophet should be given the chance to write, others siding 

with 'Umar. As their noise pained Muhammad, he told them to leave him. Ibn al-

'Abbas, according to the report, used to comment that the greatest calamity was 

thus caused by their disagreement and noise which prevented the Prophet from 

writing his will.
46

 Although Ibn al-'Abbas refrained from suggesting what the 

Prophet wanted to write, it was assumed that he hinted at Muhammad's intention 

to name 'AIT his successor, and Shi'ites have always interpreted the report in this 

sense. 'A'isha countered the story with one of her own: 'The Messenger of God 

told me during his illness: Call your father Abu Bakr and your brother ['Abd al-

Rahman] to me so that I may write a letter. For I fear that someone will have 

wishful fancies (yatamanna mutamannin) and someone will say: I am more 

worthy, but God and the faithful refuse anyone but Abu Bakr.'
47

 No one could 

doubt that the wishful man was 'AIT. 

As further illustration of the reporting of'A'isha and Ibn al-'Abbas and their 

opposite bias, two examples relating to Muhammad's actions during his last 

illness and to his funeral may be briefly analysed here. The Kufan al-Arqam b. 

ShurahbTl al-AwdT, a companion of'Abd Allah b. Mas'ud,
23

asked Ibn al-'Abbas 

whether the Prophet had made a will (awsa). Ibn al-'Abbas denied this and 

explained that (during his last illness) Muhammad had demanded: 'Send for 'AIT.' 

'A'isha, however, suggested: 'Would you send for Abu Bakr?', and Hafsa joined 

her, proposing: 'Would you send for 'Umar?' When all three men assembled, 

Muhammad dismissed them, saying that he would ask for them when he had a 

need. As the time of prayer came he said: 'Give order to Abu Bakr to pray with 

the people', but 'A'isha replied: 'Abu Bakr is frail (raqiq), so order 'Umar.' 

Muhammad gave order for 'Umar to lead the prayer, but 'Umar refused, saying: 'I 

would not precede when Abu Bakr is present.' Then Abu Bakr went forward. The 

Prophet, feeling a temporary recovery, went out after him, and when Abu Bakr 

heard his movement, he drew back. Muhammad dragged him forward by his 

clothes and stood him in his place. Then he himself sat down and recited the 

Qur'an from where Abu Bakr had left off.
24

Caetani considered this report to be 

apocryphal and invented by the Muslim traditionists in order to explain why 

Muhammad had not left a
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testament.
50

 The attribution to Ibn al-'Abbas is, however, entirely reasonable. The 

Kufan Shi'ites had been claiming since the time of 'All's caliphate that the Prophet 

had made 'AIT the executor of his will. The question of the Kufan al-Arqam b. 

ShurahbTl thus had a motive. The position of Ibn al-'Abbas on the question is the 

same as in other reports attributed to him. Muhammad did not actually make a 

will in favour of 'AIT, but would probably have done so if he had not been 

prevented. The first part of the story was presumably invented by Ibn al-'Abbas 

who, in any case, could not have had first-hand knowledge. The second part is 

based on the account of'A 'isha quoted below. Muhammad gave the order for Abu 

Bakr to lead the prayer of the Muslims but 'A 'isha objected that her father was 

too frail. Then Ibn al-'Abbas deviates. Muhammad gave order that 'Umar lead the 

prayer, and only when 'Umar refused to precede Abu Bakr, the latter went ahead. 

The message is clear: in the eyes of Muhammad the leadership of the prayer had 

no significance for the succession. He did not care whether Abu Bakr or 'Umar 

performed the task. When Abu Bakr still hesitated, the Prophet rudely grasped 

him by his clothes, pushing him into his place and then, apparently not quite 

satisfied with his performance, continued Abu Bakr's recitation of the Qur'an. 

'A 'isha reported the event as follows: when the prayer was called, the Prophet 

said: 'Order Abu Bakr to pray with the people.' 'A 'isha countered: 'Abu Bakr is a 

frail man, and if he were to take your place, he could not bear it.' Muhammad 

repeated: 'Order Abu Bakr to pray with the people', and 'A 'isha made the same 

objection. Now the Prophet grew angry and said: 'You [women] are consorts of 

Joseph (sawahib Yusuf).' A third time he commanded: 'Order Abu Bakr to pray 

with the people.' As he was led out into the mosque, Abu Bakr stood back. 

Muhammad made a sign to him to stand in his place. 'A'isha added: 'Abu Bakr 

thus followed the prayer of the Prophet, and the people followed the prayer of 

Abu Bakr.'
51

 Three times the Prophet had thus insisted that Abu Bakr, and only 

he, should lead the prayer of the Muslims in his place. This was shortly after he, 

according to 'A 'isha, had told them that Abu Bakr was in his view the most 

excellent of his Companions and had ordered all private doors of the mosque to 

be closed except for Abu Bakr's. The message was equally clear: Muhammad 

wished to indicate that Abu Bakr was his choice for the succession. 
50 Annali, II/1, 506. 
51 Tabari, I, 1811-12. According to the version related by al-Zuhri, 'A'isha explained that her objection 

to Muhammad's order was motivated by her fear that the people would not like anyone occupying 

the place of Muhammad and would blame him for any misfortune that occurred: Ibn Hisham, Sirat 

sayyidina, 1008; Ibn Sa'd, Tabaqat, II/2, 18; Baladhurl, Ansab, I, 559.  
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There is, however, a second account by 'A'isha which may have induced Ibn 

al-'Abbas to mention 'Umar. According to it, Muhammad, while ill in the 

apartment of his wife Maymuna, asked her nephew 'Abd Allah b. Zam'a to order 

the people to pray. 'Abd Allah met 'Umar and told him to lead the prayer. The 

Prophet recognized 'Umar's stentorian voice and asked: 'Is this not the voice of 

'Umar?' Upon receiving confirmatory answer, he said: 'God refuses this as do the 

faithful. Order Abu Bakr, let him pray with the people.' It was now that 'A'isha 

entreated Muhammad twice to excuse Abu Bakr until he put an end to the 

argument by calling her and the women 'consorts of Joseph'.
52

 This may well be 

'A'isha's initial version
53

 which she then revised because of the unflattering part 

given in it to 'Umar. It would thus appear that 'Umar did lead the prayer at first 

during Muhammad's illness and that 'A'isha, in order to maintain that the 

appointment to the leadership of the prayer by Muhammad was meant to signify 

appointment to the succession, had to create the impression that 'Umar's 

leadership occurred against the will of Muhammad and was disapproved of by 

him.
54

 

About the washing of Muhammad's body for the funeral, al-Tabarl relates, on 

the authority of Ibn Ishaq, an account that differs from the one quoted above.
55

 

Both Ibn Hisham and al-Baladhurl quote Ibn Ishaq's account without the 

attribution to Ibn al-'Abbas.
56

 There could thus be some doubt about the 

correctness of the attribution. The reliability of al-TabarT in his quotations is 

generally high, however, and the attribution of the account to Ibn al-'Abbas is 

confirmed by Ahmad b. Hanbal.
57

 Thus it seems likely that Ibn al-'Abbas gave 

two different accounts about the same event on different occasions. The account 

related by Ibn Ishaq is, in any case, distinctly pro-Hashimite and provoked 'A'isha 

to give a 

52 Ibn Hanbal, Musnad, VI, 24. 
53 The report continues the narration of 'Ubayd Allah b. 'Abd Allah, al-Zuhri's main source for the 

events, about the beginning of Muhammad's illness. Ibn Ishaq and most later sources preferred the 

toned down version which al-Zuhri related on the authority of Hamza b. 'Abd Allah, grandson of the 

caliph 'Umar. 'A'isha may have hesitated to tell him the unflattering story about his grandfather. Al-

Tabari's isnad is independent of al-Zuhri. 
54 'Abd Allah b. Zam'a is himself quoted as narrating the story. According to his account, Abu Bakr 

was absent at the time and 'Umar led the complete prayer. 'Umar afterwards reproached him and 

insisted that he, 'Umar, had thought that the Prophet had actually named him and that otherwise he 

would not have led the prayer. 'Abd Allah b. Zam'a excused himself saying that, in the absence of 

Abu Bakr, he had considered 'Umar the most worthy of leading it: Ibn Hisham, Sirat sayyidina, 

1008-9; Ibn Hanbal, Musnad, IV, 322. 
55

 Tabari, I, 1830-1. 
56 Ibn Hisham, Sirat sayyidina, 1818-9; Baladhuri, Ansab, I, 569. 
57 IbnKathlr, al-Bidayawa l-nihaya (Cairo, 1351/1932), V, 260-1. The isndd is Ibn Ishaq- Husayn b. 

'Abd Allah - 'Ikrima - Ibn al-'Abbas. Caetani strangely asserted that this report of Ibn Ishaq was 

without isnad and thus was a genuine and authentic tradition of Ibn Ishaq. He considered it therefore 

as particularly authoritative (Annali, II/l, 519).  
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counter-report. Ibn al-'Abbas related that 'All, al-'Abbas and his sons al-Fadl and 

Qutham, Usama b. Zayd and Shuqran, both clients of Muhammad, undertook to 

wash his body. Aws b. KhawalT, a Medinan veteran of the battle of Badr, 

implored 'All to let him join for the sake of the stake of the Ansar in the Prophet 

and was let in by him. 'AIT drew the body to his chest, and al-'Abbas, al-Fadl and 

Qutham helped him to turn it. Usama and Shuqran proceeded to pour water on the 

dead body without removing his shirt. 'AIT washed him, rubbing the shirt from 

the outside without his hand touching the body. He said: 'You are dearer to me 

than my father and mother, how sweet you are alive and dead.' Nothing of the 

body of the Prophet thus was seen, contrary to the case with ordinary men. 

The report stresses that only Muhammad's close kin and two of his clients were 

present. The women, including 'A 'isha, in whose apartment Muhammad had died 

and was buried, were excluded. Only one of the Ansar, but none of the Mekkan 

Emigrants, was exceptionally admitted. Out of reverence for the Prophet, great 

care was taken, against the common practice, not to uncover his body. 

'A 'isha did not take her exclusion with good grace. She reported that when the 

men wanted to wash the Prophet, they disagreed, saying: 'By God, we do not 

know whether we should bare the Prophet of his clothes as we bare our dead or 

whether we should wash him with his clothes on.' As they were thus quarrelling, 

a slumber was cast upon them and every one of them fell asleep with his chin on 

his chest. Then a speaker, known to no one, addressed them from the direction of 

the house: 'Wash the Prophet with his clothes on.' Muhammad's kinsmen obeyed 

the command. The transmitter of the report added: 'A 'isha used to say that with 

hindsight (law istaqbaltu min amrima istadbartu) she thought that only his wives 

should have washed him.
58

 The listeners were thus left in no doubt that the wives, 

under 'A 'isha's guidance, would not have needed a divine reprimand to stop them 

from committing an act of disrespect to the Prophet's body, unlike Muhammad's 

insensitive and quarrelsome kin. 
58

 Tabari, 1,1831. Ibn Hisham, Sirat sayyidina, (1019) omitted the venomous comment of 
'A'isha.
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1 Abu Bakr: the Successor of the Messenger of God 

and the caliphate of Quraysh 

The fundamental account about the assembly at the Saqlfat BanI Sa'ida, in which 

the succession of Abu Bakr to Muhammad was decided, goes back to 'Abd Allah 

b. al-'Abbas. All other reports make use of information drawn from it or are later 

elaborations of it.
25

 Slightly variant versions with different chains of transmission 

are provided by Ibn Hisham, al-Tabari, 'Abd al-Razzaq b. Hammam, al-Bukharl 

and Ibn Hanbal. The isnads meet in al-Zuhrl, who related the report of Ibn al-

'Abbas on the authority of 'Ubayd Allah b. 'Abd Allah b. 'Utba b. Mas'ud.
26

 The 

account clearly reflects the characteristic point of view of Ibn al-'Abbas, and there 

is no reason to doubt the reliability of the chain of transmitters.
27

 

Ibn al-'Abbas narrated that on the occasion of the last pilgrimage led by the 

caliph 'Umar, that is in Dhu 1-Hijja 23/October 644, he, Ibn al-'Abbas, was 

visited at his campsite (manzil) at Mina by 'Abd al-Rahman b. 'Awf,
28

 whom he 

used to assist in the recitation of the Qur'an (uqri'uhu l-Qur'an). 'Abd al-Rahman 

reported that he had witnessed the caliph on that day being approached by a man 

who addressed him: 'What are you going to do about a man who says: By God, if 

'Umar b. al-Khattab were to die, I would swear allegiance to so-and-so (fulan). 

By God, the oath of

                                                 
25

 The account that Abu Mikhnaf received from the Khazrajite 'Abd Allah b. 'Abd al-Rahman b. Abi 

'Amra, quoted at length by al-Tabarl (I, 1837-44), has been briefly analysed by M. Muranyi ('Ein 

neuer Bericht fiber die Wahl des ersten Kalifen Abu Bakr', Arabica, 25 (1978),233ð60, at 233ð4). 

It was composed in the late Umayyad age and reflects clear awareness of the account of 'Abd Allah b. 

al-'Abbas. The lengthy account discussed and partly edited by Muranyi {ibid., 234-60) is later and 

filled with fictitious speeches and poetry. 
26

 Ibn Hisham, Sirat sayyidina, 1013-16; Tabari, I, 1820-3; 'Abd al-Razzaq, Musannaf, V, 439-45; 

Bukhari, Sahih, hudud, 31; Ibn Hanbal, Musnad, I, 55-6. The transmitters from al-Zuhrl are 

respectively: Ibn Isljaq, Ma'mar, Ma'mar, $alih b. Kaysan, Malik b. Anas. 
27

 Caetani recognized the basic importance of the report. He ignored, however, the vital introductory 

section and considered the fact that the caliph 'Umar is quoted in direct speech to be 'suspicious' 

{Annali, II/l, 511-14). 
28

 That 'Abd al-Rahman b. 'Awf accompanied 'Umar during the pilgrimage in 23/644 is independently 

confirmed (Ibn Sa'd, Tabaqat, III/l, 95; Annali, VII, 549). 
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allegiance for Abu Bakr was merely a precipitate deal which then was carried out 

(ma kanat bay'at AbiBakr ilia falta fa-tammat).' 'Umar grew angry and said: 'God 

willing, I shall stand up tonight among the people and shall warn them about this 

clan who want to usurp the rule from the people (fa-muhadhdhiruhum ha'ula'i l-

rahta lladhinayuriduna anyaghsubu l-nasa amrahum).' 'Umar's answer referring 

to the ambitions of 'this clan' leaves no room for doubt that the unidentified 

candidate for the caliphate was 'AIT. It was Ibn al-'Abbas' consistent contention 

that 'Umar was greatly worried about the Banu Hashim arrogating the reign to 

themselves and depriving 'the people', Quraysh, of their collective right to it.
29

 

'Abd al-Rahman b. 'Awf advised the caliph against speaking out immediately, 

since the pilgrimage season brought together the riff-raff and the rabble of the 

people who might misinterpret his words and cause serious trouble. 'Umar should 

wait until his return to Medina where he would be among the Companions of the 

Prophet, Muhajirun and Ansar, who could be trusted to understand his speech 

properly and to act accordingly. The caliph took the advice. 

On the Friday after 'Umar's return to Medina, Ibn al-'Abbas hastened to the 

mosque and sat down next to the pulpit, eager to hear what the caliph would have 

to say. He confided to 'Umar's brother-in-law, Said b. Zayd b. 'Amr b. Nufayl,
30

 

who sat there already before him, that today the Commander of the Faithful 

would make a revelation he had never made before, a suggestion angrily brushed 

aside by the other. After stressing the special importance of his speech, the caliph 

first reminded the community that the punishment of stoning for adultery had 

been part of the Qur'an and was practised by the Prophet; let no one go astray 

therefore by neglecting a religious duty (farfda) and saying: 'We do not find 

stoning in the Book of God!' 'Umar went on: 'We also used to recite in the Book 

of God: Do not desire fathers other than your own, for it is

                                                 
29

 That 'All was alluded to in the report of Ibn al-'Abbas was generally assumed. In a version quoted by 

al-Baladhuri (Ansab, I, 583) he is expressly named. According to Ibn Abi l-Hadld (Shark nahj al-

balagha, ed. Muhammad Abu 1-Fadl Ibrahim ([Cairo] 1959-64), II, 25), al-Jahiz identified the 

person making the statement as 'Ammar b. Yasir and the man intended as 'All. In another version 

quoted by al-Baladhuri (Ansab, I, 581), al-Zubayr is identified as the one who said: 'If 'Umar were to 

die, we would pledge allegiance to 'AIT.' According to Ibn Abi 1-HadTd (Sharh, II, 25) some of the 

ahl al-hadith rather asserted that Talha was the unnamed candidate for the succession. If that were 

the case, however, Ibn al-'Abbas would hardly have suppressed his name, and Talha was not backed 

by a clan trying to deprive Quraysh of their collective right. 'AIT is also correctly identified by E. 

Shoufani, Al-Riddah and the Muslim Conquest of Arabia (T oronto, 1972), 57. 

" Said b. Zayd, of the Qurayshite clan of 'AdI, is counted among the ten of whom Muhammad had 

testified that they would enter paradise. He was converted to Islam before 'Umar, whose grandfather, 

Nufayl, was his great-grandfather and to whose sister Fatima he was married. 'Umar's conversion 

took place in his house (Ibn Hajar, Isaba, III, 96-7). 
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infidelity for you.
31

 Surely the Messenger of God also said: Do not extol me 

[excessively] as Jesus, son of Mary, has been extolled, but say: the servant of God 

and His messenger.' 

Then 'Umar turned to the main subject. 'It has reached me that one of you has 

said: By God, if'Umar b. al-Khattab were to die, I would swear allegiance to so-

and-so. Let no one be seduced to saying: The oath of allegiance for Abu Bakr was 

a falta, yet it succeeded. It was indeed so, but God has warded off its evil (waqa 

sharraha).
32

 Towards no one among you have necks been stretched out as for 

Abu Bakr. Whoever were to swear allegiance to any man without consultation 

(mashwara) among the Muslims, his oath of allegiance would be invalid and both 

of them would be subject to being killed.' 

'Umar then gave an account of the events after the death of Muhammad. While 

the Ansar with their noble men (ashraf) assembled in the SaqTfat BanI Sa'ida, 

'AIT, al-Zubayr and 'those with them' gathered in Fatima's house. 'The Muhajirun' 

joined Abu Bakr, and 'Umar suggested that they go to 'our brethren' the Ansar. 

On the way there they met two 'upright' men of them who told them about the 

plotting of the Ansar and advised them to turn back and settle their own affairs, 

but 'Umar insisted on proceeding.
33

 They found the Ansar and in their midst Sa'd 

b. 'Ubada, distinguished Companion and chief of the Banu Sa'ida and of all of 

Khazraj, a sick man wrapped in a mantle. One of the Ansar stood up and 

addressed the Muhajirun: 'We are the Helpers and the legion (katiba) of Islam, 

and you, company of Quraysh, are the clan of our Prophet, and a group (daffa) of 

your people have made their way to us.' 'Umar realized that they intended 'to cut 

us off from our root [i.e. the Quraysh of Mekka] and to usurp the rule from us'. 

He wanted to give a speech which he had prepared in his mind, but Abu Bakr 

stopped him and spoke himself. He said what 'Umar had ready in his mind, only 

better than he could have done. Abu Bakr stated: 'O group of Ansar, every virtue 

you mention of yourselves you are worthy of, yet the Arabs will not recognize the 

rule of

                                                 
31

 See Noldeke and Schwally, Geschichte des Qorans, I, 248. 
32

 'Umar's admission that the election of Abu Bakr at the SaqTfat BanT Sa'ida had been a falta was 

obviously hard to accept for Sunnite supporters of the caliphate. In the version of Ibn al-'Abbas' 

account reported by al-Baladhuri (Ansab, I, 584), 'Umar is quoted as saying: 'By God, the oath of 

allegiance for Abu Bakr was no falta. Rather, the Messenger of God set him up in his own place and 

chose him for his religion over anyone else stating: God and the believers refuse anyone but Abu 

Bakr.' This is quite remote from 'Umar's real views. Likewise in a report quoted by al-Baladhuri 

(ibid., 581), the statement that the election of Abu Bakr was a falta is ascribed to al-Zubayr and is 

rejected by 'Umar as a lie. 
33

 The later tradition rather suggests that the two men, 'Uwaym b. Sa'ida and Ma'n b. 'AdT, were 

opponents of Sa'd b. 'Ubada and friends of Abu Bakr. They went to urge Abu Bakr and 'Umar to take 

action, and Ma'n b. 'AdT led them to the SaqTfa. See Ibn Abi 1-HadTd, Shark, VI, 19. ' 
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anyone but this tribe of Quraysh. They are the most central [ = noble] of the 

Arabs in lineage and abode. I am satisfied with either of these two men for you, 

so swear allegiance to whichever you want', and he took both 'Umar and Abu 

'Ubayda b. al-Jarrah by the hand. 'Umar commented that this was the only matter 

in his speech that he found loathsome, since it was inconceivable for himself to 

command a people that included Abu Bakr. 

Al -Hubab b. al-Mundhir of the An§ar, a veteran of Badr, now proposed to 

settle the dispute fairly by agreeing that the Ansar and the Quraysh should each 

choose an amir. As tempers flared and voices were raised, 'Umar told Abu Bakr: 

'Stretch out your hand', and gave him the handshake of the pledge of allegiance 

(bay'a). The Muhajirun and the Ansar followed suit. 'Then we jumped upon Sa'd 

until one of them called out: 'You have killed Sa'd b. 'Ubada.' I said: 'May God 

kill Sa'd!" 'Umar concluded: 'By God, we did not find any case stronger than for 

the oath of allegiance to Abu Bakr. We feared that if we left the people without a 

pledge of allegiance they might after our departure suddenly make a pledge. We 

would then have had either to follow them in [a choice] with which we were not 

pleased, or to oppose them, and evil (fasad) would have resulted.' 

Several aspects of the report deserve closer attention. 'Umar accused the Ansar 

of plotting to seize the reign in succession to Muhammad and to deprive the 

Muhajirun of their right. Modern historians generally understand the initiative of 

the Ansar in the same sense. This interpretation must, however, be questioned. 

The idea of the caliphate, the succession of Muhammad in all but his prophetic 

mission, had not yet been born. It is difficult to see how the Ansar, meeting alone 

among themselves, could have aspired to it. Like so many of the Arab tribes 

involved in the ridda, the Ansar, while firm in their Muslim faith, no doubt 

considered their allegiance to Muhammad as lapsing on his death. Expecting the 

political community founded by Muhammad to fall apart, they met to restore their 

control over their own city. This is why they met without consulting the 

Muhajirun. They assumed that these, having no longer any good reason to remain 

in Medina, would return home to Mekka. Those who might wish to remain in 

Medina would presumably accept the rule of the Ansar. The suggestion that the 

Ansar and the Muhajirun should each choose a leader for themselves was 

evidently meant as a fair compromise proposal rather than a devious ploy to split 

the Muslim community, as it was seen by later Muslim tradition. It was only Abu 

Bakr and 'Umar, if his claim of having intended to give much the same speech as 

the former can be trusted, who were thinking in terms of a succession to 

Muhammad entailing rule over all the Arabs. Such a succession, Abu Bakr 

argued,
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could be provided only by Quraysh since the Arab tribes would not submit to 

anyone else. 

By those who assembled together with 'All and al-Zubayr in the house of 

Fatima, 'Umar evidently meant al-'Abbas and the Banu Hashim. Of other 

prominent Companions, only Talha is mentioned, probably erroneously, by Ibn 

Ishaq as having joined the Hashimites.
10

 That 'the Muhajirun' at that time joined 

Abu Bakr was, on the other hand, an apologetic obscuration on 'Umar's part. 

Aside from Abu Bakr, 'Umar and his friend Abu 'Ubayda certainly none of the 

prominent Mekkan Companions was present at the Saqlfa meeting. It is 

reasonable to assume that the three men were accompanied by a few personal 

attendants, family members and clients. Yet not even a middle-ranking or lowly 

Mekkan Companion is recorded as having later claimed the honour of 

participating in this so crucial event for the future of Islam. Various later sources 

report the presence of Salim, the client (mawla) of Abu Hudhayfa, among the first 

who pledged allegiance to Abu Bakr at the SaqTfa.
11

 Although his attendance is 

not confirmed by any of the early standard sources, the reports may well be 

reliable. Salim, a Persian client first of a Medinan woman and then of her 

husband, the Mekkan Companion Abu Hudhayfa, who later adopted him, became 

himself a Companion at an early date. He was counted among both the Ansar and 

the Muhajirun and had close relations to both Abu 'Ubayda, with whom he was 

associated as a brother by the Prophet during the mu'akhat, and to 'Umar.
12

 'Umar 

is known to have held him in high esteem. Thus he could either have been present 

at the meeting as a member of the Ansar or have come along with Abu 'Ubayda 

and 'Umar as a close associate. The absence of the great majority of the 

Muhajirun, in any case, explains the lack of reports independent of 'Umar's own 

about the meeting and Ibn al-'Abbas' excited eagerness to hear it first hand. The 

Ansar present were evidently reluctant to report about an ignominious defeat in a 

cause that soon came to be considered as anti-Islamic even by most of them. 

After the early deaths of Abu Bakr, 
10

 Ibn Hisham, Sirat sayyidina, 1013. Ibn Ishaq's mention of Talha among those joining 'All is not 

corroborated by other sources. It may well be a case of mistaken association of Talha with al-Zubayr 

which is common in later sources because of their joint action in the Mekkan revolt against 'All. 

" Al -Mufid, al-Jamal wa l-nusra li-sayyid al-itra fi harb al-Basra, ed. 'All Mir Sharif! (Qumm, 

1413/(1993]), p.91; al-Mawardl, al-Ahkam al-sultaniyya, ed. R. Enger (Bonn, 1853), 6-7; Ibn Abi l-

Hadld, Shark, VI, 18. According to al-Mufld, the Mu'tazilite Abu 'All al-Jubba'T held that Salim 

was among the five men whose initial pledge of allegiance to Abu Bakr was binding for the rest of 

the Community. Ibn Abi l-Hadld expresses his conviction (thabata 'indi) that Salim was the third 

man after 'Umar and Abu 'Ubayda to swear allegiance to Abu Bakr before any of the leaders of the 

Ansar. In this case, his master Abu Hudhayfa was presumably not present, for as a mawla and 

adoptive son Salim would hardly have preceded him. 
12

 On Salim see especially Ibn Sa'd, Tabaqat, III/l, 60-2.  
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Abu 'Ubayda and Salim, who was killed at al-'Aqraba' during the ridda war, there 

was only 'Umar left to tell the true story. 

'Umar judged the outcome of the SaqTfa assembly to be a falta because of the 

absence of most of the prominent Muhajirun, including the Prophet's own family 

and clan, whose participation he considered vital for any legitimate consultation 

(shiira, mashwara). It was, he warned the community, to be no precedent for the 

future. Yet he also defended the outcome, claiming that the Muslims were 

longing for Abu Bakr as for no one else. He apologized, moreover, that the 

Muhajirun present were forced to press for an immediate oath of allegiance since 

the Ansar could not have been trusted to wait for a legitimate consultation and 

might have proceeded to elect one of their own after the departure of the 

Mekkans. 

Another reason for 'Umar to censure the SaqTfa meeting as a falta was no 

doubt its turbulent and undignified end, as he and his followers jumped upon the 

sick Khazrajl leader Sa'd b. 'Ubada in order to teach him a lesson, if not to kill 

him, for daring to challenge the sole right of Quraysh to rule. This violent break-

up of the meeting indicates, moreover, that the Ansar cannot all have been 

swayed by the wisdom and eloquence of Abu Bakr's speech and have accepted 

him as the best choice for the succession, as suggested by Caetani.
34

 There would 

have been no sense in beating up the KhazrajT chief if everybody had come 

around to swearing allegiance to 'Umar's candidate. A substantial number of the 

Ansar, presumably of Khazraj in particular, must have refused to follow the lead 

of the Muhajirun. 

The question must arise as to the identity of the supporters of Abu Bakr and 

'Umar who enabled them to impose their will on the assembly by force, given that 

there was only a handful of Mekkan Muhajirun present and the Khazraj 

presumably made up the majority of the Ansar. Caetani accepted the statement of 

Ibn Ishaq that the AnsarT Usayd b. Hudayr and his clan, the 'Abd al-Ashhal of 

Aws, had already joined Abu Bakr together with the Muhajirun before the 

meeting and suggested that in fact all of the Aws opposed the initiative of the 

Khazraj from the beginning.
14

 This is clearly at variance with 'Umar's account and 

quite unlikely. It would obviously not have been reasonable for the Khazraj, 

whatever their majority, to meet alone to decide the future government of the 

town. Usayd, however, appears to have decided soon after the arrival of the 

Muhajirun to back Abu Bakr, carrying with him the 'Abd al-Ashhal and perhaps 

the majority of the Aws. Among the Khazraj, Bashlr b. Sa'd, rival of Sa'd b. 

'Ubada for the chieftainship, is said to have

                                                 
34

 Annali, II/l, 528. " Ibid., 510-11. 
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been the first to break ranks with him and to support Abu Bakr.
15

 It is, however, 

most unlikely that he or the Aws, whatever their lack of enthusiasm for Sa'd, 

would have followed 'Umar in physically attacking him. 

Decisive for the developments probably was, as duly noted by Caetani, the 

arrival, during the meeting, of the Banu Aslam. They came forward, according to 

a report, 'in full number such that the streets became narrow through them. They 

then swore allegiance to Abu Bakr, and 'Umar used to say: It was only when I 

saw the Aslam that I was certain of victory.'
16 

The Banu Aslam, a branch of 

Khuza'a, were known as enthusiastic supporters of Muhammad who had 

rewarded them for their loyalty by granting them the status of Muhajirun 

irrespective of whether they had performed the hijra to Medina or stayed in their 

own territory. A sizeable number of them had come to dwell near Medina, ever 

ready to back the Prophet. They were known to be enemies of the Ansar and thus 

could be counted upon to oppose Sa'd's aspiration to power.
17

 It was evidently 

they who, by their large number, provided momentum to the bay'a of Abu Bakr 

and who readily responded to the signal of 'Umar to give the recalcitrant Sa'd b. 

'Ubada a mauling. 

After the general pledge of allegiance, Abu Bakr sent to Sa'd b. 'Ubada 

demanding that he do homage. Sa'd answered defiantly: 'No, by God, I shall not 

pledge allegiance until I have shot every arrow in my quiver at you [pi.] and 

fought you with those of my people and tribe who will follow me.' Bashlr b. Sa'd 

advised Abu Bakr not to press him since all of Khazraj and Aws would stand in 

solidarity with him before he be killed. When 'Umar succeeded to the caliphate, 

he met Sa'd by chance and asked him whether he still held on to his position. His 

answer was: 'Yes, I do so, since 'this matter' [the reign]
18

 has devolved on you. 

Your companion, by God, was preferable in our eyes to you, and I have come to 

loathe your 
15 Tabari, 1,1842-3. According to al-Zubayr b. Bakkar (quoted by Ibn Abi l-Hadld, Shark, VI, 18), Ibn 

Ishaq reported that the Aws asserted that Bashlr b. Sa'd was the first of the Ansar to swear 

allegiance to Abu Bakr while the Khazraj claimed that it was Usayd b. Hudayr. Each side thus 

blamed the other for breaking ranks first. The later standard view was that Bashlr b. Sa'd was the 

first of the Ansar to back the supremacy of Quraysh and that he pledged allegiance to Abu Bakr 

even before 'Umar. See the account in the Kitab al-Saqifa of Abu Bakr al-Jawharl, a pupil of 'Umar 

b. Shabba (Sezgin, Geschichte des arabischen Schrifttums (Leiden, 1967ð84), I, 322), in Ibn Abi l-

Hadld, Sharh, VI, 9ð10, 40; see also Mufld, Jamal, 91, 115. 
16 Tabari, I, 1843; Annali, 11/1, 514. Did the Aslam appear on the scene entirely by chance or were 

they warned of the threatening conduct of the Ansar by Abu Bakr or 'Umar? There is no information 

to answer the question. 
17 On the Banu Aslam see J. Wellhausen, Muhammed in Medina: Das ist Vakidis Kitab alMaghazi in 

verkiirzter deutscher Wiedergabe (Berlin, 1882), 373-4; al-Waqidl, Kitab al-Maghazi,ed. M. Jones 

(London, 1966), 939-40; Annali, II/1,94-5,180; M. J. Kister, 'Khuza'a', EI (2nd edn). 
18 The expression hadha l-amr, this matter, was often used in early texts in the meaning of the reign or 

the caliphate. When used in this sense, it will be placed in quotation marks.  
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neighbourhood.' 'Umar suggested that he leave, and Sa'd went to Syria, where he 

died in Hawran, probably in the year 15/636. His grandson 'Abd al-'Aziz b. Said 

reported that the jinn were heard chanting from a well that they had killed the 

lord of Khazraj.
35

 'Abd al-'AzTz did not speculate whether the jinn were acting at 

the behest of God or of 'Umar. Sa'd b. 'Ubada's son Qays was to become one of 

the most loyal supporters of 'All. 

That many of the Ansar failed to pledge allegiance to Abu Bakr at the Saqlfa 

meeting is affirmed at the end of an account of it by the Kufan Ibrahim al-

Nakha'T (d. 96/714-15). After mentioning that, following 'Umar's example, the 

people swore allegiance to Abu Bakr, he added: 'But the Ansar, or some of them, 

said: We will not swear allegiance to anyone but 'All.'
36

 Caetani dismissed this 

notice as 'of tendentious Shi'ite character'.
37

 Ibrahim al-Nakha'i is, however, not 

known for Shi'ite sympathies, and the tenor of the whole account is distinctly 

Sunnite. Whether the Ansar raised the name of 'Ali during the Saqifa meeting in 

response to Abu Bakr's bid for power must remain uncertain, though it is not 

unlikely.
38

 That they did so soon after Abu Bakr's succession is proven by some 

of the elegiac poetry of the Khazraji Ansari Hassan b. Thabit on the Prophet's 

death preserved by Ibn Ishaq. 

In one of his elegies Hassan bitterly complained about the fate of the Ansar 

and of the Prophet's kin after his death: 

Woe to the Helpers (ansar) of the Prophet and his kin (raht) after his 

absence in the midst of the grave. 

The land has become narrow for the Ansar and their faces have turned 

black like the colour of antimony. 

We have given birth to him and among us is his tomb, we have not denied 

the overflow of his bounty to us. 

God has honoured us through him and through him has guided his Ansar 

at every moment of witness.
39
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 Ibn Sa'd, Tabaqat, III/2, 144-5; Annali, III, 623-4. 
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 TabarT, I, 1817-18. 
21 Annali, II/l, 513. 
22 Al-Zubayr b. Bakkar in his al-Akhbar al-Muioaffaqiyyat (ed. Saml MakkT al-'AnT (Baghdad, 1972)) 

quoted Ibrahim b. Sa'd b. IbrahTm (d. 183/799), great-grandson of 'Abd al-Rahman b. 'Awf, as 

stating that many of the Ansar after the bay'a for Abu Bakr regretted their oath of allegiance. They 

blamed each other, mentioned 'AIT, and called out 

his name. This led to a renewed dispute with the Quraysh (Ibn Abi l-Hadld, Shark, VI, 18). Al-

Zubayr b. Bakkar's detailed story about the conflict between the Ansar and Muhajirun (ibid., 17-38) 

does not inspire confidence, however, and the poetry quoted in the context generally gives the 

impression of late fabrication. See further the discussion of the attitude of the Ansar during and after 

the meeting at the saqifa by I. Hasson, 'Contributions a l'etude des Aws et des Hazrag', Arabica, 36 

(1989), 1-35, at 29-32. Hasson takes a more positive view with respect to the reliability of sources 

such as the Muviaffaqiyyat of al-Zubayr b. Bakkar and the Kitab al-Saqifa of al-Jawhari than is 

taken here. 
39

 Ibn Hisham, Sirat sayyidina, 1025; A. Guillaume, The Life of Muhammad: A Translation of ! Ibn! 

Ishaq's Sirat Rasul Allah (London, 1955), 797-8. 



36 The succession to Muhammad 

 

 

The claim of the Ansar to have given birth to Muhammad was based on the fact 

that the wife of Hashim, mother of'Abd al-Muttalib, was Salma bt 'Amr of the 

Banu 1-Naj jar of Khazraj. They viewed the Prophet and his kin, the Banu 'Abd 

al-Muttalib, as belonging to them as much as to Quraysh. They had provided 

shelter to Muhammad on that basis at a time when few of them had become 

Muslims and when they could not be considered under any other obligation to 

protect him. The other Qurayshite Muhajirun, who had no blood ties with them, 

were given shelter merely as followers of Muhammad. Yet now they claimed the 

right to rule their former protectors while pushing aside the Prophet's kin. It was 

only natural that the Ansar, in particular the Khazraj, should turn to 'AIT as soon 

as a succession to Muhammad was proposed. The faces of the Ansar and of the 

Prophet's kin were thus, in Hassan's view, blackened by the usurpation of their 

title to the succession. 

In another elegy for Muhammad, Hassan attacked Abu Bakr and the Quraysh 

more openly: 

Would that on the day they covered him in the grave, removed him and cast 

earth on him 

God had not left a single one of us, and neither man nor woman had 

survived him. 

The Banu 1-Najjar altogether have been humiliated, but it was a matter 

ordained by God: 

The booty (fay') has been divided up to the exclusion of all the people and 

they have openly and wantonly squandered it among themselves.
40

 

The last line clearly alludes to Abu Bakr's deprival of the Banu Hashim of the 

Prophet's inheritance and of the Prophet's and their Qur'anic shares of the fay'.
41

 

Yet there was resignation in Hassan's caustic charge. The usurpation had been 

decreed by God. The resistance of the Ansar did not last long. 

The Banu Hashim themselves did not remain silent. According to Ibn Ishaq, 

one of the descendants of Abu Lahab responded to the boasting of Abu Bakr's 

clan Taym b. Murra about the success of their kinsman with the following lines of 

poetry: 

I did not think t hat 'this matter' would turn away from Hashim, and then 

among them from Abu Hasan ['All]. 

Is he not the first who prayed towards your qibla and the most learned of 

men about the Qur'an and the norms (sunan)? 

The last of men in touch with the Prophet and the one whose helper was 

Gabriel in washing and shrouding him. Whatever is in them is in him, 

they have no doubts about him, but what there is of good in him is not in 

the people.  
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 Ibn Hisham, Sirat sayyidina, 1025; Guillaume, Life of Muhammad, 690. 
41

 Guillaume, Life of Muhammad, (690 n. 1) evidently did not understand the significance of the line 

when suggesting that its connection with the preceding was obscure. 
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What is it that has turned them away from him? Let us know! Surely, we 

have been cheated in the most monstrous way. 

The poem is probably by al-'Abbas b. 'Utba b. AbT Lahab, who was married to 

Amina, daughter of al-'Abbas b. 'Abd al-Muttalib,
42

 and seems to have been a 

poet of no mean talent. Because of his close relationship to Muhammad's uncle 

cursed in the Qur'an, however, most of his poetry was forgotten, and what is left 

is attributed to others, in particular his son al-Fadl.
43

 'All sent to him and forbade 

him to recite this and similar poetry, commenting that the welfare of the faith was 

dearer to him than anything else.
44

 

'Umar's justification of the quick election of Abu Bakr, in what amounted to a 

falta, because of the danger that the Ansar might otherwise have sworn allegiance 

to someone with whom the Muhajirun would not have been pleased, thus raises 

another question. Was it perhaps not only the possibility that the Medinans would 

have elected one of their own, but also that they might have put forward 'AIT, 

that worried the Muhajirun present and induced them to act without proposing a 

broad shura of all concerned? If 'Umar's summary account can be trusted on this 

point, Abu Bakr in his speech did everything to avoid the case of 'AIT being 

raised. He based the right of Quraysh to rule solely on the claim that only they 

would be obeyed by all the Arabs, not on their relationship to Muhammad. In the 

later elaborations of the events at the SaqTfa, Abu Bakr is, in contrast, described 

as basing the case of Quraysh primarily on their being Muhammad's kin. Such an 

argument, however, would have been an invitation to raise the question of the 

right of the Banu Hashim as the closest kin of Muhammad, a line ever pursued by 

Shi'ite polemicists
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 ZubayrI, Nasab, 28; Baladhurl, Ansab al-ashraf, ed. Muhammad Baqir al-Mahmudl (Beirut, 1974), 

III, 22. 
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 The present lines were attributed by al-Ya'qubl (Ta'rikh, ed. M. T. Houtsma (Leiden, 1883), II, 138) 

to 'Utba b. Abi Lahab; by the Mu'tazilite Abu Ja'far al-Iskafl in his Kitab al-'Uthmaniyya to the 

Umayyad Abu Sufyan b. Harb (Ibn Abi l-Hadld, Sharif, XIII, 232); by the Shaykh al-Mufld in his 

al-Irshad (ed. Kazim al-MusawI al-MiyamawI (Tehran, 1377/[1957ð8])), 14-15, on the authority 

of the Basran Ibn 'A'isha, d. 228/843 to Khuzayma b. Thabit al-An$ari; in his al-Jamal (p. 118) to 

'Abd Allah b. Abi Sufyan b. al-Iiarith b. 'Abd al-Mujtalib; and in his al-Uyun wa l-mahasin (see al-

Murta<Ja, al-Fusiil al-mukhtara min al-'Uyiin wa l-mahasin (Najaf, 1365/[1964]), II, 61) to Rabl'a 

b. al-Harith b. 'Abd al-Muttalib; in the Kitdb al-Saqtfa (Dar al-Kutub al-Islamiyya, n.d.) ascribed to 

Sulaym b. Qays al-Hilall (p. 78) to al-'Abbas b. 'Abd al-Muttalib; and by Ibn al-Athlr (Usd al-ghaba 

ftmaWifat al-§ahaba [Cairo, 1285-7/1869-71], IV, 40) to al-Fadl b. al-'Abbas b. 'Utba b. Abi Lahab 
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some of these references. Ibn Hajar's note on al-'Abbas b. 'Utba b. Abi Lahab (I$dba, IV, 30-1) is 
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examples of al-'Abbas b. 'Utba's poetry being attributed to his son al-Fadl see below, pp. 186, 221 

with n.312. 
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 Ibn Abi l-Hadld, Shark, VI, 21, quoting the Muwaffaqiyyat of al-Zubayr b. Bakkar. See al-Zubayr, 

Muwaffaqiyyat, 581. 
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against the Sunnite doctrine that the caliphs must be of Quraysh, the Prophet's 

broader kin. It is thus likely that Abu Bakr avoided the argument of blood 

relationship.
29

 

Did the three Muhajirun at the SaqTfa meeting act spontaneously or according 

to a concerted plan? More specifically, had they discussed the question of the 

succession among themselves even before Muhammad's death and perhaps even 

agreed on putting forward Abu Bakr as the most reasonable choice, as Lammens' 

thesis of the 'triumvirate' seems to imply? Good arguments can be raised against 

such an assumption. An immediate one is provided by 'Umar's stand right after 

Muhammad's death in which he vigorously denied it and harangued the 

assembled Muslims with warnings against accepting the false rumours spread by 

some hypocrites. According to Abu Hurayra, 'Umar asserted that Muhammad had 

gone to his Lord as Moses had done, leaving his people for forty days and 

returning after he had been pronounced dead. Muhammad would do likewise and 

would cut off the hands and feet of those who claimed that he was dead.
30

 If there 

had been previous agreement, it would have to be assumed that 'Umar's action 

was calculated and planned in order to gain time. Abu Bakr's immediate 

repudiation of'Umar's position shows that this was not the case. It rather seems 

that 'Umar was partly sincere in his apology on the next day to the Muslims 

assembled for the general bay
1
 a that he had believed the Prophet would 'manage 

our affairs until he would be the last one of us (sa-yudabbiru amrana hatta 

yakuna akhiranaY .
31

 Even later, during his caliphate, he confided to 'Abd Allah 

b. al-'Abbas that he had been misled by Sura II 143: 'Thus we have made them a 

community in the middle that you may be a witness about the people and the 

Messenger may be a witness about you' into thinking that the Prophet would 

remain among his community so that he would be the witness about their last 

acts.
32

 'Umar, to be sure, can hardly have not thought at all of the possibility that 

Muhammad would die. It was a thought, however, that he, an impetuous and 

ardent champion of the cause of Islam, strove to keep off his mind. His reaction 

denying the Prophet's death was certainly spontaneous; he did not want to believe 

it.
33

 'Umar thus had scarcely envisaged the consequences of 
Caetani went further to deny that Abu Bakr argued for the right of Quraysh at all. He held that Abu 

Bakr was not elected for his kinship, but solely for his moral qualities (Annali, II/1, 540). That the 

exclusive right of Quraysh to the caliphate was instituted by Abu Bakr is, however, hardly 

questionable. 
30

 Tabari, I, 1815-16. 
31

 Ibid., 1828. 
32 Ibid., 1829-30; Baladhuri, Ansdb, I, 568. 
33 Ibn Abi l-Hadld (Shark, II, 42-3) found it incredible that a man of 'Umar's rank could have failed to 

realize that the Prophet was dead and suggests that he tried to conceal it on his own initiative, 

fearing anarchy and rebellion and trying to calm the people. That 'Umar's public action was 

motivated by such fear and concern is obvious, but this does not mean that he personally must have 

been convinced that Muhammad was dead. If that  
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Muhammad's death, not to mention having agreed on plans for the succession. 

Quite different was the case of Abu Bakr. Although he did not expect the death 

of Muhammad when it happened, as is evident from his being away in his family 

home in al-Sunh,
34

 he cannot have had any doubts that Muhammad would some 

time die. As a consummate, coolly calculating Mekkan businessman and 

politician, closely involved in managing and planning the affairs of the Muslim 

community as the Prophet's trusted adviser, he must have carefully contemplated 

what would happen if the latter should die before him. Deeply committed to the 

commonwealth founded by Muhammad in the name of Islam, he was most eager 

to see it continue to grow and expand its authority over all the Arabs and, as far 

as possible, beyond. If it was not to fall apart, the Prophet must have a political 

successor, a khalifa. But who should he be? Abu Bakr had decided, no doubt well 

before Muhammad's death, that he was the man. He also recognized that, without 

a nomination by the Prophet, he would have to neutralize potentially strong 

opposition in order to realize his ambition. Most obviously Muhammad's own ahl 

al-bayt, who had been accorded a rank above the rest of the Muslims by the 

Qur'an, would have to be prevented from putting forward their claim. 

The initiative of the Ansar gave Abu Bakr the opportunity for which he was 

looking. It was he who provoked the falta by proposing two candidates for 

election in a manoeuvre to have himself proposed. That his own proposal was not 

meant seriously was plain enough from his offering two nominations for the 

assembly to quarrel about. Abu Bakr was well aware that neither of the two 

candidates stood a chance of being accepted. Abu 'Ubayda, although a respected 

early Companion, did not have the prominence and stature to be seriously 

considered. He was present primarily as a close friend of 'Umar. 'Umar, although 

most closely associated with the Prophet, prominent in the community, and used 

to command, had just discredited himself by publicly denying the death of 

Muhammad. Abu Bakr was sure that 'Umar, shattered by the loss of the Prophet 

and having since twice allowed himself to be pushed around by 

had been the case, there would have been no reason for him to conceal it afterwards and to admit 

that he had been mistaken. It is evident that his honest admission damaged his political standing, at 

least temporarily, whereas a claim that he had in fact been acting in the interest of the community 

would have raised it. For later Muslims, no longer aware of the intense religious feeling of the 

approaching end of the world and of the closeness of the Hour created by the Prophet's message, it 

was naturally difficult to believe that 'Umar had been so 'naive'. 
34

 Abu Bakr's home in al-Sunh was located among the houses of the Banu 1-Harith of Khazraj (Ibn 

Shabba, Ta'rfkh al-Madina, 243; M. Lecker, Muslims, Jews and Pagans: Studies in early Islamic 

Medina (Leiden, 1995), 6). He had also an apartment opening into the Prophet's mosque where he 

could have stayed if he had expected Muhammad's death.  
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Abu Bakr, would again defer to him. 'Umar took the hint and offered Abu Bakr 

the handshake of allegiance. Abu Bakr did not hesitate a moment to accept. He 

had what he wanted. 

The precipitate move of the Ansar to choose a leader among themselves was 

thus a true stroke of luck for Abu Bakr. It gave him the chance to make himself 

the spokesman for the continued unity of the Muslim community under a single 

leader which was threatened by the action of the Ansar. Equally important from 

his point of view, it gave him the chance to secure an oath of allegiance to 

himself before there could be a general discussion about candidates for the 

succession. Abu Bakr was well aware that a shura of those most directly 

involved, Quraysh and the Ansar, would not have been in his interest. It would 

have almost inevitably led either to failure or to the choice of 'All as the closest 

relative of Muhammad. The great majority of the Ansar would have backed 'AIT, 

if he had been proposed as a candidate for the succession, since they considered 

him, like Muhammad, as partly belonging to them. Among Quraysh, the situation 

was evidently less clear cut. 'Umar's later assessment of it, as reported by Ibn al-

'Abbas, that the Quraysh were not willing to countenance the hereditary reign of 

one clan which had already been privileged by having been divinely chosen for 

prophethood, carries some weight. There were certainly many who would not 

have liked the prospect of dynastic rule of the Prophet's family and who were 

flattered by Abu Bakr's initial claim that Quraysh was collectively entitled to the 

rule and that he was acting in their name. Once this claim had been made and 

Abu Bakr had secured the backing of a few dedicated men, it was apt to swing the 

majority support among Quraysh quickly behind him. But in a shura on the 

succession, the purely negative principle of avoiding dynastic rule and therefore 

excluding Muhammad's kin from consideration would have been difficult to 

promote. Once the name of'AIT had come up, the 'Abd Shams, one of the two 

most powerful clans of Quraysh, would have been honour bound by the tribal 

code of ethics to back him. For although the conflict between the Banu Hashim 

and the Banu 'Abd Shams was older than Islam and the majority of the latter 

under Abu Sufyan had played a leading part in the opposition to Muhammad, the 

two clans were nevertheless closely related. So long as the 'Abd Shams could not 

hope to put forward a candidate of their own, it would have been shameful for 

Abu Sufyan, the chief of 'Abd Shams, not to back 'AIT, especially since the 

Prophet had treated him and his clan most generously after the conquest of 

Mekka. 

There is indeed good evidence that Abu Sufyan, immediately after the election 

of Abu Bakr, offered 'AIT his support in order to counter the decision. In a letter 

'AIT later reminded Mu'awiya of his father's offer,
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explaining that he, *A1I, had not accepted it because Abu Sufyan and his people 

had only recently been infidels and their involvement might have provoked 

division among the Muslims.
45

 Western scholars have usually treated reports that 

Abu Sufyan in fact offered 'AIT support against Abu Bakr, but was dismissed by 

him as a mere troublemaker, as sheer anti-Umayyad fiction.
36

 Yet even if such 

reports reflect a bias against the father of the founder of the Umayyad dynasty 

and regardless of whether he actually made such an offer under the circumstances 

of Abu Bakr's fait accompli, they clearly show what was generally considered as 

reasonable on Abu Sufyan's part. The refusal of the Umayyad Khalid b. Sa'Td b. 

al-'As, one of the earliest converts to Islam and a prominent Companion, to swear 

allegiance to Abu Bakr when he returned from the Yemen to Medina a month 

after the latter's succession and his insistence on the rights of the Banu 'Abd 

Manaf (including both Hashim and 'Abd Shams) are significant.
46

 Khalid's 

brother Aban b. Sa'Td is also reported to have refused to swear allegiance to Abu 

Bakr in solidarity with the Banu Hashim and to have done so only when these 

decided to swear allegiance.
38 

The joint backing of the Ansar and 'Abd Shams for 

'AIT would no doubt have persuaded otherwise uncommitted clans and 

individuals to support his candidacy. The other powerful clan of Quraysh, 

Makhzum, although certainly opposed to hereditary rule by the Banu Hashim, 

would have found it extremely difficult to unite the opposition behind a counter- 

candidate. 

The plain logic of dynastic succession would thus almost certainly have 

asserted itself in a general consultation. For the principle of heredity clearly 

provides the most natural, simple and uncontentious basis for
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succession to power. It is because of this that it has been so widely accepted 

throughout human history. The common argument of Sunnite Muslims and 

western scholars that 'All could not have been a serious candidate because of his 

youth and lack of experience compared to Companions such as Abu Bakr and 

'Umar is quite beside the point. It would be valid only after an initial agreement to 

exclude the principle of hereditary succession. But such an agreement, as Abu 

Bakr well realized, would have been virtually impossible to reach in a shura. 

Abu Bakr's clear determination to seek the succession and to prevent the 

election of'AIT requires further explanation. Abu Bakr was at the time an old man 

who could not expect to enjoy his reign for long. He had apparently no sons or 

close relatives suited to succeed him.
47

 Would it not have been more reasonable 

for him to back the succession of the Prophet's cousin and father of his grandsons 

in the expectation that 'AIT, lacking political experience, would have continued to 

rely on Abu Bakr's counsel as Muhammad had done? It was evidently the poor 

relationship, distrust and hostility between the two men that stood in the way of 

such a course. 'AlT's stand in the affair of 'A 'isha's lost necklace and her 

unnoticed absence from the Muslim campsite, his advice to Muhammad to 

divorce her and his attempt to press a confession of guilt out of'A 'isha's maid had 

brought upon him the life-long hatred of the Prophet's favourite wife which she 

never made an effort to conceal. Abu Bakr must have shared much of her ill 

feeling, although he was too refined a politician ever to vent it in public. The 

disgrace of'A 'isha would not only have stained the honour of his family but would 

also most likely have affected his own position of trusted friend of the Prophet. 

Rightly or wrongly, he no doubt assumed that 'AIT was motivated by jealousy of 

his influence on Muhammad and was trying to undermine it by accusing his 

daughter. Abu Bakr thenceforth saw in him a rival and an enemy. He could expect 

nothing 
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 Neither of Abu Bakr's two grown-up sons joined him at the time of his hijra to Medina. 'Abd al-

Rahman, the eldest son and full brother of 'A'isha, was present at the battle of Badr on the side of the 

Mekkan enemies of Islam. He is said to have become a Muslim shortly before the conquest of 

Mekka. It is possible that he stood by Abu Bakr's father Abu Quhafa, who did not accept Islam until 

after the conquest. 'Abd al-Rahman's relations with his father appear to have been strained, but he 

had later good relations with his sister. 'Abd Allah b. AbTBakr, borne by a different mother, is said 

to have supplied his father and the Prophet with provisions and news while they were hiding in a 

cave before their hijra. Still later he used to visit Medina secretly bringing information about the 

Mekkans and was concealed by 'A'isha. It is unknown when he definitely joined the Muslims. While 

fighting on the Muslim side at the siege of al-Ta'if, he was seriously wounded by an arrow. He died 

of the wound two years later at the beginning of his father's reign. Abu Bakr's third son, Muhammad, 

was borne by Asma' bt 'Umays, the widow of 'All's brother Ja'far, less than a year before Abu Bakr's 

accession. After Abu Bakr's death, Asma' married 'AIT. Muljammad b. Abi Bakr thus grew up in 

'All's household and became an ardent partisan of his step-father. 
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good for himself or for 'A 'isha if the succession fell to 'AIT. 'AIT would 

presumably have relied rather on his uncle al-'Abbas for political advice and 

would have reduced the station of 'A 'isha. Abu Bakr thus had sound reason for 

seeking to prevent 'AlT's succession, aside from his personal ambition. Whatever 

'AlT's motivation, his youthful folly in trying to interfere in the Prophet's marital 

relations thus cost him dearly. Aided by the precipitate move of the Ansar, Abu 

Bakr could realize the designs which he must have been harbouring ever since the 

unfortunate affair. 

In spite of 'Umar's claim that 'the necks of all Muslims were stretched out for 

Abu Bakr', the situation of the caliph was at first highly precarious, and not only 

because of the ridda of numerous tribes. In Medina 'Umar took charge of 

securing the pledge of allegiance of all residents. He dominated the streets with 

the help first of the Aslam and then the 'Abd al-Ashhal of Aws who, in contrast to 

the majority of Khazraj, quickly became vigorous champions of the new regime. 

The sources mention the actual use of force only with respect to the Companion 

al-Zubayr who had been together with some others of the Muhajirun in the house 

of Fatima. 'Umar threatened to set the house on fire unless they came out and 

swore allegiance to Abu Bakr. Al-Zubayr came out with his sword drawn, but 

stumbled and lost it, whereupon 'Umar's men jumped upon him and carried him 

off.
40

 There is some evidence that the house of Fatima was searched (futtisha). 

'All is reported to have later repeatedly said that had there been forty men with 

him he would have resisted.
41

 To what extent force was used in other cases must 

remain uncertain. In general the threat of it was probably sufficient to induce the 

reluctant to conform. Isolated reports about the use of force against 'All and the 

Banu Hashim
42

 who, according to al-Zuhri, unanimously refused to swear 

allegiance for six months,
43

 are probably to be discounted. Abu Bakr no doubt 

was wise enough to restrain 'Umar from any violence against them, well realizing 

that this would inevitably provoke the sense of solidarity of the majority of 'Abd 

Manaf whose acquiescence he needed. His policy was rather to isolate the Banu 

Hashim as far as possible. 'A 'isha's comment that the prominent people ceased to 

40 Or: seized his sword. See TabarT, I, 1818. 
41 MinqarT, Waq'at SiffTti, 163. According to the Kitab al-Safina of Abu Bakr al-Jawhari, 'AIT was 

led by 'Umar before Abu Bakr. He refused to pledge allegiance to him, arguing that he had a better 

title to the rule. Abu 'Ubayda tried to persuade him to change his mind on the basis that Abu Bakr 

was older and more experienced than he and that, if 'AIT survived him, he would certainly be most 

worthy to succeed because of his close kinship with the Prophet and his early merits. 'AIT insisted, 

however, that the authority of Muhammad should not be removed from his house and did not pledge 

allegiance until after the death of Fatima (Ibn Abi 1-HadTd, Shark ,VI, 11-12). 
42 See, for instance, TabarT, I, 1819-20 where it is claimed that al-Zubayr and 'AIT were both forced 

by 'Umar to pledge allegiance. 
43

 Ibid., 1825.  
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speak to 'AIT until he acknowledged his mistake and pledged allegiance to Abu 

Bakr is significant. The Banu Hashim thus found themselves in a situation 

strangely reminiscent of the boycott that the pagan Mekkans organized against 

them in order to force them to withdraw their protection from Muhammad. This 

time, however, it was the Muslims putting pressure on them to abandon their 

support of 'AIT who, in contrast to Muhammad, gave in, surrendering his claim 

after the death of Fatima. 

Crucial for Abu Bakr, however, was gaining the allegiance of the Mekkan 

Quraysh. With the loyalty of the Ansar in doubt and many of the Arab tribes 

deserting, only Mekka, the former enemy city which had submitted to 

Muhammad just two years before, could now save the Islamic commonwealth. In 

Mekka Abu Bakr could not rely on the use or threat of force. It was solely his 

diplomatic skills that counted. The Mekkans had since their surrender done very 

well under the rule of Islam. Muhammad had treated them most generously and 

had appointed a number of their leading men, even though they had been among 

his most vigorous opponents, to powerful and lucrative positions as army leaders, 

governors and alms-tax collectors. The Mekkans had thus little reason to question 

the continuation of Islamic government in principle or to long for their former 

state of independence.
48

 But Abu Bakr had more to offer them than Muhammad 

could, or would, ever have done. The Islamic state was henceforth to be based on 

the rule of Quraysh over all Arabs. Their right to rule in the name of Islam 

derived from the claim that the Arabs would not obey anyone else. Abu Bakr had 

safeguarded their innate right by thwarting the ambitions of the Ansar. The 

Ansar, with whose backing Muhammad had been able to humiliate them, would 

be put in their proper place and become, like the rest of the Arabs, subjects of 

Quraysh. Without a family or clan who could seriously aspire  

                                                 
48

 Not much is known about the events in Mekka at this time. According to Mus'ab al-Zubayri, the 
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to hereditary rule, Abu Bakr was truly their man, the caliph of Quraysh. 

Abu Bakr's heavy reliance on the old Mekkan aristocracy for the leadership of 

the Muslim armies in the suppression of the ridda and the beginning of the 

conquests outside Arabia has been duly noted by E. Shoufani
45

 and F. Donner.
46

 

In particular the two most powerful clans of Quraysh, Makhzum and 'Abd Shams, 

were given preference. Among Abu Bakr's commanders in the ridda wars were 

'Ikrima b. AbT Jahl of Makhzum and YazTd b. AbT Sufyan of Umayya, sons of 

the two former leaders of the Mekkan opposition to Muhammad. Of Makhzum 

were also Khalid b. al-Walid and al-Muhajir b. AbT Umayya; of 'Abd Shams, 

Khalid b. AsTd b. Abi l-'Ts, Khalid b. Sa'Td b. al-'As and, by clientage, al-'Ala' 

b. al-Hadraml. Most of these Mekkan leaders had, to be sure, already been 

employed by Muhammad in various functions. Yet their dominant position under 

Abu Bakr is put into proper relief by the complete exclusion of the Ansar from 

leadership and the greatly reduced role of the early Muhajirun. Among the 

Muslim army leaders during the ridda there was only one early Companion of 

Muhammad, ShurahbTl b. Hasana, a confederate of the Banu Zuhra of Quraysh 

of South Arabian (Kinda) origin. 

When Abu Bakr later laid the plans for the conquest of Syria, he appointed as 

the first commander Khalid b. SaTd b. al-'As, who had previously refused to 

swear allegiance for some time. The reason for this choice was certainly not that 

he was one of the earliest Companions, but rather that he was an Umayyad. When 

he was dismissed because of strong representations by 'Umar against him, Abu 

Bakr replaced him by the Umayyad YazTd b. AbT Sufyan. It is evident that the 

caliph intended to give the 'Abd Shams a stake in the conquest of Syria. Abu 

Sufyan is known to have owned some land near Damascus before Islam.
47

 The 

aim of gratifying the powerful Mekkan clan evidently outweighed in Abu Bakr's 

eyes the slight he had been dealt by Khalid b. SaTd. On the other hand, the role 

given to Abu 'Ubayda b. al-Jarrah, who, as one of the two prominent Companions 

backing Abu Bakr at the Saqifa assembly, could have expected a leading part, 

was quite limited. He was evidently not among the leaders of the three armies 

initially dispatched and in some accounts is not mentioned at all before the 

caliphate of 'Umar.
48

 Most likely he was sent secondarily with some auxiliary 

troops to aid the first invading armies.
49

 'Umar later appointed him general 

commander in 
45 Shoufani, al-Riddah, 58-64. 
46 F. Donner, The Early Islamic Conquests (Princeton, 1981), 86ð8. 
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49 M.J. de Goeje, Memoire sur la conquete de la Syrie (Leiden, 1900), 25.  
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Syria. In initially sending Khalid b. al-Walld to invade Iraq, Abu Bakr may have 

similarly had it in mind to give Makhzum a stake in the conquest of that country. 

With the Muslim armies mostly under the command of members of the old 

Mekkan aristocracy, Medina was virtually at the mercy of Muhammad's recent 

enemies, especially during the ridda. If the leaders of Quraysh had chosen to 

conspire, they could have done away with the caliphate at a stroke. Abu Bakr's 

resolute rejection of 'Umar's demands for the dismissal, or at least censure, of 

Khalid b. al-Walid for his un-Islamic conduct may have been motivated by more 

than just the recognition of his superior qualities as a military leader. Yet Abu 

Bakr could also be generally confident that the Mekkan leaders would co-operate, 

realizing that they would profit more than anyone else from the Qurayshite 

caliphate in the name of Islam. 

It was the declared intention of Abu Bakr to follow as caliph the policies and 

practices of Muhammad in every respect. He adopted the official title khalifat 

rasul Allah, Successor or Vicegerent of the Messenger of God.
49

In order to 

comply with the Prophet's wishes, he immediately ordered the planned campaign 

towards the Syrian border area to go ahead, although the absence of the army 

would expose the caliphate, before it had been firmly established, to considerable 

danger. He insisted on retaining Usama b. Zayd, son of Muhammad's freedman, 

as the commander despite the unpopularity of this choice because of Usama's 

youth and lack of experience. Breaking ranks with the Banu Hashim, Usama had 

evidently pledged allegiance to the caliph. Abu Bakr must have appreciated his 

stand at this time. 

Abu Bakr also justified his immediate demand that all Arab tribes pay the 

Islamic alms-tax to him by his duty as Muhammad's successor to follow the 

Prophet's path. The obligation of Muslims to pay a regular annual tax, rather than 

giving voluntary alms, seems to have been initiated in the year 9/630.
50

 Ibn Sa'd 

gives a list of the first tax collectors sent out by Muhammad in Muharram (April-

May) to some tribes in the Hijaz and north-east of Medina. The impression is 

created that initially only a few loyal tribes were asked to pay the tax. A number 

of the tax
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collectors were members of the tribes to whom they were sent, and it is unclear to 

what extent the rates of taxation were fixed.
52

 During the pilgrimage season at the 

end of the year (February 631) the proclamation of the Sura of Renunciation (al-

Bara'a) was made that polytheists in general would no longer be granted 

protection and would be subject to Muslim attack unless they repented. Excepted 

were, however, those who had concluded pacts with Muhammad and had kept 

them. These pacts were to be fulfilled until their expiration. While the pressure on 

the Arab pagans to submit to Islam and the Prophet was thus increased, the 

exception for treaty allies shows that Muhammad was not yet prepared simply to 

impose Islam on all of them. The enforcement of the alms-tax was probably also 

handled with caution and discretion on the part of Muhammad during the 

following, last, year of his life. There are no reports of any force used against 

tribes failing to pay, of which there must have been more than a few. 

The significance of the alms-tax for the Arab tribes was indeed different from 

that of any other obligation previously imposed by Islam. Unlike the duty to pray, 

to fast, to join collectively in the jihad and to give voluntary alms as the Qur'an 

and Muhammad had demanded in the early days of Islam, the alms-tax 

potentially meant the surrender of tribal autonomy, the acceptance of tax officials 

with the right to inspect and assess private property, of governors with the right to 

force recalcitrant subjects. It meant the subjection of the tribes to a ruler or 

government, something the tribes had ever most vigorously resisted. Their fear of 

subjection no doubt contributed to the spread of opposition movements to Islam 

in the last year of Muhammad's life. 

At the beginning of Muharram 11 /end of March 632, two months before his 

death, Muhammad again sent out tax collectors to the tribes for the new year. The 

tribes named in the report were mostly the same as in the year 9/630, those 

relatively close to Medina and to Mekka.
53

 In the outlying regions, it was 

evidently the Muslim governors who were generally responsible for the collection 

of the tax, but payment was probably largely voluntary and patchy.
54

 The latent 

resentment against the levy came out into the open on the Prophet's death, as 

many of the loyal tribes offered to recognize Abu Bakr as his successor but 

refused payment of the alms-tax. Despite his precarious position, Abu Bakr 

immediately took a hard line in the matter. 'Umar, Abu 'Ubayda and 
52

 There is evidence that the detailed rates of zakat stipulated by Islamic law were not introduced before 

Abu Bakr. See J. Schacht, 'Zakat' in Encyclopaedia of Islam (Leiden, 1913-38). 
51

 Annali, II/l, 575-

6. 
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 For a list of the governors at the time of Muhammad's death according to Sayf b. 'Umar see ibid., 
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Salim, the client of Abu Hudhayfa, urged him to rescind the tax for the year and 

to treat the tribes loyal to Islam leniently in order to enlist their support for 

fighting those who had abandoned Islam.
51

 Abu Bakr rejected any compromise on 

the tax, making it the yardstick for the loyalty of the tribes to Islam itself. Going 

well beyond any precedent set by Muhammad, he insisted that those refusing 

payment of the tax were to be treated and fought as apostates, just like those who 

had abandoned Islam and those who had never accepted it. Abu Bakr's attitude 

was well summarized in the statement widely attributed to him in the sources: 'If 

they withheld only a hobbling-cord of what they gave the Prophet, I would fight 

them for it.' 

Later Muslim scholars found it difficult to explain and justify Abu Bakr's 

conduct. 'Umar was quoted questioning the caliph as to his right to fight the tribes 

since the Prophet had said: 'I was ordered to fight people until they say that there 

is no god but God. If they say this, they safeguard themselves and their property 

from me.'
52

 Some speculated that Abu Bakr must have been acting on the basis of 

a hadith quoting Muhammad as telling a tax collector who had been sent back 

empty-handed to him by a bedouin: 'Return to him, and if he does not give you 

the tax, cut his head off!'
53

 Others argued that the Companions were calling the 

withholders of the tax apostates merely metaphorically. In reality they were 

Muslim rebels and as such deserved to be fought. Yet while later lawyers such as 

al-Shafi'I might be prepared to consider peaceable Muslims refusing to fulfil a 

previously accepted religious obligation as rebels whose blood could legitimately 

be shed, such a notion of 'rebellion' had in reality no basis in the Qur'an
54

 or the 

practice of the Prophet but arose out of the caliphate as conceived by Abu Bakr. 

Although the impact of Muhammad's authority on the lives of the Muslims had 

steadily widened, it had remained essentially a moral authority. The Qur'an 

frequently admonished them to obey God, the Prophet and those in command 

among them, and threatened the disobedient with severe divine punishment. The 

problem of nominal or lukewarm Muslims who resisted and contravened many of 

his orders and decisions was a serious one for Muhammad, as is evident from the 

numerous denunciations of hypocrites (munafiqun) in the Qur'an. Yet the Qur'an 

did not sanction the
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shedding of their blood or physical coercion of them. By Qur'anic standards, Abu 

Bakr might at most have castigated the tribes withholding the alms-tax as 

hypocrites. He could not make war on them either as apostates or as rebels. 

Behind the front of merely claiming his due as the vicegerent of the Prophet, 

Abu Bakr thus brought about a radical change of policy. The full significance of 

his affirmation that the caliph must be of Quraysh because the Arabs would obey 

none but them now became apparent. The caliph was to be not so much the 

religious leader of the umma, the community of Islam, as Muhammad had been, 

but the ruler of all Arabs, commanding their obedience in the name of Islam. For 

this reason peaceable Muslims withholding the alms-tax from the caliph, genuine 

renegades and other Arabs who had never become Muslims were all to be classed 

as apostates and to be fought until they would submit to both Islam and the rule 

of the caliph of Quraysh. 

Among the official titles of the later caliphs, amir al-mu'minin, Commander of 

the Faithful, was the preferred and most commonly employed one.
59

 According to 

historical tradition, it was 'Umar who first adopted it. It reflected most closely the 

concept of the caliphate established by Abu Bakr. The caliph was primarily the 

ruler of the faithful. Quraysh provided the ruling class, his aides, and the other 

Arab tribes were to be his subjects. Abu Bakr set out with unbending 

determination to subdue them. 

The early Companions including even 'Umar, a man deeply committed to the 

expansion of the authority of Islam by force, initially had misgivings, especially 

about the flagrant aggression against fellow Muslims. Had not the Qur'an 

admonished the Muslims that they were brothers and should strive to settle their 

conflicts by conciliation? Abu Bakr could again count on the backing of the 

Quraysh, who readily saw the benefits that the subjugation of the Arabs would 

bring for them. In order to secure their caravan trade, Quraysh had long relied on 

alliances with some Arab tribes. Yet such alliances with autonomous tribes were 

by nature unstable and often meant sharing of material benefits and the enmity of 

other tribes. The subjugation of all Arabs proposed by the caliph offered them 

safe and unimpeded trade relations and opened up new sources of material gain as 

leaders of Muslim armies and future governors and tax officials in the subjugated 

lands. Quraysh pursued the war against the 'apostates' with enthusiasm. The spirit 

with which it was waged is clearly reflected in the cold-blooded execution of 

Malik b. Nuwayra and others of the Banu Yarbu' after their surrender and 

confession of Islam and in 

s
" Crone and Hinds, God's Caliph, 11.  
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the appropriation of his wife by Khalid b. al-Walld. Earlier in the year Malik had 

been entrusted by Muhammad with the collection of the alms-tax among his tribe. 

When he learned of the Prophet's death he returned the camels gathered by him to 

his fellow tribesmen or, according to another report, raided and drove off the 

camels collected from various tribes as alms. According to both major accounts, 

Abu Bakr himself, infuriated by Malik's evident refusal to recognize him as the 

legitimate successor of Muhammad, instructed Khalid to kill him if he could lay 

his hands on him.
55

 

Abu Bakr's front of meticulously following the practice and precedents set by 

the Prophet in every respect was most difficult to maintain in his treatment of his 

predecessor's kin, the Banu Hashim. It was evident that the primary purpose of 

establishing caliphal rule on a sound basis was inconsistent with maintaining the 

privileged status of Muhammad's ahl al-bayt, of applying the Qur'anic rules of 

inheritance to them, and of continuing to pay their Qur'anic shares of the war 

booty and the/ay. Abu Bakr's solution was both radical and ingenious. According 

to 'A'isha's account, he told Fatima and al-'Abbas when they came to claim their 

inheritance from Muhammad, and in particular his land in Fadak and his share of 

the land of Khaybar: 'As for me, I have heard the Messenger of God say: "We 

[the prophets] do not have heirs {la nurith). Whatever we leave is alms (sadaqa). 

The family of Muhammad (al Muhammad) can eat from that property." Surely, 

by God, I would not leave any matter undone which I have seen the Messenger of 

God do.'
56

 Abu Bakr's reply solved the problem of the ahl al-bayt in one stroke 

without his losing face. Not only had Muhammad disinherited his family, he had 

also specifically affirmed that after his death his family should, if in need, accept 

alms which he had strictly forbidden them during his life because of their status 

of purity. As recipients of alms like ordinary Muslims, there was also no longer 

any justification for paying them their Qur'anic share of booty and fay'. All this 

the Prophet had confided to Abu Bakr, and no one else, thus confirming that he 

was his chosen successor charged with implementing his instructions. The 

daughter of the Prophet must have
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been dumbfounded. Not even she could openly question the word of her father's 

chosen successor. According to 'A 'isha, she henceforth kept away (,hajarat) from 

Abu Bakr and did not speak to him again about the matter until she died six 

months later. 'All buried her at night and did not inform the caliph of her death.
57

 

While the Prophet's daughter and kin were thus disinherited and demoted from 

their rank of religious purity, his widows were treated comparatively better. They 

obviously also could not be given an inheritance from Muhammad's land in 

Fadak and Khaybar, which Abu Bakr claimed as public property. 'Urwa b. al-

Zubayr reported, on the authority of 'A'isha, that the widows intended to send 

'Uthman to Abu Bakr to ask for their share of inheritance from Fadak and 

Khaybar, but 'A'isha reproached them: 'Don't you fear God? Have you not heard 

the Messenger of God say: "We do not have heirs; whatever we leave is alms. 

This money is for the Family of Muhammad, [to provide] for them [in case of] 

misfortune and for their hospitality (li -na'ibatihim wa-dayfihim). When I die it 

will belong to the ruler (wall l-amr) after me." ' The women desisted.
58

 They no 

doubt understood that they would fare better if they admitted having heard the 

Prophet say so. Abu Bakr decided that they could keep their dwellings. In order 

to protect him against a possible charge that he acted arbitrarily with what 

Muhammad had left for the public treasury, later tradition asserted that the 

Prophet had made a bequest of the houses to his wives.
59

 Unlike the status of 

purity of the Prophet's kin, that of his wives was not to lapse after his death. No 

man was allowed to marry them. The highest respect was due to the 'Mothers of 

the Faithful'. They were now truly the only ahl al-bayt of Muhammad whose 

purification from all filth was guaranteed by Sura XXXIII 33. Abu Bakr 

recognized his obligation to provide generously for the widows.
60

 To 'A'isha, as 

Muhammad's favourite wife and daughter of his chosen successor, belonged the 

first place. Abu Bakr granted her some lands in the 'Aliya quarters of Medina and 

in al-Bahrayn. The property in Medina was said to have been part of the land of 

the Banu l-Nadlr which Abu Bakr had been given by Muhammad.
61
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From a political point of view, the confiscation of the Prophet's extensive land 

holdings, from which he himself had partly financed the Muslim military efforts, 

was certainly a necessity. The diplomatic skill with which Abu Bakr carried out 

the measure, asserting that the Prophet himself had left all his property to the 

public treasury, matched his clever political manoeuvre at the Saqlfa assembly. 

Hassan b. Thabit's protest against the usurpation of the Prophet's fay' quickly 

ceased and was forgotten. The prominent Companions would soon be vying with 

each other in attesting that they, too, had heard Muhammad say that prophets have 

no heirs and that, on their death, their belongings become alms. Abu Bakr's policy 

of isolating the Banu Hashim without the use of force proved a full success. After 

six months, by the time of Fatima's death, Abu Bakr's victory seemed complete. 

Yet the news of it and of her clandestine burial at night, in order to prevent the 

caliph's attendance, must have shocked him. Whatever his satisfaction about the 

humiliation of his personal enemy 'AIT, the realization of the deep offence that 

his political machinations and treachery had caused the daughter of the man 

whose best and most sincere friend he was acclaimed to be by the public, the 

awareness of her death in a state of embitterment, perhaps hastened by his 

conduct, could not easily be brushed off his conscience.
67

 

'A'isha reported: after Fatima's death, the few prominent men who had 

continued to see 'AIT while she was alive turned away from him. 'AIT humbly 

sued (dara'a) for reconciliation with Abu Bakr, sending him word: 'Come to us, 

but let no one be with you.' Knowing 'Umar's toughness (shidda), 'AIT did not 

want him to come along. 'Umar advised Abu Bakr not to go alone, but the latter 

insisted: 'By God, I shall go to them alone, what could they do to me?' The caliph 

thus came alone to 'AIT, who had assembled the Banu Hashim in his house. 'AIT 

rose and, 

67
 The Kufan loyalist 'Amir al-Sha'bl, evidently stung by the Shi'ite contentions that the Prophet's 

daughter died in anger at Abu Bakr, countered with the following story, when Fatima fell ill Abu 

Bakr came to visit her and asked for permission to enter. 'AIT told Fatima: 'There is Abu Bakr at the 

door, will you not permit him to enter?' She answered: 'And you prefer this?' He said: 'Yes.' Abu 

Bakr entered, apologized to her, and talked with her. She was satisfied with him (Ibn Sa'd, Tabaqat, 

VIII, 17). Yet what was there to apologize for if he had simply said the truth? The same tendency is 

also apparent in another report of al-Sha'bl transmitted by 'Umar b. Shabba. Al-Sha'bT narrated that 

'Umar and Khalid b. al-Walld, on Abu Bakr's order, went to Fatima's house in order to get al-Zubayr 

and 'All to pledge allegiance to Abu Bakr. 'Umar used force against both men, who were then led 

before Abu Bakr. Fatima loudly protested against the violence committed on the Family of the 

Messenger of God. After al-Zubayr and 'AIT pledged allegiance, Abu Bakr visited her and 

interceded on behalf of 'Umar. She accepted his apologies and expressed her satisfaction with 'Umar 

(Ibn Abi 1-HadTd, Shark, II, 57, VI, 48-9).  
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after giving due praise to God, said: 'What has prevented us from pledging 

allegiance to you, Abu Bakr, was neither denial of your excellence, nor 

consideration of you as unworthy of any bounty which God has conveyed to you. 

Rather we held that we had a right in "this matter" which you [pi.] have arbitrarily 

seized (istabdadtum) from us.' 'All then mentioned his kinship (qaraba) with the 

Messenger of God and the right of kin and continued until Abu Bakr wept. When 

he finished, the caliph pronounced the confession of faith (shahada) and in turn 

gave due praise to God. Then he said: 'By God, my link to the kinship of the 

Messenger of God is dearer to me than my own kinship. Surely, I have not sought 

in these chattels which have come between me and you anything but the good. 

But I have heard the Messenger of God say: We have no heirs, whatever we leave 

is alms. The family of Muhammad may only eat from this money. I seek refuge 

with God lest I remember anything which Muhammad, the Messenger of God, 

did in respect to it, yet fail to do it.' 'AIT promised his public pledge of allegiance 

for the evening. When the afternoon prayer was over, Abu Bakr turned to the 

assembled people and offered some excuses for 'AIT. Then 'AIT rose and 

extolled the right of Abu Bakr, mentioning his excellence and prior merit 

(sabiqa). He went forward to the caliph and pledged allegiance to him. The 

people hastened towards 'AIT, congratulating him: 'You have hit the mark, well 

done.' 'A'isha added: 'The people thus drew near to 'AIT when he drew near to the 

truth and what is proper.'
62

 

'AlT's public act of submission put an end to the isolation of the Banu Hashim 

and, on the surface, closed the ranks of the Muslims in support of Abu Bakr. Yet 

reconciliation there was none and could not be. Each of the two men looked 

through the other's motives and thoughts all too well to believe his reassuring 

words and gestures. Under the circumstances, 'AIT could see nothing but 

hypocrisy in Abu Bakr's tears and protestations of his love for the Prophet's kin. 

He knew that the caliph would continue doing all he could to keep the Banu 

Hashim away from power and influence and above all to prevent him, 'AIT, from 

ever succeeding to the caliphate. Abu Bakr likewise understood the insincerity of 

the younger man's recognition of his prior title to the succession of Muhammad 

and knew that 'AIT, if ever given the opportunity, would disavow the legitimacy 

of his caliphate of Quraysh and establish his own based on the rights of 

Muhammad's ahl al-bayt. There could be no relationship of trust between them. 

'AIT continued to keep away from
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the caliph, and the latter was hardly eager to draw him into his company.
69 

While 

predominant Sunnite doctrine has come to affirm that the Prophet died without 

having named a successor and that Abu Bakr was elected by the Muslim 

community at the Saqlfa, a minority of prominent scholars, among them al-Hasan 

al-Basri, Ibn Hazm and Ibn Taymiyya, have always held that Abu Bakr was 

chosen as successor by Muhammad. There is strong evidence that the latter view 

was officially backed during Abu Bakr's caliphate and that it was 'Umar who 

insisted that the Prophet had died without naming a successor. This is clearly 

implied in a comment of Abu Bakr's grandson al-Qasim b. Muhammad on the 

hadith of his aunt 'A'isha, according to which the Prophet just before his death, 

when hearing 'Umar pronounce the takbir in the public prayer, had said: 'Where is 

Abu Bakr? God refuses this as do the Muslims.' Al-Qasim commented: 'If it were 

not for something 'Umar said at the time of his death, the Muslims would not 

doubt that the Messenger of God appointed Abu Bakr as his successor 

(istakhlafa). But he ['Umar] said at his death: If I appoint a successor, someone 

better than myself [Abu Bakr] has appointed a successor. And if I leave them [i.e. 

the Muslims to choose the successor], someone better than myself left them [to 

choose]. Thus the people knew that the Messenger of God did not appoint anyone 

his successor, and 'Umar cannot be accused [of bias] against Abu Bakr.'
70 

Abu 

Rafi' al-Ta'T, who had been converted to Islam by Abu Bakr and accompanied 

him during the raid of Dhat al-Salasil in the year 8/629, is quoted as reporting that 

he asked Abu Bakr later about the bay
1
 a for him at the SaqTfa. Abu Bakr told 

him that it was 'Umar's reminder to the people that the Prophet had ordered Abu 

Bakr to lead the prayer during his illness that swayed them to swear allegiance to 

him.
71

 The oath of allegiance thus merely confirmed Muhammed's previous 

choice. 'A'isha, 
69 Later Sunnite sources on Abu Bakr's caliphate, especially Sayf b. 'Umar, mention 'AIT on various 

occasions as giving advice to the caliph (see Annali, II/l, 584, 594-5, 597, 11/2, 1116, 1150, 1197). 

The unreliability of these reports is evident especially since most of the occasions mentioned were 

during the six months before 'All's pledge of allegiance. 'AIT is thus described as, together with 

'Umar, urging the caliph not to lead the Muslim army in person at Dhu 1-Qassa (ibid., II/l, 594-5) 

and as being put in charge, together with al-Zubayr, Talha and 'Abd Allah b. Mas'ud, of the the 

defences of Medina (ibid., 597). The traditionalist Sunnite historian Ibn KathTr insisted on the basis 

of such reports that 'AIT swore allegiance to Abu Bakr immediately after the SaqTfa assembly and 

that his pledge of allegiance after Fatima's death was merely an act of confirmation (bay'a 

mu'akkida), necessitated by the disloyalty of Fatima whose anger at Abu Bakr Ibn KathTr found 

incomprehensible and inexcusable (al-Bidaya, V, 249-50, 286-7). But then, Ibn KathTr commented 

with an anti-Shi'ite edge, Fatima was merely a woman who could not hope for infallibility ( hiya 

imra'a min al-bashar laysat bi-rajiyat al-'isma, V, 249). 'A'isha's account, however, is incompatible 

with such an interpretation. 
70 Ibn Hisham, Sirat sayyidina, 1010. 
71 Ibn Hanbal, Musnad, I, 8. Abu Bakr added that he accepted out of fear that there might be discord 

(fitna) leading to apostasy.  
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as has been seen, consistently maintained that Abu Bakr was chosen by 

Muhammad for the succession and apparently never mentioned the events at the 

SaqTfa. Only when asked pointedly whom the Prophet would have appointed if 

he had made an appointment she replied: 'Abu Bakr'; adding, upon further 

questioning: 'After him 'Umar and then Abu 'Ubayda b. al-Jarrah.' There she 

stopped.
63

 

Since Abu Bakr did not view the caliphate as an elective office, it was only 

natural that he appointed, without prior consultation, his successor, 'Umar b. al-

Khattab. Only after he had made up his mind is he reported to have confidentially 

asked 'Abd al-Rahman b. 'Awf and 'Uthman for their opinions. The former 

expressed some reservations on account of 'Umar's well-known harshness 

(ghilza). 'Uthman answered more diplomatically that 'Umar's inside was better 

than his outside and that, in any case, 'there is no one like him among us'.
64

 Talha 

is reported, after the official announcement, to have protested at the ill caliph's 

bedside against the choice of'Umar because of the latter's ill treatment of the 

people even during Abu Bakr's reign. Abu Bakr, however, angrily rejected this 

criticism, declaring 'Umar the best of God's people.
65

 

While some of the details may be unreliable, the tenor of these reports 

probably reflects the situation correctly, and the fact that Abu Bakr appointed his 

successor rather than leaving the choice to the Muslim community cannot 

seriously be doubted. In spite of the prominent part played by 'Umar in Abu 

Bakr's reign, he could not have simply taken over and been universally 

recognized as de facto caliph as suggested by Caetani and Levi della Vida.
75

 For 

while the choice of 'Umar certainly must have appealed to many strict Muslims 

who appreciated his uncompromising loyalty to Islam and his vigorous insistence 

on enforcing its norms on everybody, he was far from popular. It was not only 

some of the early Companions, whom Caetani accused of petty jealousy, 

incompetence and unjustifiable personal ambition, who had misgivings about 

'Umar. More importantly, the Qurayshite aristocracy, on whose support Abu Bakr 

had built the caliphate and who were now firmly in control of the Muslim armies, 

would hardly have accepted their old opponent 'Umar without formal 

appointment by Abu Bakr, whom they had come to respect. Khalid b. al-Walid, in 

particular, must have been aware that his days in powerful leadership would now 

be numbered. 

Abu Bakr, on the other hand, realized that he could not afford to leave the 

succession open at a time when the Muslim armies were engaged in the decisive 

battles for the conquest of Syria. Despite the stunning
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success of his policies, the caliphate was, only two years after its foundation, far 

from being safely established and a divisive election for a successor might have 

been fatal. He recognized that above all he must prevent any discussion of the 

rights of the family of the Prophet just as he had done before. For while now, 

given the vested interest of all of Quraysh in the caliphate, an easy election of 

'AIT was much less likely, his name could still have served as the rallying point 

of the opposition in the absence of an obvious candidate. 

From Abu Bakr's point of view, the choice of 'Umar almost imposed itself, 

despite their substantial differences of opinion in political questions. Among the 

early Companions, only 'Umar was really closely associated with him and 

involved in the daily running of the government. Abu Bakr owed him a 

considerable debt. 'Umar had made the coup at the SaqTfa in his favour possible 

and had brought Medina firmly under control for him. Having backed Abu Bakr's 

concept of the caliphate of Quraysh from the outset with enthusiasm, he could be 

trusted not to jolt its foundations, whatever change of direction he might 

introduce. 'Umar continued to be in effective control of Medina and was 

presumably not the man to cede his power to any of the other early Companions. 

The only serious alternative would perhaps have been Khalid b. al-WalTd, now at 

the peak of his popularity after his recent victories. Khalid would have clearly 

been preferred by the Mekkan aristocracy and would have had the backing of the 

Muslim armies. 'Umar, his personal enemy, would have been unable to put up 

any resistance to him. Whether Abu Bakr ever seriously considered the 

alternative must remain a speculative question. When the time for the decision 

came, Khalid was in command in Syria and apparently indispensable for the war 

effort. The choice of 'Umar was the most reasonable.
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2 'Umar: Commander of the Faithful, Islamic 

meritocracy, consultation, and Arab empire 

The privileged position of ruling the Islamic state which Abu Bakr had allotted 

Quraysh had no foundation in the Qur'an. In the early Mekkan Sura (CVI) 

addressed to them, the Quraysh were pointedly admonished to serve the Lord of 

the Ka'ba in gratitude for the prosperity and safety He had granted them. During 

most of Muhammad's mission, the majority of Quraysh in Mekka were his 

staunchest opponents, the unbelievers (kuffar) and polytheists (mushrikun) 

unequivocally condemned by the Holy Book. The Muhajirun, those who left their 

homes to join Muhammad in Medina in support of the cause of Islam, were 

greatly praised in the Qur'an, given hope for God's mercy (II 218), and promised 

reward on earth and in the hereafter (XVI 41). By Muhajirun the Qur'an, 

however, meant not only the Mekkan, Qurayshite emigrants, but equally bedouin 

tribesmen and others who joined the Prophet from all over Arabia. Although 

more often mentioned in the Qur'an than the Ansar, the Muhajirun were put 

strictly on a par with them (VIII 72-4, IX 100, 117) and nowhere were they given 

a preferred rank above them. The poor of the Muhajirun were granted a share of 

the estates of the Banu l-Nadlr on the grounds that they had been expelled from 

their homes and property, not because they stood higher in merit than the Ansar 

(LIX 8-9). The Qur'an, however, clearly accorded a higher religious merit on the 

basis of early conversion to Islam, a principle favouring the early Mekkan, mostly 

Qurayshite, Companions of Muhammad. The Muslims joining Islam after the 

early Muhajirun and the Ansar, who had sheltered them, were lower in religious 

rank (VIII 74ð5, LIX 8-10). 'Those who preceded [in faith] are the ones who 

precede (wa l-sabiquna l-sabiqun). They are the ones brought close [to God] in 

the Gardens of Bliss' (LVI 10-12).
66

 Specifically were those who joined Islam 

only after the conquest of Mekka sharply reminded that they were not equal to 

those who had earlier spent of their property and fought for Islam, and who were 

thus
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greater in rank (a'zam darajatan, LVII 10). It was generally held that the duty of 

hijra ended with the conquest of Mekka, so that even those Muslims who still 

came to join Muhammad in Medina did not acquire the title and merit of 

Muhajirun. 

'Umar b. al-Khattab, Abu Bakr's successor, had always stood for a rigorous, 

unconditional backing of the cause and principles of Islam. In the time of 

Muhammad, he had repeatedly, but unsuccessfully, opposed diplomatic overtures 

to the Mekkan enemies of the Muslims. Thus he had demanded that the Mekkan 

captives in the battle of Badr should be killed rather than freed for ransom. He 

had protested against the compromise agreement of al-Hudaybiyya and, at the 

time of the conquest of Mekka, objected to the amnesty granted to the Umayyad 

chief Abu Sufyan whom he wanted to have executed for his leading part in the 

opposition to Islam.
67

 Under Abu Bakr he had objected to the war against the 

Muslim tribes withholding the zakat tax and to the leading position given to some 

members of the Mekkan aristocracy such as Khalid b. al-Walld, whose conduct 

he considered to be inconsistent with the ethics of Islam, and Khalid b. Sa'Td, 

whose loyalty to Abu Bakr seemed doubtful. As caliph, 'Umar, while not 

questioning the exclusive right of Quraysh to rule established by his predecessor, 

undertook to strengthen the Islamic character of the state by implementing 

Qur'anic principles and to curb the excessive power of the pre-Islamic Mekkan 

aristocracy. He relied in particular on two Qur'anic principles, that of sabiqa, 

early merit in Islam, which, given the established prerogative of Quraysh, 

benefited primarily the early Qurayshite Companions of Muhammad, and that of 

shura, consultation in the government of the Muslim community. 

'Umar's concept of sabiqa was reflected in his institution of the dtwan, the 

army register, for the distribution of the revenue from the conquered territories 

among the Muslims. Abu Bakr is reported to have given all Muslims equal shares 

of any sums of money delivered to Medina which, in any case, cannot have been 

very substantial. Against this practice, 'Umar is said to have insisted that he could 

not put those who had fought together with the Prophet on the same level as those 

who had fought against him.
3
 The highest stipends were thus awarded to the 

Muslims who had fought in the battle of Badr, and those who had joined, and 

fought for, Islam at later stages were given progressively smaller amounts. 

Exceptions were made for the Family of the Prophet. His widows received 

pensions more than double those of the veterans of Badr, and al-'Abbas, as the 

surviving heir of Muhammad, was granted the same amount as the widows. The 

share of Muhammad's grandsons al-Hasan
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and al-Husayn was also raised, evidently in recognition of the rights of Fatima. 

They were allotted the same stipend as their father 'AIT, whose award was that of 

the other veterans of Badr.
4
 

'Umar's reliance on consultation is well illustrated by a report of 'Abd Allah b. 

al-'Abbas on the caliph's voyage to Syria in the year 18/639.
68

 As the caliph and 

his escort reached Sargh, they were met by the commanders of the Muslim armies 

in Syria who informed him of the seriousness of the plague there. 'Umar ordered 

Ibn al-'Abbas to assemble the early Emigrants (al-muhajirin al-awwalm) for 

consultation. When they disagreed among themselves as to whether to continue 

the voyage or to return to Medina, 'Umar ordered the Ansar to be assembled for 

consultation. They, too, were divided in their opinion, and the caliph finally had 

Ibn al-'Abbas gather the leaders of Quraysh converted after the conquest of 

Mekka. They unanimously recommended retreat to Medina, and the caliph 

followed their advice.
69

 

Usually 'Umar confined himself to consulting with the prominent early 

Mekkan Companions. Numerous reports describe him as seeking their opinion on 

important political and legal questions. Caetani was evidently right in suggesting 

that 'Umar retained them generally in Medina to assist and counsel him while he 

sent others of less standing in Islam to lead the military campaigns abroad.
70

 His 

resolve to leave the election of his successor to an electoral conclave of early 

Companions after his death was an extension of his general procedure in reaching 

important decisions. It differed only insofar as the final word during his caliphate 

had always remained his. 

Various reports suggest that 'Umar, immediately on his accession, moved to 

reduce the power of the old Mekkan aristocracy and to rectify some of the wrongs 

that, in his view, had been done to Muslims in the
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ridda. They mention as the first act of the second caliph the dismissal of Khalid b. 

al-Walld and the appointment of Abu 'Ubayda as supreme commander of the 

Muslim armies in Syria. Khalid was certainly not deposed until much later, and 

there is uncertainty about the date of the appointment of Abu 'Ubayda to the high 

command. According to al-Zuhri, 'Umar's order giving Abu 'Ubayda the supreme 

command in place of Khalid arrived at the time of the battle on the Yarmuk. Abu 

'Ubayda, however, did not inform Khalid for two months out of a feeling of 

shame towards him.
8
 Yet it seems likely that 'Umar from the beginning relied 

more on his personal friend Abu 'Ubayda. According to further reports he also 

ordered the immediate release of Arab prisoners made during the ridda wars and 

lifted the restriction on the participants in the ridda to join the Muslim armies of 

conquest.
9
 

In the long run, 'Umar's efforts to curb the power of the Mekkan aristocracy in 

favour of the early Companions were only partially successful. Khalid b. al-Walid 

was reduced to insignificance in Syria and was not allowed to return to Iraq. 

There 'Umar first commissioned Abu 'Ubayd b. Mas'ud, a Thaqafite who could 

not aspire to build a personal power base in the territories he might conquer, with 

the general command. A year after Abu 'Ubayd was killed in battle, the caliph, 

planning a major offensive in Iraq, appointed the early Mekkan Companion Sa'd 

b. Abi Waqqas supreme commander. Under Sa'd, the decisive battle of al-

Qadisiyya was won, Mesopotamia was completely subdued, Kufa was founded 

and Iran invaded. When Sa'd was recalled to Medina after six years, Muslim rule 

in Iraq was already solidly established. 'Umar's other governors of Kufa, Basra 

and al-Bahrayn and the leaders of the conquests in Iran were mostly of relatively 

humble, non-Qurayshite origin, such as 'Utba b. Ghazwan of Qays 'Aylan, early 

Companion and confederate ihallf) of the Banu Nawfal of Quraysh, the 

Thaqafites al-Mughlra b. Shu'ba, 'Uthman b. Abi l-'As and his brother al-Hakam, 

the Yamanite Abu Musa al-Ash'arl, 'Ammar b. Yasir, son of a mawla of the 

Makhzumite Abu Hudhayfa, the Muzanite al-Nu'man b. 'Amr b. Muqarrin. The 

members of the Qurayshite aristocracy, so prominent in the leadership of the 

Muslim armies under Abu Bakr, were conspicuously absent. 

In Syria 'Umar promoted the early Companion Abu 'Ubayda b. al-Jarrah to the 

high command chiefly with the aim of reducing the power of Khalid b. al-WalTd, 

but also in the hope of keeping the Sufyanids under control. When Abu 'Ubayda, 

who resided in Hims, died in the plague of the year 18/639, the caliph appointed 

Yazid b. AbT Sufyan, who had been
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in control of Damascus as deputy of Abu 'Ubayda since 16/637, governor of 

Damascus, al-Urdunn and Palestine and 'Iyad b. Ghanm governor of Hims, 

QinnasrTn and Upper Mesopotamia (al-JazTra).
10

 Shortly afterwards YazTd, too, 

fell victim to the plague, and 'Umar appointed his brother Mu'awiya b. Abi 

Sufyan successor and governor of Damascus. Caetani saw this appointment as 

proof for 'Umar's high esteem of the Umayyads, to whom he particularly wanted 

to give a leading part in the government of Islam.
11

 This interpretation is, 

however, hardly reasonable in the light of 'Umar's deep-seated aversion towards 

the Mekkan aristocracy and former opponents of Muhammad. 'Umar probably 

did not have much of a choice at the time. The only serious rival to Mu'awiya for 

the leadership in Syria after the death of so many other commanders was 

probably, as noted by Caetani,
12

 'Amr b. al-'As. 'Amr, however, had probably 

already received 'Umar's approval for the invasion of Egypt. It was obviously not 

the time to send a Companion of high standing from Medina before it was certain 

that the plague had run its course. 

Another consideration in 'Umar's choice of the Sufyanid Mu'awiya may have 

been the strength and high ambitions of the Yamanite, especially Himyarite, 

element among the Arab conquerors. These Yamanites had joined the Muslim 

army making no secret of their aspiration to establish a Himyarite kingdom under 

their leader Dhu 1-Kala' Samayfa' b. Nakur, whom they called 'king of Himyar', 

in defiance of the claim of Quraysh to rule the empire of Islam. Dhu 1-Kala' had 

hoped to gain control of Damascus, where he acquired much property, but he was 

instead forced to settle together with his followers in Hims, while the Umayyads 

entrenched themselves in Damascus.
13 

'Umar probably realized that the 

Sufyanids, who in opposition to Himyar formed an alliance with the tribe of 

Kalb, were in the best position to thwart such Himyarite designs, which he must 

have viewed as a threat to Abu Bakr's and his own concept of the caliphate. 

The invasion of Egypt was undertaken by 'Amr b. al-'As, who had old 
10
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trading interests there, perhaps primarily on his own initiative. It is hardly 

conceivable, however, that he could have proceeded without permission from the 

caliph, as some sources suggest. Informed of'Amr's successful advance, 'Umar 

expedited a strong auxiliary force under the early Companion al-Zubayr. His 

choice of a man of such high standing clearly reflected his intention to curb the 

independence of'Amr.
71

 Later 'Umar confiscated part of the riches that 'Amr had 

amassed in the conquest in a manner humiliating to the conqueror of Egypt.
72

 He 

left him, however, as governor until the end of his caliphate. It was to be 

Mu'awiya, aided by 'Amr b. al-'As, who put a definite end to the reign of the 

early Companions, as conceived by 'Umar, and who established the dynastic rule 

of the old Mekkan aristocracy in its place. 

Vital for 'Umar's design of a collective authority of the early Companions was 

at least a token participation by 'All. 'Umar made every effort to bring about a 

reconciliation with the Banu Hashim without compromising the essential right of 

all Quraysh to the caliphate. He thus treated 'AIT basically like the other early 

Companions. He displayed his favour for the Prophet's kin rather in courting al-

'Abbas who now, after the death of Fatima, was the closest relative of 

Muhammad but posed no political threat since he did not belong to the early 

Companions and had no personal ambitions. 'Umar also drew 'Abd Allah b. al-

'Abbas, who was too young to pose a political threat, near to himself. Ibn al-

'Abbas was closely associated with 'Umar from the beginning to the end of his 

caliphate and has left the most revealing reports about the caliph's private 

thoughts. 

With regard to the inheritance of Muhammad, 'Umar made a cautious 

concession to the Banu Hashim. According to 'A 'isha, he turned Muhammad's 

estates in Medina over to al-'Abbas and 'AIT as endowment to be administered by 

them, while withholding the Prophet's portion of Khaybar and Fadak. He 

maintained that the latter two properties, evidently in contrast to the former, were 

merely assigned to the use of the Prophet for his personal needs and for 

emergencies and that they were after him at the disposal of the ruler of the time.
16

 

'AIT, according to 'A 'isha, soon usurped the rights of al-'Abbas with regard to 

Muhammad's estates in Medina.
17

 

Malik b. Aws b. Hadathan of the Banu Nasr of Hawazin reported about a 

session attended by himself in which the quarrel between al-'Abbas and 'AIT was 

brought before the caliph. At first the early Companions
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'Uthman, 'Abd al-Rahman b. 'Awf, al-Zubayr and Sa'd b. Abi Waqqas
18 

were 

admitted, then al-'Abbas and 'AIT. Al-'Abbas asked the caliph to judge between 

him and his nephew in the dispute about the Prophet's property from the Banu l-

Nadlr, and the two began to curse each other.
19 

Egged on by the group of early 

Companions to render judgment, 'Umar turned first to them asking whether they 

all knew that the Prophet had said: 'We do not have heirs, whatever we leave is 

alms', meaning by 'we' himself. Acknowledgement of Muhammad's statement 

denying his family the right of inheritance had evidently become a kind of loyalty 

oath to the caliphate, and all answered affirmatively. 'Umar now asked 'All and 

al-'Abbas the same question, and they also confessed that the Prophet had said so. 

'Umar then quoted Sura LIX 6, pointing out that God had given the fay' of the 

Banu l-Nadlr to the Messenger alone, who had distributed its revenue at his 

discretion. He had provided his family with their annual expenditure and had 

used the remainder in the cause of God. Abu Bakr after his succession had 

retained the property and faithfully followed the conduct of the Prophet, and 

'Umar had done likewise during the first two years of his reign. Then al-'Abbas 

and 'AIT had come to him, the former asking for his share of the inheritance of 

his nephew and the latter asking for his wife's share of the inheritance of her 

father. 'Umar had reminded them of the Prophet's word: 'We do not have heirs, 

whatever we leave is alms.'
20

 Then, however, he consented to hand the estates 

over to them on the condition that they would manage them in exactly the same 

way as the Prophet, Abu Bakr and he himself had done. Now they were asking 

him for a different decision concerning them, but he would never agree to 

anything else. If they were unable to carry it out, they should return them to 

him.
21

 

The report, portraying al-'Abbas and 'AIT in the most negative light, distinctly 

reflects the anti-Hashimite sentiments of Umayyad Sunnism and may not be 

entirely reliable in detail. In substance, however, it probably describes 'Umar's 

attitude correctly. The caliph recognized the danger of even partly disavowing 

the decision of Abu Bakr concerning Muhammad's inheritance and made sure 

that everybody 'knew' the 
18 According to another version, Talha was also present. See Ibn Hajar, Fath al-bari (Cairo, 1319-

29/[1901-ll]), VI, 125. ' ' 
19 Ibid. According to one version al-'Abbas called 'All 'this liar, sinner, traitor, and cheat (hadha l-

kadhib al-dthim al-ghadir al-kha'in)'. 
20 In the version quoted by Muslim,'Umar accused 'AIT and al-'Abbas of holding both Abu Bakr and 

'Umar for their actions to be 'a liar, sinner, traitor, and cheat'. 'Umar insisted that Abu Bakr was in 

every respect the opposite of this description. 
21 BukharT, Sahih, Khums 1; Muslim, $ahtTh, Jihad 49; 'Abd al-Razzaq, Musannaf, V, 469-71. For 

further references see A. J. Wensinck, Concordance et indices de la tradition musulmane (Leiden, 

1936-88), index s.v. Malik b. Aws.  
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Prophet's word. His own decision about Muhammad's estates in Medina did not 

mean that he surrendered them to al-'Abbas and 'AIT as private property. Rather, 

they were to administer them for the benefit of the Muslim Community as 

Muhammad had done. In support of his position he quoted Sura LIX 6 which 

mentioned the Prophet as the sole recipient of the/ay from the Banu 1-NadTr. He 

did not quote the later verse LIX 7 concerning the fay' of the 'people of the towns 

(ahl al-quraf which specified a portion for the kin of the Prophet. That portion, he 

evidently held, referred only to the yield of the fay' of Khaybar and Fadak while 

the land itself became state property after Muhammad's death. 

About the fay' land of Khaybar, Jubayr b. Mut'im is quoted as reporting that 

Muhammad had distributed a portion of it (meaning of its yield) to the Banu 

Hashim and the Banu 1-Muttalib to the exclusion of the Banu 'Abd Shams and 

the Banu Nawfal, to whom Jubayr himself belonged. Abu Bakr used to distribute 

the yield
22

 as the Prophet had done but did not give the kin of the Prophet a share. 

'Umar and those after him, however, allotted them a portion.
23

 Jubayr b. Mut'im 

evidently meant here the preference given to the Banu Hashim in the stipends of 

the army register (diwan). 'Umar constituted much of the land conquered during 

his reign as fay', now in the meaning of communal property, and used the revenue 

for paying the stipends and pensions of the Muslim warriors. Since the Banu 

Hashim were placed first in the diwan, they could be seen as being restored to 

their proper rank as kin of the Prophet entitled to a special portion of the fay'. In 

fact, however, only Muhammad's wives, al-'Abbas, the two grandsons of the 

Prophet and Usama, son of Muhammad's client and adoptive son Zayd b. 

Haritha,
24

 were granted larger shares than they otherwise deserved. The fay' 

stipends were thus used to make up for the loss of the right of inheritance. 'AIT, 

not being considered a primary heir, received only the stipend to which he was 

entitled as a veteran of Badr, and the other Banu Hashim and Banu 1-Muttalib 

were, no doubt, dealt with in the same way. While the supporters of the caliphate 

could thus feel, as suggested by the report of Jubayr b. Mut'im, that the kin of the 

Prophet had been fairly treated in accordance with their Qur'anic title to a portion 

of the fay', most of these still saw themselves deprived of the benefits they had 

enjoyed under Muhammad. 

In respect to the fifth of movable war booty, 'Abd Allah b. al-'Abbas reported 

that the Qur'anic portion of the Prophet's kin was no longer 
22 The term used throughout the report is khums. From the context it is evident that the yield of the fay* 

land is meant. 
23 Abu Dawud3 Sunan (Cairo, 1292/[1875]), XIX, 20; al-Maqrlzi, al-Niza

(
 wa l-takhasum fima bayn 

Bam Umayya wa-Bant Hashim> ed. G. Vos, Die Kampfe und Streitigkeiten zzvischen den Banu 

Umajja und den Banu Hasim (Leiden, 1888), 22. 
24 See Abu Yusuf, Kitdb al-Khardj (Cairo, 1352/[1933]), 25.  
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distributed to them after the death of Muhammad. 'Umar then proposed to the 

Banu Hashim to pay for their marriages, debts and servants from the fifth. The 

Banu Hashim, however, rejected this proposal unless the full amount of their 

share was turned over to them. To this the caliph would not agree. In reply to a 

letter of the Kharijite leader Najda b. 'Amir, Ibn al-'Abbas left no doubt that he 

still held the Banu Hashim to be entitled to this portion of the fifth of booty.
25

 

By his overtures to the Banu Hashim 'Umar evidently hoped to reconcile them 

with the Muslim community and its new caliphal order without giving them 

excessive economic and political power. Courting the favour of al-'Abbas and his 

son 'Abd Allah, neither of whom could pose a serious political threat because of 

their relatively low standing in regard to sabiqa, seemed to serve this purpose 

well. Al-'Abbas was thus granted the largest pension aside from the wives of 

Muhammad. During the drought of the year 18/639 'Umar honoured him by 

putting him forward in the ritual prayer for rain (istisqa'), thus seeking God's 

favour through the blessing of the Prophet's uncle.
26

 Al -'Abbas seems to have had 

the ear of the caliph as a counsellor, not among the early Companions, but among 

the leaders of Quraysh.
73

 Sayf b. 'Umar's assessment that under 'Umar people 

wishing to discover the intentions of the caliph would first turn to 'Abd al-

Rahman b. 'Awf or 'Uthman and after them to al-'Abbas
74

 may be correct. Al-

'Abbas was in a position to protest against 'Umar's order to demolish several 

houses, including his own, against the will of their owners for the enlargement of 

the sanctuary of Mekka.
29

 In Medina, he successfully resisted 'Umar's wish to 

include his house in the enlargement of the mosque, but then surrendered it 

voluntarily to the Muslim community.
30

 

Al -Mas'udT relates a report attributed to 'Abd Allah b. al-'Abbas according to 

which 'Umar once offered the latter the governorship of Hims after the death of 

the previous governor. The caliph expressed at the same time some uncertainty 

and apprehension as to the propriety of this appointment and asked Ibn al-'Abbas 

about his own views regarding such an office. As the latter demanded to be first 

informed about the nature of the caliph's reservations, 'Umar explained that he 

was afraid that people might protest to him that the office should be given to 

others than the kin of Muhammad since the latter had regularly chosen his 

officials among others and had avoided appointing his kin. 'Umar continued that 

he did not know whether Muhammad had done so because

                                                 
29 Ya'qubl, Ta'rikh, II, 170; Annali, III, 961-2. 
30 Ibn Sa'd, Tabaqat, IV/1, 13-14; Annali, III, 966-7. 
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he held them to be above holding office (danna bi-kum 'an al-amal) - and they, 

'Umar added, were worthy of that esteem - or whether the Prophet feared that 

they might abuse their rank so that they would be subject to reproach, since 

reproach was inevitable (in public office). Upon this reply Ibn al-'Abbas declined 

to hold any office for 'Umar and advised him to employ someone 'who can trust 

you and whom you can trust (tasta'mil sah.Th.an minka sahihan laka)\
75

 

Despite the literary formulation of the report, the substance may well be 

reliable and reflect 'Umar's ambiguous position correctly. 'Umar would have liked 

to integrate the Banu Hashim fully in the Muslim community, more particularly 

among Quraysh, the ruling class. In view of the continued reluctance of 'AIT, the 

appointment of 'Abd Allah b. al-'Abbas to a governorship could, in one respect, 

have been seen by 'Umar as a political success. For the same reason Ibn al-'Abbas 

may basically have been hesitant to accept in order to avoid breaking ranks with 

'AIT and the Banu Hashim. Yet 'Umar's fear that there might be objections to the 

appointment of a Hashimite to high office may have been well founded. His 

mention of Muhammad's failure to appoint his kin to offices and his questioning 

the motives behind it may indicate that he in fact was hoping that Ibn al-'Abbas 

would decline.
32

 

'Umar's relations with 'AIT were more difficult. Ibn AbT Tahir Tayfur quoted 

in his Ta'rTkh Baghdad a report of 'Abd Allah b. al-'Abbas about a conversation 

he had with the caliph early in his reign. 'Umar asked him about his cousin and 

whether he was still harbouring ambitions for the caliphate. On Ibn al-'Abbas' 

affirmative answer, he asked whether he claimed that the Prophet had designated 

him (nassa'alayh). Ibn al-'Abbas replied yes, adding that he had asked his father 

about the truth of this claim, and al-'Abbas had confirmed it. 'Umar commented 

that there had been some words of the Prophet in respect to 'AIT which were not 

decisive evidence. The Prophet had deliberated (yarba'u) about this matter for 

some time, and during his illness he intended to name him expressly, but he, 

'Umar, had restrained him out of concern for, and in order to protect, the cause of 

Islam. Quraysh would never have agreed to this arrangement. If 'AIT were to 

assume the caliphate, the Arabs everywhere would revolt against him. The 

Prophet, 'Umar added, had understood what his
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motives were and had therefore kept silent. God had refused everything but His 

decree.
76

 

Although aware that 'AIT had not entirely renounced his ambitions to rule as 

the chief of Muhammad's kin, thus threatening the caliphate of Quraysh, 'Umar 

sought to draw the Prophet's cousin closer to himself within the council of early 

Companions. He regularly consulted him together with the other early 

Companions and insisted on marrying 'All's daughter Umm Kulthum, 

granddaughter of the Prophet. The latter, a mere child at the time, resisted, 

presumably aware of 'Umar's harsh treatment of women. 'AIT himself was 

reluctant, but eventually gave in after the caliph enlisted public support of the 

Emigrants and Helpers for his demand.
77

 'AIT did, however, turn to 'Umar to ask 

for a land concession at Yanbu' near Jabal Radwa. The caliph granted it to 

him,
78

and it later remained in the hands of the descendants of al-Hasan.
36

 

In spite of 'Umar's overtures, there remained a distance between the two men. 

'Abd Allah b. al-'Abbas reported that 'Umar questioned him on one of his 

journeys as to why 'AIT would not join them.
79

 When Ibn al-'Abbas pretended not 

to know, the caliph pursued: 'O Ibn al-'Abbas, your father is the paternal uncle of 

the Messenger of God, and you are his cousin. What has turned your people 

[qawmakum, i.e. Quraysh] away from you [pi.)?' Ibn al-'Abbas again denied 

knowing the answer. 'Umar then explained that Quraysh did not want 

Muhammad's kin to rule, since they were loath to see prophethood and caliphate 

combined in a single family, lest they become overbearing. 'Perhaps you [pi.] say 

that Abu Bakr fixed that. No, by God, Abu Bakr rather did the most prudent that 

was possible for him. If he had rendered the caliphate to you, it would have been 

of no avail to you in view of your closeness [to the Prophet].'
80
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'Umar's words were obviously meant as a lesson for 'AIT as much as for Ibn al-

'Abbas. 'AIT could not hope to gain the caliphate on the basis of his kinship with 

Muhammad since Quraysh would not countenance the accumulation of 

prophethood and caliphate in the same clan. It was not Abu Bakr's and 'Umar's 

coup at the SaqTfat Barn Sa'ida that had prevented 'AlT's succession, but the deep 

jealousy of Quraysh. The only chance for 'AIT to share in the rule of the Muslim 

community was to co-operate fully in the consultative assembly of early 

Qurayshite Companions which 'Umar had set up. On another occasion, Ibn al-

'Abbas narrated, 'Umar remarked to him that his companion (sahibuka), 'AIT, 

was indeed the most worthy (awla) of the people to rule after the Messenger of 

God, 'but we feared him for two reasons'. When Ibn al-'Abbas asked him eagerly 

what the reasons were, he mentioned his youth and his love for the Banu 'Abd al-

Muttalib.
81

 

'Umar's hopes of being able to contain the aspirations of 'AIT and his 

supporters were, towards the end of his reign, rudely disappointed by the incident 

reported by Ibn al-'Abbas which led to the caliph's address about the events at the 

SaqTfat BanT Sa'ida. In the address he reaffirmed his faith in the principle of 

consultation as the basis for the succession to the caliphate and denounced any 

future attempt to settle it without mashwara among the Muslims. The caliphate 

belonged to all of Quraysh and could not be monopolized by any particular 

family. 'Umar was struck by his assassin less than two weeks later. 

The caliph's resolve to leave the choice of his successor to a shura among the 

most eminent early Companions was no doubt firm long before he was mortally 

wounded by Abu Lu'lu'a, the Persian slave of al-MughTra b. Shu'ba, even if he, 

as commonly affirmed by the historical tradition, chose its members and defined 

their task only on his deathbed.
82

Various reports quoting 'Umar as affirming that 

he would have appointed Abu 'Ubayda b. al-Jarrah, or Salim, the client of Abu 

Hudhayfa, or the Medinan Companion Mu'adh b. Jabal of Khazraj if one of them 

had been alive,
83

 must be taken with caution. Even if he ever made statements to 

that effect, they were presumably no more than a hyperbolic homage to his dead 

friends. Abu 'Ubayda would certainly have been included in any shura. Salim, as 

noted by Caetani,
84

 would not have been accepted by Quraysh since he was their 

client and was clearly excluded from the
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caliphate as conceived by Abu Bakr. Mu'adh b. Jabal would likewise have been 

unacceptable as a non-Qurayshite. 'Umar never considered any of his own kin for 

the succession. There are reports that he angrily rejected suggestions that he 

appoint his eldest son, 'Abd Allah, commenting that the latter was not even 

capable of divorcing his wife.
85

 

Caetani maintained that 'Umar did not appoint the famous shura at all, but that 

the electoral council rather constituted itself after the caliph's death, presumably 

on the basis of their earlier activity in advising him. Holding that several of its 

members, in particular 'AIT, al-Zubayr and Talha, were in fact the instigators of 

'Umar's murder and that 'Umar most likely was aware of their complicity, he 

argued that the caliph could not have chosen them.
86

 The fact that the 

assassination occurred so soon after 'Umar's warning against 'the clan who want 

to usurp the rule from the people' may strengthen the impression of a conspiracy 

in which 'AIT was involved. 

Yet Caetani's hypothesis of a conspiracy among the early Companions to 

murder 'Umar has no sound basis in the sources. The blind acts of vengeance 

perpetrated by 'Umar's son 'Ubayd Allah, which were taken as evidence by 

Caetani, resembled those of a lunatic, not of someone with inside knowledge. 

That 'Ubayd Allah is said to have been encouraged by 'Umar's daughter Hafsa
87

 

does not lend credibility to the soundness of his motives. Abu Lu'lu'a having been 

killed, or committed suicide, immediately after his crime, 'Ubayd Allah murdered 

not only al-Hurmuzan, the Persian army leader who had converted to Islam and 

become a counsellor of 'Umar on Persian affairs, but also the Christian Jufayna
45

 

and the assassin's young daughter. The murder of Jufayna and al-Hurmuzan was 

provoked solely by a claim by either 'Abd al-Rahman b. 'Awf or 'Abd al-Rahman 

b. AbT Bakr of having seen them together with the murder weapon in their 

possession. When 'Ubayd Allah was apprehended, he threatened to kill all foreign 

captives in Medina and some unnamed Emigrants and Helpers. That he had in 

mind 'AIT in particular is not unlikely, given 'Umar's recent warning against his 

and his clan's ambitions. In spite of the report about Abu Lu'lu'a's knife, however, 

'Ubayd Allah's action was generally recognized as murder and was not defended 

as an act of legitimate revenge. He was granted clemency by the caliph 'Uthman 

on the basis that it would be undue harshness to spill his blood just after his father 

had been murdered. 'AIT, among others, strongly protested against this act of 

clemency and threatened that he would carry out the legal punishment of 'Ubayd 

Allah for murder if he were ever in a position to do so. 

There is no evidence for any ties between Abu Lu'lu'a and the Companions 
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suspected by Caetani of having conspired to murder 'Umar. If there had been 

serious suspicions of any complicity on the part of 'AIT, later Umayyad 

propaganda would certainly have made use of them, just as it accused him of the 

murder of 'Uthman.
47

 In addition to 'AIT, Talha and al-Zubayr, Caetani named 

Muhammad, the son of Abu Bakr, among the plotters and suggested that perhaps 

al-'Abbas and his son 'Abd Allah were also involved.
48

 They were, he suggested, 

probably the same clique that was later behind the murder of 'Uthman.
49

 The 

theory of a conspiracy of early Companions to murder both 'Umar and 'Uthman is 

in accord with Caetani's basic view that 'Umar, as the effective ruler ever since 

the death of Muhammad, had given free rein to the old Mekkan aristocracy and, 

as caliph, favoured the rise to power of the Umayyads whose political acumen he 

admired in contrast to the petty jealousy and sinister ambitions of most of the 

early Companions. 

The accounts of the meetings and proceedings of the electoral council that 

elected 'Uthman are partly contradictory and legendary.
50

 Some 

47
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aspects, however, can be established with reasonable certainty. The council 

consisted in fact of five members, 'Abd al-Rahman b. 'Awf, Sa'd b. AbT Waqqas, 

'Uthman, 'AIT and al-Zubayr. The sixth, Talha, returned to Medina only after the 

election of 'Uthman. Sa'd formally acted as his proxy. An important part in the 

decision in favour of'Uthman fell to the latter's brother-in-law 'Abd al-Rahman b. 

'Awf.
51

 'Abd al-Rahman had been the Companion closest to 'Umar after the death 

of Abu 'Ubayda, and the caliph often relied on his views.
52

 If a report of'Umar's 

grandson Salim b. 'Abd Allah is reliable, 'Umar considered 'Abd al-Rahman, 

'Uthman and 'AIT as serious candidates for the caliphate and warned each one of 

them in turn not to give free rein to his kin if elected.
53

 By mentioning 'Abd al-

Rahman as the one addressed first by 'Umar, the report may be meant to indicate 

that the caliph would have preferred him as his successor. It is indeed not unlikely 

that 'Umar trusted 'Abd al-Rahman the most among the three, and 'AIT the least. 

'Abd al-Rahman, however, did not aspire to supreme power and took himself out 

of the competition in return for being recognized as the arbitrator between the 

candidates. Since al-Zubayr and Sa'd equally did not press their own or Talha's 

claim,
54

 only 'Uthman and 'AIT were left. 'AIT pleaded his own case as the 

closest kin of the Prophet with consistent vigour, while 'Uthman maintained his 

candidacy passively. Besides interviewing each of the electors separately, 'Abd 

al-Rahman consulted with the leaders of Quraysh at night and received strong 

support for 'Uthman. With the latter a candidate, the Banu 'Abd Shams could no 

longer feel any obligation to back their more remote relative, 'AIT. Makhzum 

also backed 'Uthman against the Prophet's cousin. The Makhzumite leader 'Abd 

Allah b. AbT RabT'a, governor of al-Janad, warned 'Abd al-Rahman b. 'Awf: 'If 

you pledge allegiance to 'AIT, we shall hear and disobey, but if you pledge 

allegiance to 'Uthman we shall hear and obey. So fear God, Ibn 'Awf.'
55

 

'Umar considered all former enemies of Islam including Mu'awiya and 'Amr b. al-'As as ineligible 

for the caliphate was nonetheless well founded in view of their complete exclusion from his 

electoral council. 
51 'Abd al-Rahman was married to 'Uthman's half-sister Umm Kulthum bt 'Uqba b. AbT Mu'ayt 

(BaladhurT, Ansdb, V, 19). 
52 Caetani's assertion, on the basis of the report in al-Tabari, I, 2746 11. 8-13, that 'Abd al-Raliman b. 

'Awf was one of the most bitter adversaries of'Umar (Annali, V, 486; see also III, 702) is 

incomprehensible. The report rather indicates that the people sought 'Abd al-Rahman's intercession 

with the caliph because they knew that he had considerable influence on him. 
53 Ibn Sa'd, Tabaqat, III/l, 249ð50; Annali, V, 65; 'Abd al-Razzaq, Musannaf, V, 480-1. 
54 Al-Zubayr does not seem to have withdrawn immediately, unlike Sa'd who followed the lead of 'Abd 

al-Rahman b. 'Awf (Tabari, I, 2792). 
55 BaladhurT, Ansab, V, 19; Tabari, 1,2785; Abbott, Arabic Literary Papyri, 1,81, 85. 'Abd Allah b. 

AbT Rabi'a was governor of al-Janad under 'Umar and was reappointed by 'Uthman (Aghani, I, 32).  
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In the electoral council 'AIT had virtually no support. 'Uthman and 'AIT are 

each said to have indicated a preference for the other if not elected. According to 

some reports 'AIT succeeded in persuading Sa'd to switch his backing from 

'Uthman to himself. This was, however, soft support at best. More indicative of 

the strength of sentiment for 'Uthman was that al-Zubayr, maternal cousin of 

'AIT, who had backed him after the death of Muhammad, now opted for 'Uthman. 

'Abd al-Rahman thus had a convincing mandate for deciding in favour of the 

latter. He announced his decision, however, only during the public meeting in the 

mosque in the presence of the two candidates, thus putting heavy pressure on the 

loser, 'AIT, to pledge allegiance immediately. 'AIT complied reluctantly. 

Although 'Umar must have been worried about the possibility of 'AIT 

becoming caliph, there is no evidence that he tried directly to influence the 

electoral process against him. His recent warning, in the presence of 'Abd al-

Rahman b. 'Awf, against the ambitions of the Banu Hashim to assert their sole 

right to the caliphate certainly contributed to 'AlT's overwhelming defeat. 

Although apparently not repeated in his public address, the warning no doubt 

became common knowledge and, together with the assassination of the caliph 

shortly afterwards, ruled out any compromise between the supporters of the 

caliphate of Quraysh and 'AIT, which might otherwise have been possible. 'Abd 

al-Rahman b. 'Awf was fully aware of 'Umar's feelings. He may have withdrawn 

his own name in order to gain the decisive vote and thus be in a position to block 

'AlT's ambitions. But this seems to have been his own spontaneous initiative, not 

a prearranged manoeuvre suggested by the caliph.
88

 

'Abd Allah b. al-'Abbas narrated the story of a conversation he had with 'Umar 

in which the latter expressed his concern about a suitable succession. Ibn al-

'Abbas questioned him about his views on each of the six men who were to 

become members of the electoral council, but the caliph expressed grave 

reservation with regard to each of them. The story is certainly a literary fiction 

and the answers ascribed to 'Umar reflect to some extent the hindsight of a later 

age. They nevertheless may not be far

                                                 
88

 A substantially different account of the shura was provided by the early Kufan authority al-Sha'bl. 

According to him, 'Umar had no doubts that the election would be between 'AIT and 'Uthman. 

Before he died, he in fact excluded Sa'd b. AbT Waqqas, recommending that he be reappointed 

governor of Kufa. Talha was absent in Syria. Concerning the remaining four he ordered that if three 

of them agreed against one, their choice should be decisive. If the vote was hung, 'Abd al-Rahman b. 

'Awf's choice should prevail. 'AIT recognized this as a stratagem to keep him from the succession, 

since 'Abd al-Rahman would inevitably prefer his brother-in-law, 'Uthman (Ibn Abi 1-HadTd, 

Shark, IX, 29-54, quoting 'Awana's Kitab al-shura zua-maqtal 'Uthman and al-JawharT's Kitab al-

Saqifa). Al -Sha'bT's account gives the distinct impression of a secondary reconstruction based on 

little first-hand information. 
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from 'Umar's personal views.
57

 About 'All 'Umar said that he was worthy (ahl) of 

the caliphate but that there was some foolishness (du'aba) in him and that he, in 

'Umar's opinion, 'would lead you on a path, in respect to what is right, which you 

know', an allusion perhaps to the likelihood that 'All would restrict the title to the 

caliphate to the Prophet's Family.
58 

About 'Uthman he said that he would give the 

Banu AbT Mu'ayt
59

 power over the people; the Arabs would certainly disobey 

him then and 'strike his neck' (i.e. cut off his head). The formulation reflects 

hindsight, yet may also express some of'Umar's real worries with respect to the 

possible succession of 'Uthman. Talha, the caliph stated, was a vainglorious 

(zahw) man, and God would not allow him to rule the Muslim community in view 

of his well-known arrogance. Al-Zubayr was a battle hero, but occupied himself 

with haggling in the markets in Medina. How could he take charge of the affairs 

of the Muslims? Sa'd, too, was a valiant fighter on horseback, but inapt to 

command. 'Abd al-Rahman was an excellent man, but unsuitable because of his 

weakness. For this office, 'Umar continued, only someone strong without 

roughness was suited, someone flexible without weakness, thrifty without 

miserliness, generous without extravagance. 

During the ten years of 'Umar's reign, the nature of the caliphate, the Muslim 

state, had been transformed. The great conquests outside Arabia had turned the 

mass of the Arabs, deprived of their former freedom and reduced to tax-paying 

subjects by Quraysh during the ridda, into a military caste sustained by a 

numerically much larger non-Arab and non-Muslim subject population. It may be 

questioned whether the caliphate of Quraysh would have lasted very long without 

this imperial expansion. The memory of a free, though economically meagre and 

harsh, life was too recent not to have aroused widespread resentment and 

rebellion against the subjection to Quraysh. The successful diversion of all energy 

into vast military conquests, in the name of Islam, kept any longing for a 

restoration of the past at bay. Soon there remained only the sentimental literary 

attachment to the pre-Islamic poetry and tales of the Arab battle-days (ayyam al-

'Arab). Quraysh remained, to be sure, the 

57 Al-MawardI, al-Ahkam , 15-16, with the isnad Ibn Ishaq 'an al-Zuhri 'an 'Abd Allah b. al-'Abbas. A 

different version given by al-Ya'qubl, Ta'rikh, II, 181-3, without isnad appears to be revised with a 

Shi'ite bias. Some of the characterizations mentioned by Ibn al-'Abbas were ascribed to 'Umar also 

in other reports. 
58 . . . hamalakum 'aid tariqa min al-haqq ta'rifunaha. The phrase may be understood in a negative 

sense in contrast with the initial affirmation that 'AIT was worthy of the caliphate. In other versions 

of the statement the end appears unambiguously as 'ala (tariqat) al-haqq, he would lead you on (the 

path of) what is right (see Tabari, I, 2777). 
59 Abu Mu'ayt b. AbT 'Amr b. Umayya was the grandfather of 'Uthman's uterine brother al-WalTd b. 

'Uqba. 'Uqba b. Abi Mu'ayt, a stubborn enemy of Muhammad, was killed by the latter after the battle 

of Badr.  
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ruling class. The Arab warriors (muqatila) were subjected to strict, sometimes 

brutal, military discipline. But in return they were provided with generous 

stipends and pensions apart from their share in the booty gained in battle. They 

thus had a stake in the imperial policies of Quraysh. The caliphate, still in a 

precarious state throughout Abu Bakr's reign, was now firmly established. 

The task of organizing the government and administration of the conquered 

territories fell to 'Umar. He did this on the basis of largely identifying Islam and 

the Arabs. At this time Islam came close to becoming a national religion for the 

Arabs. Most of the remaining non-Muslim Arabs, also outside Arabia, quickly 

followed the summons to Islam, while the number of non-Arab converts was 

initially insignificant. The tolerance that the Qur'an offered to the 'People of the 

Book', mostly Christians and Jews, was extended to all other religious 

communities in the conquered territories. The Arabs of the tribe of Taghlib in 

northern Mesopotamia, who refused to give up their Christian faith, were 

nevertheless incorporated into the Muslim army and were given a special tax 

status under which they paid double the tithe Qushr) imposed on Muslims as 

zakat but not the humiliating head tax (jizya) and land tax (,kharaj) levied on 

other non-Muslim subjects.
89

 'Umar no doubt expected that they would soon 

become Muslims. When the Christian Arab tribe of Iyad sought refuge in 

Byzantine territory, 'Umar wrote to the emperor demanding that he expel them 

and threatened to drive non-Arab Christians into Byzantine lands. Under 

Byzantine pressure some 4,000 of the tribesmen returned to Muslim territory.
90

 It 

is evident that the caliph regarded all Arabs, whether Muslims or Christians, as 

his primary subjects. 

In contrast to the conquered territories, Arabia was to be, as far as feasible, 

purely Muslim and Arab. The relatively large Christian and Jewish communities 

in Najran and Khaybar were summarily expelled by 'Umar to the conquered 

territories.
91

 Non-Muslims were generally not to be allowed to settle in the Hijaz 

or to stay in any place there for more than three days.
92

 'Umar was also anxious to 

keep most non-Arab Muslims out of Arabia, in particular Medina. There was a 

general restriction on
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 Annali, IV, 226-32. 
61

 Tabari, I, 2508-9; Annali, IV, 58. 
62 Caetani tried to shift the blame for the expulsion of both groups to the early Companions 

opposed to 'Umar whose economic interests, Caetani asserted, were at stake (Annali, IV, 350-60). 'In 

order to dampen the opposition and mute hostility of these powerful intriguers, he saw himself 

sometimes constrained to acts of weakness of which the expulsion of the Jews of Khaybar is the 

most dolorous and reprehensible example (ibid., IV, 353).' Caetani had to admit, however, that these 

measures ultimately agreed with the 'exclusivist' political aims of 'Umar (ibid., IV, 353-4, V, 506). 
92

 MawardI, al-Ahkam, 291; Annali, V, 506. 
92

 Annali, V, 57,103. According to al-Zuhri, 'Umar did not allow any non-Arabs ('ajam) to enter 

Medina. Al-Mughlra b. Shu'ba therefore had to seek special permission for his Persian slave Abu 

Lu'lu'a to live and work in the town ('Abd al-Razzaq, Musannaf, V, 494). Al-Zuhri's report of the 

story of Abu Lu'lu'a and the assassination of 'Umar is the source of al-Mas'udl's account (Muriij,  III, 

paras. 1559ð60). 



'Umar: Commander of the Faithful  75 

 

 

bringing captives (saby) to the capital.
64

 This restriction was certainly not 

confined to non-Muslims, since captives in particular tended to convert to Islam. 

It was obviously more difficult, however, to keep Arabic-speaking Muslims out 

of Arabia. After having been struck by Abu Lu'lu'a, 'Umar is reported to have 

addressed the accusation to Ibn al-'Abbas that he and his father were eager to 

multiply the non-Arabs ('uluj) in Medina. Ibn al-'Abbas answered, assuring the 

caliph that al-'Abbas and he would do with them whatever the caliph wished. 

'Umar then questioned how anything could be done now that these non-Arabs had 

learned to speak the language of their masters, prayed their prayers with them, 

and shared their acts of devotion.
93

 In contrast, 'Umar ordered before his death 

that all Arab slaves held by the state be freed.
66

 The strong bias against non-Arabs 

in 'Umar's policies evidently contributed to creating the atmosphere in which the 

Persian captive Abu Lu'lu'a Fayruz,
94

 outraged by a perceived slight on the part of 

the caliph, was prepared to assassinate him in a suicidal attack and in which the 

caliph's son 'Ubayd Allah was equally prepared to murder any non-Arabs whom 

he could reach. 

'Umar's deep commitment to Qurayshite and Arab solidarity was balanced by 

an even deeper commitment to Islam. He was fully aware that it was only Islam 

that had raised him to the top and was turning the Arabs into the masters of a vast 

empire. Like other men of great power he saw in his stupendous success a clear 

sign of divine favour which he could only attribute to Islam. He might be inclined 

at times to bend the rules of  
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 Ibn Sa'd, Tabaqat, 111/1, 244; Annali, V, 55, 178. 
66

 Annali, V, 63, 68. 

saghira), who was murdered by 'Ubayd Allah b. 'Umar, is described as 'having pretended to being 

Muslim' (tadda'i l-islam: ibid., V, 479; Ibn Sa'd, Tabaqat, III/1, 258, V, 8). According to 'Abd Allah 

b. al-'Abbas, 'Umar, on being informed of the identity of his assassin, expressed satisfaction that he 

was not killed by an Arab ('Abd al-Razzaq, Mu^annaf, V, 476; Ibn Sa'd, Tabaqdt, 111/1,251). The 

assertions in other sources that Abu Lu'lu'a was a Christian are hardly reliable. They seem to go 

back to a report of al-Miswar b. Makhrama who did not mention Abu Lu'lu'a's Persian origin 

(Tabari, I, 2722). The legendary story reported by Sayf b. 'Umar on the authority of al-Sha'bl 

(Tabari, 1,2632; Annali, IV, 500) according to which Abu Lu'lu'a, originally from Nihawand, had 

been captured by the Greeks, converted to Christianity, and then was seized from them by the 

Muslims, is obviously invented to explain why he would have been a Christian convert. His master, 

al-Mughlra b. Shu'ba, was a prominent leader of the Arab army in the battle of Nihawand, and there 

can be little doubt that Abu Lu'lu'a became his slave then as part of the booty. This is expressly 

affirmed in a report quoted by Ibn Sa'd (Tabaqdt, 111/1,252). 
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Islam, as in the case of the Christian Arabs of Taghlib; yet when he perceived a 

conflict between his Arab bias and his loyalty to Islamic principles, he did not 

hesitate to obey the latter. This is well illustrated by an anecdotal, but perhaps 

true, story reported by al-Azraql. When Nafi' b. 'Abd al-Harith al-Khuzal, 'Umar's 

governor of Mekka, left the town to meet him, the caliph asked him whom he had 

appointed his deputy there. On being informed that it was his client 'Abd al-

Rahman b. Abza, 'Umar flew into a rage and reproached Nafi': 'You have 

appointed one of the clients over the people of God.' Nafi' told him, however, that 

he had found Ibn Abza the one who knew best how to recite the Book of God and 

the one most informed about the Law of God. 'Umar calmed down and 

remembered a saying of the Prophet that God raises some in this religion and 

abases others.
68

 

Modern historians, both Muslim and western, have not been sparing in their 

admiration for the second successor of Muhammad. His caliphate is seen as 

embodying most perfectly the ideal of that institution. Modern Sunnite Muslims 

in particular have often viewed his application of the Qur'anic principle of shura 

and his efforts to base leadership in the community on religious merit and priority 

in serving the cause of Islam as an exemplary basis for restoring a proper 

democratic form of the caliphate or other Islamic government. Western scholars 

have commonly stressed the sheer power of his personality by which he 

succeeded in imposing his will on the Muslim community and in directing the 

Arab armies in their extensive conquests without the means of coercion and 

repression available to later despotic rulers. His great impact on the formation of 

Islam, seen as second only to that of Muhammmad, has also been appreciated.
69

 

It is probably true that only a man such as 'Umar, with both a sincere and deep 

devotion to Islam and a strong sense of group solidarity, 'asabiyya in Ibn 

Khaldun's terminology, with Quraysh and the Arabs, could safeguard the long-

term unity of the Arab and Muslim commonwealth at this stage. The conquests, 

initiated under Abu Bakr, could certainly have been continued, and perhaps been 

better co-ordinated, under the leadership of a Khalid b. al-Walld. It may, 

however, be doubted that the unity of the conquered empire would have lasted. 

Most likely powerful factions within Quraysh would soon have established their 

reign in various regions on an independent basis. Credit for having established 
68 Al-Azraql, Akhbar Makka, ed. F. Wiistenfeld, in Chroniken der Stadt Mekka, I (Leipzig, 1858), 380; 

Annali, V, 162. 'Abd al-Rahman b. Abza, client of Nafi' b. 'Abd al-Harith, was considered a reliable 

transmitter from Muhammad and the early caliphs. He was later appointed governor of Khurasan by 

'AIT (Ibn Hajar, Tahdhib, VI, 132-3). 
69 See H. Lazarus-Yafeh, "Umar b. al-Khattab - Paul of Islam?' in Some Religious Aspects of Islam 

(Leiden, 1981), 1-16.  
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the caliphate firmly as the sole and undivided leadership of the Muslims must go 

to 'Umar. 

Yet it was in reality the caliphate of Quraysh conceived and founded by Abu 

Bakr that, in spite of its lack of Qur'anic legitimization, now became an essential 

institution of Islam upheld by the Sunnite creed. 'Umar's attempt to Islamicize 

this institution by basing it on the Qur'anic principles of shura and sabiqa was 

doomed to failure almost immediately after his death. Not much later, dynastic 

succession came to prevail, a development dreaded by 'Umar. Whereas the 

condition that the caliphs must be descended from Quraysh became a firm legal 

requirement and retained wide support even after the actual disappearance of the 

Qurayshite caliphate, shura and sabiqa had at most sentimental appeal for those 

who looked back from the later caliphate of mere kingship to the ideal caliphate 

of the Rightly Guided patriarchs of Islam. Not until modern times have 

suggestions been made to institutionalize shura. 

The reason for the failure of 'Umar's reform is easily discernible. The principle 

of merit in Islam was in latent conflict with the privileged status of Quraysh. This 

was concealed at the time when sabiqa could be identified with early conversion 

and backing of Muhammad in Mekka. The early Companions were now growing 

old. In order to institutionalize the principles of merit and shura, 'Umar would 

have had to repeal the supreme status of Quraysh, a step he was hardly in a 

position to take, even if he had ever contemplated it, and to open the ranks of the 

ruling elite to other Muslims. He would have had to set a clear precedent of 

choosing a non-Qurayshite for his consultative council or to encourage the 

council to co-opt non-Qurayshites. 

The Arab empire that 'Umar established was to last longer, though modified 

since Mu'awiya's reign by Syrian Arab hegemony. The domination of Arabs over 

non-Arabs on an ethnic basis was also in essential conflict with the universal call 

of Islam. This, however, became patent only in the later Umayyad age when 

masses of non-Arabs converted to Islam and loudly demanded equality in its 

name. The caliphate of Quraysh was by that time so deeply rooted in Islam that it 

survived the decline and disappearance of the Arab military ruling class in the 

course of the 'Abbasid age.
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3 'Uthman: the Vicegerent of God and the reign of 
(Abd Shams 

'Uthman's rule ended after twelve years amid rebellion and with the violent death 

of the caliph. The grievances against his arbitrary acts were substantial by the 

standards of the time and widely felt. The historical sources contain lengthy 

accounts of the wrongdoings (ahdath) of which he was accused. Towards the end 

of his reign dissatisfaction and opposition to his conduct appear to have been 

almost universal except among his kin and close associates. It was only his 

violent death that, having been turned into a political tool, came to absolve him in 

Sunnite ideology from any ahdath and make him a martyr and the third Rightly 

Guided Caliph. 

'Uthman's wrongdoings, it should be emphasized, must seem trivial from the 

perspective of later generations. Not a single Muslim was killed on his orders, 

except in punishment for murder or adultery. The arbitrary acts of violence of 

which he was accused were confined to beatings, imprisonment and 

deportations.
95

 The sanctity of Muslim life enjoined by Muhammad was still 

respected. Abu Bakr had been forced to declare those refusing to pay the alms-tax 

to him apostates in order to make war on them. 'Umar had to call on God and rely 

on the help of the jinn to get rid of his political enemy Sa'd b. 'Ubada. 'Uthman, 

by nature averse to bloodshed, found it easy to comply with the Prophet's 

injunction. 

As a wealthy member of the Qurayshite aristocracy, son of the Mekkan 

merchant 'Affan and grandson of Muhammad's aunt Umm Hakim bt 'Abd al-

Muttalib,
96

 'Uthman had occupied a special place among the early  
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 Only Dabi' b. al-Harith al-Tamlml al-Burjum! is reported to have died in 'Uthman's prison. He was 

first imprisoned for lampooning the Banu Jarwal b. Nahshal, who had taken away from him a hunting 

dog which they had previously given him at his request. They complained to 'Uthman. When Dabi' 

was released he planned to attack and hurt the caliph in revenge, but was apprehended. This time he 

was left to die in prison. His son 'Umayr is said to have jumped upon 'Uthman's body in revenge 

when he was carried to his burial. Much later, in 85/704, the Umayyad governor al-Hajjaj killed 

'Umayr in retaliation (BaladhurT, Ansdb, V, 84-5; Ibn Shabba, Ta'rikh al-Madma , 1024-7; Tabari, II, 

869-72). 
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 Umm Hakim al-Bayda' was the twin sister of Muhammad's father 'Abd Allah and mother 

of'Uthman's mother Arwa bt Kurayz (Baladhuri, Ansdb, V, 1). 
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Companions of the Prophet. Muhammad deeply appreciated his adherence to, and 

loyal support of, Islam at a time when the great majority of 'Abd Shams 

vigorously strove to eradicate the new religion, and treated him with a kind of 

politeness and deference not shown to any of the other Companions. He is 

decribed as covering his bare legs as soon as 'Uthman entered the room, which he 

did not do in the presence of Abu Bakr and 'Umar.
3
 At the time of 'Uthman's 

conversion to Islam Muhammad gave him his daughter Ruqayya in marriage, and 

she emigrated to Abyssinia with her husband. When she died in Medina after the 

battle of Badr, the Prophet married his other daughter, Umm Kulthum, to him. In 

terms of the prevailing standards of social equality (kafa'a), this placed 'Uthman 

distinctly above Abu Bakr and 'Umar, whose daughters Muhammad married but 

to whom he would not give any of his own daughters in marriage. 'Umar's 

demand, during his caliphate, to marry Muhammad's granddaughter Umm 

Kulthum, 'All's daughter, was an assertion of his having reached a social status he 

had not enjoyed during Muhammad's lifetime.
4
 

Muhammad also humoured 'Uthman's glaring lack of military prowess. He 

excused him from participating in the battle of Badr in order to take care of 

Ruqayya in her illness, yet granted him a share in the booty. 'Uthman's flight at 

the battle of Uhud was said to be forgiven by a Qur'anic revelation. Whenever 

justifiable, the Prophet exempted him from fighting in battle and assigned other 

tasks to him. Prominent among the virtues (fada'il) credited to him were rather 

his acts of generous support of Muhammad and the Muslim community from his 

personal fortune.
5
 This liberality, however, hardly dented his great wealth, as is 

evident from his grand lifestyle in Medina and the royal dowries he was ready to 

pay for his marriages throughout his career.
6
 He carried on his caravan trade in 

Medina as he had done in Mekka and Abyssinia. For Muhammad he was also 

most useful as a diplomatic negotiator accepted by the Mekkan aristocracy, 

especially in the critical situation of al-Hudaybiyya. 
3 Annali, VIII, 296; Ibn 'Asakir, Ta'rikh Madinat Dimashq: 'Uthman b. 'Affan, ed. Sukayna al-ShihabT 

(Damascus, 1984), 76-88; see also Abbott, Aishah, 103-4. 
4 'Umar had previously proposed to 'A'isha that he marry Abu Bakr's still minor daughter Umm 

Kulthum. In spite of 'A'isha's pleading on behalf of the Commander of the Faithful, Umm Kulthum 

resisted because of'Umar's reputation for rudeness towards his wives. 'A'isha then enlisted the help of 

'Amr b. al-'As, who pointed out to 'Umar that Umm Kulthum had been brought up under the mild 

regime of the Mother of the Faithful 'A'isha and that 'Umar might offend her by his harshness and 

thus fail in his duty of rendering due respect to his deceased predecessor. 'Amr then suggested that 

'Umar marry 'All's daughter Umm Kulthum and thus establish ties with the Messenger of God 

(Tabari, I, 2732). 
5
 Ibn 'Asakir, 'Uthman, 46ð70. 

6
 It is certainly not the case that 'Uthman 'had given his whole fortune for Islam' as suggested by H. 

Djai't, La Grande Discorde: religion et politique dans I'Islam des origines (Paris, 1989), 227.  
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While 'Uthman was a distinguished, highly successful merchant, he had at no 

time before his election displayed any qualities of public leadership. Among the 

six members of the electoral council, he was the only one who had never been 

entrusted by Muhammad or the first two caliphs with leading a raid or an army. 

Before the election he had no political ambitions and can hardly even have 

thought of himself as a potential candidate for the supreme reign. Yet he was not 

chosen by the electors for his weakness and insignificance which they hoped to 

manipulate, as Wellhausen suggested.
7
 Rather, he was put forward as the only 

strong counter-candidate to 'All. As an intimate and favourite of Muhammad, 

twice the Prophet's son-in-law, he could better rival 'Ali's close kinship ties with 

the latter than could the rest. More importantly, he could count on the solid 

backing of the Mekkan aristocracy. Against any of the other council members, 

none of whom belonged to 'Abd Manaf, 'Abd Shams would still have been 

honour bound to offer 'AIT their support. The opinion of the Ansar, excluded by 

Abu Bakr from the ruling class, no longer had any weight. 'Uthman was no doubt 

aware of the situation and of the massive backing of Quraysh for him. He 

remained entirely passive and made no plea on his own behalf. Quite unprepared 

for his office, he ascended the pulpit after his election and apologized: 'O people, 

we have not been orators (khutabaIf we live, the oration will come to you in 

proper shape ('aid wajhiha), God willing.'
8
 

Muhammad's exceptional favour towards him and the overwhelming 

endorsement of his election by Quraysh fostered in 'Uthman a sense that his 

personal title to the reign in succession to Muhammad was more firmly grounded 

than that of either of his predecessors. Having been raised to the supreme position 

without any effort on his own part evidently strengthened his belief that he had 

been chosen and invested by God. Doing away with the cumbersome tradition 

that had made 'Umar the 'Vicegerent of the Vicegerent of the Messenger of God', 

he adopted the official title of 'Vicegerent of God' (khalifat Allah).
9
 The new title 

7 J. Wellhausen, Das arabische Reich und sein Sturz (Berlin, 1902), 26. 
8 BaladhurT, Ansdb, V, 24; Ibn Sa'd, Tabaqat, III/l, 43; Ibn Shabba, Ta'rikh al-Madina, 957-8; Annali, 

VII, 14. Al-TabarT preferred to suppress the reports about this embarrassing occasion and quoted 

only the pious sermon ascribed to 'Uthman in Sayf b. 'Umar's account (TabarT, I, 2800-1). An 

equally fictitious inaugural sermon by 'Uthman which Sayf evidently reported elsewhere with a 

different isnad is quoted by al-TabarT, 1,3058-9. 
9 See the documentation in Crone and Hinds, God's Caliph, 6, to which TabarT, 1,3044:. . . an 

atabarra' min 'amal Allah wa-khilafatih may be added. The change of titulature is reflected in the 

letters exchanged between Mu'awiya and 'All (BaladhurT, Ansab, II, 277-82; Minqarl, Waq'at $iffln, 

86-91, where Abu Bakr appears as al-khalifa min ba'd (rasul Allah) and 'Umar as khalifat khalifatih 

(MinqarT, Waq'at Siffin, 87, in 'All's letter al-khalifa and khalifat al-khalifa). 'Uthman then is simply 

named al-khalifa al-mazlum by Mu'awiya while 'AIT abstains from giving him the title khalifa. 

Following the practice under 'Umar, 'Uthman was commonly addressed as Commander of the 

Faithful, a title hardly suitable for him.  
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became standard under the Umayyads.
10

 The caliph reigned now by the grace of 

God and as His representative on earth, no longer as a deputy of the Messenger of 

God. On this basis, there could be no question of 'Uthman resigning when he lost 

the trust of those who had backed his election.
11

 

The grievances against the caliph 

'Uthman thus deemed it within his right to dispose freely of the powers and riches 

of the caliphate at his own discretion and deeply resented any criticism or 

interference in his conduct by anyone.
12

 During the election, he had twice pledged 

without hesitation that he would follow the Book of God, the Sunna of His 

Prophet, and the practice (ftI) of Abu Bakr and 'Umar, while 'AIT had cautiously 

stated that he would do so to the limit of his ability Qalajuhdimin dhalik).
13

 The 

unabashed favouritism towards his close kin that he showed from the beginning 

of his reign stood in marked contrast to this commitment. The impression of self-

assured highhandedness on his part among the public is well reflected in the 

following anecdote. When the people criticized 'Uthman for making a gift of 

100,000 dirhams to his nephew SaTd b. al-'A§, the members of the shura, 'AIT, 

al-Zubayr, Talha, Sa'd and 'Abd al-Rahman, came to make representations to him. 

He told them that he had kin and maternal relations to take care of. When they 

asked: 'Did not Abu Bakr and 'Umar have kin and maternal relations?' he 

answered: 'Abu Bakr and 'Umar sought reward in the hereafter (yahtasiban) by 

withholding from their kin, and I seek reward by giving to my kin.' They said: 'By 

God, their guidance then is preferable to us to your guidance.' He merely replied: 

'There is no power and strength but in God.'
14

 'Uthman could perhaps appear 

motivated mostly by an almost childlike pleasure to be in a position to gratify his 

family and to rehabilitate those of them disgraced by Muhammad for their 

opposition to Islam. In fact, however, he acted, backed by his close kin, with 

great determination and the conviction that the house of Umayya, as the core clan 

of Quraysh, was uniquely qualified to rule in the name of Islam. 

Al -ZuhrT explained that 'Uthman, in granting his cousin Marwan b. al-Hakam 

the khums (of the war booty) of Ifriqiya and giving his close relatives money 

(from the treasury), was interpreting the Qur'anic 

10
 Crone and Hinds, God's Caliph, 6-11. 

11
 See Tabari, I, 3043ð4. 

12
 Caetani suggested that 'Uthman rightly considered himself the first caliph elected according to all the 

proper rules and with popular assent, in contrast to the quasi-coup (falta) by which Abu Bakr and 

'Umar had attained power. 'Uthman's attitude to the powers of government differed therefore from 

that of his predecessors, and he acted arbitrarily in administering the public treasury, which he 

considered to be entirely at his disposal (Annali, VIII, 9). 
13

 Tabari, I, 2793ð4. 
14

 BaladhurT, 

Ansab, V, 28.  
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injunctions to provide for relatives (ta'awwala fi dhalika l-silata llatT amara 

lla.hu bih). 'He took the sums of money and borrowed (istaslafa) money from the 

treasury saying: Abu Bakr and 'Umar left what belonged to them of this money, 

but I take it and distribute to my kin from it. The people criticized him for that.'
97

 

This implies that 'Uthman based his generosity to his family on the Qur'anic 

passages assigning a portion of the fifth of the booty and fay' to the kin of the 

Prophet. While Abu Bakr and 'Umar had denied the Banu Hashim their Qur'anic 

share after Muhammad's death, they had not used it for the benefit of their own 

kin but left it to the public treasury. Arrogating the integral rights of the Prophet 

to himself as his legitimate successor, 'Uthman held that he was entitled and 

obligated to give the Qur'anic shares to his own close kin. He also seems to have 

granted the oasis of Fadak and an estate in the Mahzur valley of Medina, which 

had belonged to Muhammad and had been treated by Abu Bakr and 'Umar as a 

sadaqa, an endowment for the benefit of the Muslim community, as land 

concessions to Marwan b. al-Hakam and Marwan's brother al-Harith 

respectively.
98

 

Even graver were the implications of 'Uthman's policy concerning the sawafi, 

the extensive former crown lands and domanial estates in the conquered 

territories. This land, left ownerless by the Muslim conquest and the death or 

flight of the Persian king and fief-holders, was, according to the rulings and 

practice of Muhammad, unquestionably subject to division among the conquering 

Muslim warriors with one-fifth to be retained for the imam. Under the caliph 

'Umar, however, it had been decided, after some hesitation, to keep the land 

undivided and to constitute it, together with the conquered land whose owners or 

fief-holders had stayed, as permanent fay', communal property for the benefit of 

the garrison towns in whose territories they were located. 'Uthman viewed this 

land in the old royal tradition as crown property to be used at the discretion of the 

Vicegerent of God. According to al-Awzal, Mu'awiya asked 'Uthman for control 

over the sawafi in Syria, complaining that he was unable to pay his soldiers 

adequately, and 'Uthman acceded to his request.
17

  

                                                 
97

 Ibid., 25; Ibn Sa'd, Tabaqat, III/1, 44; Annali, VII, 420. 
98

 Ibn Qutayba, al-Ma'arif, ed. Tharwat 'Ukasha (Cairo, 1960), 195. On Mahzur see Yaqut, Buldan, 

IV, 701, and M. Lecker, 'Muhammad at Medina: A Geographical Approach', JSAI, VI, (1985), 29-

62, at 32 n. 32,36-7. The sources generally state that it was Mu'awiya who gave Fadak as a fief to 

Marwan (BaladhurT, Futuh, 29-33; Veccia-Vaglieri, 'Fadak', EI (2nd edn)). There was, however, 

not much love lost between Mu'awiya and Marwan. It seems unlikely that Mu'awiya would have 

given Marwan Fadak without the precedent set by 'Uthman. 
98

 BaladhurT, Futuh, 273-4. 'Ammar b. Yasir is mentioned in one report [ibid., 273) as the recipient of 

IstTniya. In another report (ibid., 274), however, IstTniya is mentioned as an iqta' of Khabbab b. al-

Aratt. The latter is also named as the recipient of IstTniya in a report by al-Mada'in! (Yaqut, Buldan, 

I, 244-5). 
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In Iraq 'Uthman began to grant land concessions (iqta') from the former 

domanial land of the Persian kings to prominent Companions of Muhammad. 

Most of the reports about these grants go back to Musa, son of the Companion T 

alha who was a major beneficiary of this policy. Musa emphasized that 'Uthman 

was the first to make such grants. Among the recipients named by him were 'Abd 

Allah b. Mas'ud, Sa'd b. AbT Waqqas, Khabbab b. al-Aratt, Usama b. Zayd, who 

sold his land, al-Zubayr, Talha, and perhaps 'Ammar b. Yasir, besides tribal 

leaders who had distinguished themselves during the conquests.
18

 

When this alienation of fay' land provoked protests in Kufa, 'Uthman sought to 

justify his policy, if a report of Sayf b. 'Umar
99

 can be trusted, by allowing the 

exchange of privately owned land in Arabia for domanial land in Iraq. This 

manoeuvre allowed him to turn land in Arabia into crown property of which he 

could freely dispose without interference by the enraged tribal warriors in the 

garrison towns. Thus Talha is reported to have acquired his estate of al-Nashtastaj 

near Kufa for his land at Khaybar and elsewhere in Arabia,
20

 while the Kufan 

chief of Kinda al-Ash'ath b. Qays bought his estate of TTzanabadh from 'Uthman 

for his land in Hadramawt. Marwan b. al-Hakam bought his estate, later known as 

Nahr Marwan, from 'Uthman with money or property (mal, var. mulk) which the 

caliph had previously given him. Some of the land in Arabia was then, according 

to Sayf's report, granted to residents of Medina who had participated in the battles 

of al-Qadisiyya and al-Mada'in. By recognizing their claim as a claim to land 

rather than a share of revenue from the fay' 'Uthman thus undid 'Umar's 

immobilization of

                                                 
99

 TabarT, I, 2854-5. A detailed analysis of this text has recently been presented by A. Noth ('Eine 

Standortbestimmung der Expansion (Futuh) unter den ersten Kalifen (Analyse von Tabari I, 2854-

2846)', Asiatische Studien, 63 (1989), 120-35). Noth is inclined to accept this report as early and 

reliable on the grounds that it stands apart from the main tradition which he considers to be 

transformed by secondary distortion. Evidently failing to notice its pervasive 'Uthmanid bias, he 

states that he did not discover any motive for partisan forgery. Noth does not comment on the isnads 

which attribute the basic report to 'Ubayd Allah b. 'Umar b. Hafs al-'Umari, one of the 'seven jurists 

of Medina', who died in 147/764 (Ibn Hajar, Tahdhib, VII, 38-40). If this attribution is reliable, the 

report was composed in the late Umayyad age and is unlikely to reflect views of the contemporaries 

around the year 650, as Noth suggests. As a jurist, rather than a mere transmitter, 'Ubayd Allah b. 

'Umar would seem to be a prime suspect for that kind of secondary distortion that in Noth's view 

characterizes the main tradition. 
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the/ay land and justified his own seizure of immobilized land as part of the legal 

share of the imam.
21

 

'Uthman's alienation of the communal fay' and its reconversion into crown land 

aroused discontent in the garrison towns and provoked accusations that the caliph 

and his governors were misappropriating mal al-muslimih, money belonging to 

the Muslims collectively, as mal Allah, money at the discretionary disposal of the 

Vicegerent of God. In Syria the Early Companion Abu Dharr al-Ghifarl made 

himself the mouthpiece of the discontent
22

 and criticized Mu'awiya's extravagant 

spending on his palace, al-Khadra', in Damascus.
23

 At Mu'awiya's request 

'Uthman ordered him to be sent back to Medina. As he continued his agitation, he 

was exiled to al-Rabadha in the desert, where he died in 31/652.
24

 

In Kufa the unguarded boast of 'Uthman's governor Sa'Id b. al-'As that the 

sawad, the fertile cultivated land of Iraq, was the garden of Quraysh provoked a 

riot among a group of Qur'an readers led by Malik al-Ashtar al-Nakhal. The 

governor complained to 'Uthman, who ordered the group to be deported first to 

Mu'awiya in Damascus and later to 'Abd al-Rahman b. Khalid b. al-Walld, 

governor of Hims. The discontent in the town did not subside, however, and open 

rebellion erupted in 34/654-5, when Said was away in Medina. As the rebels, led 

by 
21 Sayf b. 'Umar is obviously trying in his account to obfuscate the facts and to show 'Uthman acting 

quite legitimately in the face of the arrogance and rebelliousness of the Kufans. Caetani thus 

describes the account as 'singularly obscure' (Annali, VII, 361) and Noth stresses that he is far from 

certain to have understood and interpreted the text correctly in all its detail ('Eine 

Standortsbestimmung', 120). Yet the fraud underlying 'Uthman's procedure is plain enough in Sayf's 

affirmation that Talha, Marwan and al-Ash'ath b. Qays were buying their estates from 'Uthman and 

from land that 'Uthman owned in Iraq. 'Uthman could not have owned any private land in Iraq nor 

could he even have claimed a personal share of the conquered domanial estates since he had not 

participated in the conquests. He was in fact giving away or selling communal land as crown 

property. 
22 Sayf b. 'Umar describes him as being duped by the Shi'ite heretic 'Abd Allah b. Saba' with the 

argument about mal al-muslimin and mal Allah (TabarT, I, 2858-9). Abu Dharr had begun his 

agitation in Medina after 'Uthman had given 500,000 dirhams to Marwan b. al-Hakam, 300,000 to 

al-Harith b. al-Hakam and 100,000 to the Medinan Zayd b. Thabit from the khums of the booty 

seized in Ifriqiya in 27/647. He then quoted relevant Qur'anic passages threatening the horders of 

riches with hell-fire. Marwan complained to 'Uthman, who sent his servant Natil to warn Abu Dharr, 

but to no avail. 'Uthman displayed patience for some time until, in the presence of the caliph, Abu 

Dharr launched an angry verbal attack on Ka'b al-Ahbar, who had backed 'Uthman's free use of 

public money. 'Uthman now chided Abu Dharr and sent him to Damascus, where he had previously 

been registered on the public payroll (BaladhurT, Ansdb, V, 52). 
23 Baladhurl, Ansab, V, 53. 
24 Ibid., 52-6; Ibn Shabba, Ta'rikh al-Madina, 1033-41. Whereas the Kufan and Basran tradition 

mostly affirmed that Abu Dharr was exiled by 'Uthman against his will, the Medinan tradition was 

divided, orthodox Sunnite scholars such as Sa"Td b. al-Musayyab insisting that Abu Dharr went 

voluntarily into exile. The Shi'ite Sharif al-Murtada quoted in his Kitab al-Shdfi traditions of al-

WaqidT proving that Abu Dharr was exiled by 'Uthman against his will (Ibn Abi 1-HadTd, Shark, 

III, 55-8; further traditions of al-WaqidT concerning Abu Dharr are quoted in ibid., VIII, 359-61).  
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al-Ashtar, prevented Said from re-entering Kufa, 'Uthman was forced to agree to 

their choice of Abu Musa al-Ash'arT as their governor. 

Modern historians have often maintained that 'Uthman's policy with respect to 

the conquered land was essentially the same as 'Umar's. Wellhausen first argued 

that it was 'Umar who had provoked the conflict with the warriors of the 

conquests by withholding the seized land from division among them against the 

traditional Arab right of booty sanctioned by the Qur'an with little modification. 

The revolt erupted under 'Uthman merely because of his weakness in contrast to 

'Umar's overpowering authority.
25

 Caetani developed this interpretation further, 

suggesting that 'Uthman became the victim of 'Umar's administrative mistakes. 

'Umar had not prohibited the acquisition of land by Muslims outside Arabia and 

had himself made grants from domanial land in Iraq.
26 

This view was endorsed by 

G. Levi della Vida in his article on 'Uthman in the Encyclopaedia of Islam and is 

upheld also in some recent studies.
27

 In reality, there is no sound evidence that 

'Umar granted concessions from domanial land under cultivation which would 

have been in breach of his declared policy of keeping such land undivided for the 

benefit of future generations.
28

 'Uthman's attempt to reconvert the communal land 

into crown property was a major step towards turning the caliphate into a 

traditional kingship. His aim was fully realized by Mu'awiya during his caliphate 

as he brought all sawaft land throughout the empire under his direct control and 

discretionary disposal in granting and withdrawing fiefs.
29 

The narrators critical 

of'Uthman's conduct commonly divide his reign into two distinct periods. During 

the first six years his rule was said to have been unexceptionable, while in the 

latter six his offences mounted. Al-Zuhrl elaborates that in the former period the 

people had nothing to hold against him, and he was better liked than 'Umar 

because of the latter's sternness and 'Uthman's mildness towards them. In the 

second period he began to neglect their affairs; he employed his kin and family 

and heaped money on them. The people now censured him for that.
30 

Al-Zuhri 

further quotes al-Miswar b. Makhrama al-Zuhri, 'Abd al-Rahman b. 'Awf's 

nephew and initially a friend of 'Uthman, as stating that 'Uthman followed the 

conduct of his two predecessors for six years 

25
 J. Wellhausen, Skizzen und Vorarbeiten (Berlin, 1889) VI, 118 n. 3; Wellhausen, Das arabische 

Reich, 28-9, where he adds that Muhammad had already set certain precedents for 'Umar's fiscal 

practice. 
26

 See excursus 4: Domanial land in Iraq under 'Umar. 
27 E.g. W. Schmucker, Untersuchungen zu einigen wichtigen bodenrechtlichen Konsequenzen der 

islamischen Eroberungsbewegung (Bonn, 1972), esp. 134ð51; D jai't, La Grande Discorde, 84. 
28 Annali, V, 304, VII, 376. 
29 Mu'awiya thus confiscated the estate called Zurara near Kufa from Zurara b. Yazid of the Banu 

Bakkar and claimed it as crown property (usfiyat). Zurara b. Yazld had been chief of the police 

(shurfa) under 'Uthman's governor Sa'Td b. al-'As (Yaqut, Buldan, II, 921) and as such had 

presumably been granted the estate. The older iqta'% had generally been treated as permanent 

personal property. 
30

 BaladhurT, Ansab, V, 25.  
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without infraction, but then 'the old man grew soft and feeble, and came to be 

dominated [by his kin]'.
31

 

In reality 'Uthman's policy of establishing members of his clan as governors 

throughout the empire was fully evident even during the early years of his reign. 

In 24/644ð5, shortly after his accession, he appointed 'AIT b. 'AdI b. RabT'a of 

'Abd Shams governor of Mekka.
32

 In the following year he deposed the sick 

'Umayr b. Sa'd al-Ansarl, governor of Hims, Qinnasrin and Upper Mesopotamia, 

at his request,
33

 and turned these provinces, which since the death of Abu 'Ubayda 

had been kept by 'Umar under separate governors independent of the Umayyad 

governors of Damascus, over to Mu'awiya. Given the great strength of the 

garrison of Hims at that time, this meant a substantial increase in Mu'awiya's 

power which enabled him later to challenge and defy the caliph 'All.
34 

In the same 

year 'Uthman dismissed 'Amr b. al-'As as governor of Egypt and appointed his 

own foster-brother 'Abd Allah b. Sa'd b. AbT Sarh of 'Amir Quraysh in his place. 

Most likely also in 25/645-6
35

 he replaced Sa'd b. AbT Waqqas, whom he had 

appointed the previous year, as governor of Kufa with the Umayyad al-WalTd b. 

'Uqba b. AbT Mu'ayt, 

31
 'Abd al-Razzaq, Musannaf, V, 478. 

32
 Annali, VII, 45. 

33 Trying to prove that all governors deposed by 'Uthman except his Umayyad kin were dishonest or 

incapable, Caetani mistranslated in Sayf b. 'Umar's account the expression tu'ina fa-adna (he was 

smitten and came close to death) as 'he was [the] object of severe criticism [on the part of his 

subjects]'. He went on to assert that the parallel report then quoted by Sayf (TabarT, I, 2867) tries to 

conceal 'Umayr's dishonesty by describing him as ill (Annali, VII, 67). 
34 Hims still had a separate governor during the later part of 'Uthman's reign. The Kufans exiled as 

troublemakers under Sa'Td b. al-'As were sent first to Mu'awiya in Damascus and then to 'Abd al-

Rahman b. Khalid b. al-WalTd, governor of Hims (TabarT, I, 2913-14,2921). 'Abd al-Rahman was, 

however, appointed by Mu'awiya {ibid., 2913) and evidently his subordinate. 
35 This date seems preferable to the year 26/646-7 accepted by Wellhausen (Skizzen, VI, 115). Caetani 

left the question of the correct date open (Annali, VII, 64). Al-TabarT reports the appointment of al-

WalTd under the year 26, following the account of al-WaqidT, while mentioning that Sayf b. 

'Umar's account places it in the year 25 (TabarT, I, 2811 and 2801). Al-Baladhuri, however, quotes 

both Abu Mikhnaf and al-WaqidT, the latter on the authority of Ibn Sa'd, as stating that 'Uthman, in 

accordance with a recommendation of 'Umar, after his accession confirmed all governors for a year 

except for al-Mughlra b. Shu'ba whom he, following 'Umar's wish, replaced with Sa'd b. AbT 

Waqqas. After a year he dismissed Sa'd and appointed al-WalTd in his place (Ansdb, V, 29). Sayf's 

account (TabarT, I, 2901-2) agrees with this. The Kufan campaign to Armenia and Adharbayjan 

(Annali, VII, 98-103, 159-63), which took place at the beginning of al-WalTd's governorship, is 

more likely to date from the year 25 than 26. The governorship of al-WalTd moreover lasted, 

according to Kufan tradition (BaladhurT, Ansdb, V, 31; TabarT, I, 2813), five years. According to 

the more reliable reports he was deposed in the year 30 (Annali, VII, 256, 310-60). Caetani's 

argument that 'Umar could not have ordered his successor to nominate Sa'd governor of Kufa since 

he included him in the electoral council {ibid., 26) is tenuous. The composition of the council had 

been established some time before 'Umar's murder. The recommendation would obviously not have 

excluded Sa'd from being elected. In this case he could have appointed some other governor.  
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his uterine brother.
100

 In 29/649-50 he removed Abu Musa al-Ash'ar!
101

from the 

governorship of Basra and gave it to his maternal cousin 'Abd Allah b. 'Amir b. 

Kurayz of 'Abd Shams, who was only twenty-five years old. He added 

substantially to Ibn 'Amir's power by joining the governorship of 'Uman and al-

Bahrayn to that of Basra and putting their garrison (jund) under his command.
102

 

Five years after his accession, all major governorships were thus solidly in the 

hands of the caliph's relatives. When al-Walld b.'Uqba had to be deposed because 

of misconduct in the year 30/650-1, 'Uthman replaced him with another 

Umayyad, Said b. al-'As b. AbT Uhayha. He systematically strengthened his ties 

with these favourites by giving them his daughters in marriage.
103

 

There is thus no evidence for a fundamental break in 'Uthman's policies at mid-

term in his caliphate. His nepotism was apparent from the beginning. It did not, 

however, provoke serious opposition during the first half of his reign. He was 

able to keep the prominent Companions and Quraysh well disposed by his 

general leniency, which contrasted sharply with 'Umar's roughness, and through 

his extravagant presents. He also permitted the Qurayshites to move freely in the 

conquered provinces, whereas 'Umar had forbidden them to leave the Hijaz 

except by special permission.
104

 Some of them grew immensely wealthy under 

him.
105

 It was from the year 30/650-1 on that dissatisfaction and resistance openly 

manifested themselves throughout most of the empire. 'Uthman's generosity was 

now restricted to his kin, who seemed to dominate him. The prominent 

Companions of the shura more and more lost their influence over him. At the 

same time his arrogant mistreatment of several of the earliest Companions of 

lowly origin, Abu Dharr al-Ghifari, 'Abd Allah b. Mas'ud and 'Ammar b. Yasir, 

provoked outrage among the
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 Arguing that the nomination of al-Walld b. 'Uqba by 'Uthman was not an act of personal 

favouritism, Caetani interpreted the statement by Sayf b. 'Umar that al-Walld had been 'amil of 

'Umar over the RabT'a in al-jazlra (Tabari, I, 2812) as meaning that 'Uthman merely transferred him 

from one governorship to another (Annali, VII, 154). In fact al-Walld had been appointed by 'Umar 

alms-tax collector among the Banu Taghlib (Baladhuri, Ansab, V, 31) and then had been deposed by 

him because of a line of poetry threatening Taghlib (Aghani, IV, 183). 
101

 Caetani argued, on the basis of a report of al-Mada'inl (Tabarl, 1,2831-2) about a Basran 

delegation to 'Uthman asking for Abu Musa's replacement, that the latter was deposed because of 

administrative abuses and the accusation that he enriched himself at the expense of the treasury 

(Annali, VII, 238-9). The words of Ghaylan b. Kharasha al-Dabbl reported by al-Mada'inl do not 

imply, however, that Abu Musa improperly enriched himself. Ghaylan rather is described as 

successfully appealing to the caliph's Umayyad greed by suggesting that he give a dashing young 

Qurayshite the chance to enrich himself instead of the old man of lowly origin. Ghaylan b. Kharasha 

was a prominent supporter of the prophetess Sajah during the ridda (Tabari, I, 1919). He was thus 

probably one of the disadvantaged latecomers to Basra. 
38

 Tabari, I, 2833. 
103

 See excursus 3: The marriages of 'Uthman. 
104

 Tabari, I, 3025-6; M. Hinds, 'The Murder of the Caliph 'Uthman', International 

Journal of Middle East Studies, 3 (1972), 450-69, at 466. 
41

 SeeAnnali, VIII, 69-71. 
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pious, as well as among their tribes and the clans of Quraysh to whom they were 

affiliated and who were liable for their protection. 

Driven by his unbounded family pride, 'Uthman must early on have sought a 

way to secure a hereditary succession to his caliphate. The principle of shura 

among the Early Companions, so vigorously upheld by 'Umar, stood in his way. 

There is evidence that 'Uthman attempted to get around it as early as the first year 

of his reign. According to a tradition quoted by al-Bukharl, Marwan b. al-Hakam, 

'Uthman's first cousin and later caliph, reported that in the 'year of the nosebleed 

(sanat al-ru'df)\ that is in 24/644ð5,
106

 Uthman was afflicted by violent 

nosebleeding so that he was unable to perform the pilgrimage, and made his 

testament. An unidentified Qurayshite and Marwan's brother al-Harith
107

 came 

successively to him, suggesting that he appoint a successor. 'Uthman asked each 

one of them whether the people had someone in mind, but both remained silent. 

Then he suggested that the people were mentioning al-Zubayr, and al-Harith 

confirmed this. 'Uthman commented that al-Zubayr was indeed the best man and 

the one dearest to the Prophet.
108

 

In his report, Marwan did not mention whether 'Uthman actually made a 

testament in favour of al-Zubayr, a matter which he could hardly have been 

interested in publicizing. The family of al-Zubayr, however, preserved a claim 

that 'Uthman had appointed their ancestor as his successor. Mus'ab al-Zubayrl (d. 

236/851) reported: "Uthman made a testament in favour of al-Zubayr until his son 

'Amr would grow up (awsa 'Uthman . . . ila l-Zubayr b. al-'Awwam hatta yakbur 

ibnuh 'Amr).'
109

Although no further information about the circumstances is 

provided, it seems most likely that the report refers to the same occasion. 'Amr b. 

'Uthman, the caliph's eldest surviving son,
46

 had been born during the caliphate 

of'Umar.
110

 At the beginning of'Uthman's reign he thus had not

                                                 
106

 That the year 24/644-5 was known as sanat (or 'am) al-ru'af is confirmed by al-Tabari (I, 2799) and 

other sources. In his commentary on the Bukharl text, Ibn Hajar (Fath al-bari, VII, 58) identifies it 

as the year 31/651-2, referring to the Kitab al-Madina of 'Umar b. Shabba. The account of the latter 

seems entirely unreliable (see below, pp. 89-90). The year 24 was the only one before the siege of 

'Uthman's residence in which he did not lead the pilgrimage in person during his reign but deputed 

'Abd al-Rahman b. 'Awf to lead it (Baladhuri, Ansab, V, 23ð4; Annali, VII, 41). 
107

 The al-Harith named in the tradition is certainly correctly identified as Marwan's brother by Ibn 

Hajar, Fath al-bari, VII, 58. 
108

 Bukharl, $ahilh, Fada'il al-sahaba 13; Ibn Shabba, Ta'rikh al-Madina, 1055; Annali, VII, 42. In 

another version of the tradition an unidentified man names al-Zubayr as the one mentioned by the 

people, and 'Uthman confirms that al-Zubayr was 'by three times the best of you' (Annali, VII, 42). 
109

 Al -Zubayri, Nasab, 106, quoted by al-Baladhuri, Ansab, V, 103. 
110

 Ibn Hajar, Isaba, I, 261, quoting al-Zubayr b. Bakkar's Kitab al-Nasab. See further excursus 3. 
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yet reached maturity. It is unlikely that 'Uthman would have appointed al-Zubayr 

as his successor at any later stage. At the beginning of his reign he evidently felt 

particularly grateful to al-Zubayr for having backed him in the recent election 

against 'All in spite of his close blood relationship with the latter and was thus 

prepared to testify that he had been the Companion dearest to the Prophet. 

'Uthman's testament appointing al-Zubayr as his successor to be followed by 

his son 'Amr was probably not published at the time. It would no doubt have been 

challenged and opposed by some of the other early Companions. Since 'Uthman 

soon recovered his health, it was best to forget the matter. Later during his 

caliphate, he and his kin viewed 'Amr as his heir apparent
48

 although no formal 

appointment was made. Marwan still later, evidently before his own election as 

caliph, invited 'Amr to come to Syria in order that 'he be given the oath of 

allegiance'. This was at the time when Marwan needed to challenge the 

prerogative of the Sufyanids, the descendants of Mu'awiya, which was widely 

backed in Syria, and when he wanted to remind the Syrians that 'Uthman, not 

Mu'awiya, was the real founder of the Umayyad caliphate. 'Amr, no doubt 

wisely, declined, and died in Mina.
49

 

Reports that 'Uthman at some stage of his caliphate appointed 'Abd al-Rahman 

b. 'Awf as his successor are unreliable. Ibn Shabba quoted an account transmitted 

by 'Abd Allah b. Lahl'a that 'Uthman, afflicted by nosebleeding, ordered his 

client Humran b. Aban to write a testament for the succession of 'Abd al-

Rahman, but the latter prayed that God would let him die before 'Uthman. He 

died six months later.
50

 From this story 

48 According to a report of the Umayyad Said b. 'Amr b. Said b. al-'A? related by 'Umar b. Shabba, al-

Walld b. 'Uqba before his nomination as governor of Kufa expressed in a poem his hope that 

'Uthman's sons 'Amr and Khalid would grow up quickly so that they could honour him as their 

uncle. Clearly implied is the expectation that they would succeed 'Uthman who, according to the 

poetry, was showing preference for his uncle al-Hakam over his half-brother al-Walid. 'Uthman was 

moved by al-Walld's complaint and appointed him governor (Aghani, IV, 177; Annali, VII, 156). If 

the occasion is reliably reported, al-Walld expected 'Uthman to be succeeded by one of his sons as 

early as the second year of his reign. According to Sayf b. 'Umar, there was persistent enmity 

between the houses of al-Walld b. 'Uqba and Sa'Td b. al-'As (Tabari, I, 2849). 
49 Baladhuri, Ansdb, V, 106. According to al-Baladhuri, 'Amr had fought on the side of the Medinans 

against the Umayyad army at al-Harra and was therefore insulted and flogged by the Syrian 

commander Muslim b. 'Uqba. That he did not leave Medina before the battle together with the other 

Umayyads and was insulted and punished is also reported by 'Awana (TabarT, II, 421). According 

to Abu Mikhnaf, he did leave Medina with the Umayyads, but refused to give Muslim b. 'Uqba 

information about the situation in the town (ibid., 410). In an anecdote quoted by Mus'ab al-Zubayri 

(Nasab, 109-10), Marwan is described as encouraging 'Amr b. 'Uthman to claim the caliphate 

during the reign of Mu'awiya. 
50 Ibn Shabba, Ta'rikh al-Madina, 1028ð9; al-Dhahabl, Ta'rikh al-islam (Cairo, 1367ð9/ [1948ð

50]), 1,107. 'Uthman expelled Humran for his breach of trust. Another version of the story, going 

back to Ibn Lahl'a's pupil al-Layth b. Sa'd, specified that 'Uthman banished Humran to Iraq (Ibn 

Shabba, Ta'rikh al-Madina, 1029-30).  



90 The succession to Muhammad 

 

 

Ibn Hajar al-'Asqalani derived the date of the 'year of the nosebleed' as being in 

31/651-2, since 'Abd al-Rahman b. 'Awf died in 32/652-3.
51 

Freely embellishing 

the tale, al-Ya'qubl narrated that 'Uthman had Humran write the letter of 

appointment but added the name of 'Abd al-Rahman with his own hand. When he 

sent Humran to take the letter to Umm Hablba bt AbT Sufyan, Humran read it 

and informed 'Abd al-Rahman. The latter complained that he had sought 

'Uthman's government openly, while the caliph now nominated him secretly. As 

the matter became public in Medina, the Umayyads were infuriated. 'Uthman 

punished Humran and sent him off to Basra.
52

 In reality 'Uthman had banished 

Humran b. Aban to Basra at an earlier date and for a different reason.
53

 

The dissatisfaction with 'Uthman's high-handed regime and with the governors 

appointed by him was not confined to the provinces outside Arabia. In Medina 

his cousin al-Harith b. al-Hakam, whom he put in charge of the market, provoked 

outrage and protest when he used his office to buy up imported goods and to sell 

them at a large profit, imposed fees on the stalls of small traders (yajbi maqd'id 

al-mutasawwiqin), and committed other reprehensible acts. 'Uthman refused 

popular demands for his dismissal
54

 and further inflamed the feelings of the 

people by making al-Harith a gift of camels which had been collected as part of 

the alms-tax and brought to Medina.
55

 The great majority of the Ansar turned 

openly against 'Uthman. 

Among the Quraysh 'Amr b. al-'As of the clan of Sahm seems to have been the 

first to agitate in Medina against the caliph after his removal from the 

governorship of Egypt. He vented his anger and resentment by divorcing his wife 

Umm Kulthum, 'Uthman's uterine sister.
56

 As he began to criticize the caliph 

openly, 'Uthman confronted him with insults, which he returned. Rivalry between 

their fathers, both leading 
51

 Ibn Hajar, Falh al-bari, VII, 58. 
52

 Va'qubT, Ta'nkh, II, 195-6; Annals VII, 42-3. 
53 According to al-Baladhuri (Ansdb, V, 57-8), 'Uthman had sent Humran to Kufa to investigate the 

truth about the complaints against al-Walld b. 'Uqba. Al-Walld bribed Humran, and when he 

returned to the caliph he lied about his conduct and praised him. Then he met Marwan who asked 

him about al-Walld, and he confessed to him that the matter was serious. Marwan informed 

'Uthman, who was furious about Humran lying to him. He exiled him to Basra, assigning a house 

there in fief to him. A different version is given by Sayf b. 'Umar (Tabari, I, 2923). 
54 Baladhurl, Ansdb, V, 47; Kister, Additional Notes to his article (IX) 'The Market of the Prophet', in 

Studies in Jahiliyya and Early Islam (Variorum Reprints; London, 1980). The policy of taxing the 

markets in Medina was later resumed by Mu'awiya (Kister, 'Market of the Prophet', 275). 
55

 

Baladhuri, Ansab , V, 28. 
56

 Tabari, I, 2968. Umm Kulthum was the full sister of al-Walld b. 'Uqba whom 'Uthman at the same 

time appointed governor of Kufa. If the report is reliable, she must have been divorced by 'Abd al-

Rahman b. 'Awf. This is not confirmed, however, by al-Zubayri (Nasab, 145). She had first been 

married to Zayd b. Haritha, who was killed at Mu'ta, then to al-Zubayr, who divorced her, and then 

to 'Abd al-Rahman b. 'Awf. Her marriage to 'Amr b. al-'A§ was presumably brief.  
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merchants in Mekka before Islam, was involved in the exchange. 'Amr left, 

incensed, and began to incite 'AIT, al-Zubayr and Talha against 'Uthman, and 

stirred up trouble among the Mekka pilgrims, accusing the caliph of 

'innovations'.
57

 His agitation may well have contributed more to the rebellion in 

Egypt against 'Abd Allah b. Sa'd b. AbT Sarh than is explicitly stated in the 

sources.
58

 When the Egyptian rebels were encamped at Dhu Khushub outside 

Medina before the siege of the caliph's palace and 'Uthman visited 'A'isha to seek 

her advice, she demanded that he reappoint 'Amr governor of Egypt since his 

soldiers (jund) there were satisfied with him. This was mentioned by 'Uthman in a 

letter to the Syrians (ahl al-Sham) written on 1 Dhu 1-Hijja 35/31 May 656 at the 

beginning of the final siege of his palace and in his largely identical message to 

the Mekka pilgrims read to them by 'Abd Allah b. al-'Abbas on 7 Dhu l-Hijja/6 

June. 'Uthman stated that he had agreed to the demand, but then 'Amr had 

offended him and had gone beyond what was right.
59

 'Amr's offensive act, to 

which 'Uthman probably referred, occurred shortly after the Egyptian rebels left 

Dhu Khushub, having been promised that the caliph would redress all their 

grievances. 

57 Tabari, I, 2966-7. The report goes back to information from al-Miswar b. Makhrama transmitted by 

his client Abu 'Awn. 
58 This has been suspected by Wellhausen (Skizzen, VI, 127). Al-WalTd b. 'Uqba in a poem accused 

'Amr, together with 'Dulaym' ('Ammar b. Yasir) and the Egyptian rebel Sudan b. Humran al-Muradl, 

of causing trouble and encouraging others to revile 'Uthman (Ibn 'Asakir, 'Uthman, 306). This was 

at the time when 'Ammar was sent to Egypt by 'Uthman to investigate the complaints of the people 

and to pacify them, shortly before the Egyptian rebel group set out for Medina (see below, p. 117). 
59 Tabari, 1,3043; Ibn 'Asakir,' Uthman, 'ill. In the letter to the Syrians it is not mentioned that the 

warriors in Egypt were satisfied with 'Amr. 'Uthman did not name 'A'isha personally in his letters 

but spoke of his visit to the Mothers of the Faithful (ummahat al-mu'mintn). This was partly out of 

politeness, partly because the letters inciting the Muslims in the provinces against 'Uthman were, as 

will be seen, sent in the name of the Mothers of the Faithful collectively. It is clear, however, that 

'A'isha played the active part and this was generally recognized by the public. Of the other widows 

of Muhammad only Umm Salama is known to have been involved on a minor scale. 

The two letters of'Uthman are certainly authentic and were independently preserved. The letter to 

the Syrians, written by 'Uthman's secretary Unays b. AbT Fatima, was transmitted by IsmaTl b. 

'Ubayd Allah b. Abi 1-Muhajir, client of Makhzum, who was a tutor of the sons of the caliph 'Abd 

al-Malik and governor of the Maghrib in the time of 'Umar II. He was born during the reign of 

Mu'awiya (Ibn Hajar, Tahdhib, I, 317-18) and must have had access to the letter either from a copy 

kept in his family or from the palace archives. The message to the Mekka pilgrims was evidently 

preserved by Ibn al-'Abbas, who read it to them, and was transmitted by his disciple 'Ikrima 

(TabarT, I, 3040). It was also transmitted by Muhammad b. Isljaq from the 'Alid 'AIT b. al-Husayn 

who presumably obtained the text from Ibn al-'Abbas (Ibn Shabba, Ta'rikh al-Madma, 1162-6). 

Unays b. AbT Fatima was most likely a brother of Mu'ayqTb b. AbT Fatima al-DawsT of Azd, 

confederate among the Banu 'Abd Shams (Ibn Sa'd, Tabaqat, IV/1, 86-7). Mu'ayqTb was in charge 

of the treasury (bayt al-mal) for some time under 'Umar and keeper of the seal of'Uthman, during 

whose caliphate he died (Ibn Hajar, Isaba, VI, 130). Unays presumably succeeded him in that 

position.  
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When 'Uthman, pressed by Marwan, announced in the mosque of Medina that the 

Egyptians were returning to their country satisfied that all they had heard about 

the wrong-doings of their imam was untrue, 'Amr called out from a side of the 

mosque: 'Fear God, 'Uthman, for you have ridden over abysses (rakibta nahabir) 

and we have ridden over them with you. So repent to God, that we may repent.' 

'Uthman at first reacted with scorn: 'So you are here, son of al-Nabigha!
60

 By 

God, your jubbah has become lice-infested since I relieved you of your office.' 

When another voice, however, was raised warning the caliph to repent, he lifted 

his hands facing the qibla and proclaimed his repentance. 'Amr left for his estate 

in Palestine, where he anxiously awaited 'Uthman's end.
61 

As 'Uthman's kin, in 

particular Marwan, gained more and more control over his political conduct, the 

Early Companions of the electoral council, seeing their influence eroded, turned 

against him. They were still widely recognized as the guardians of the principles 

of Islam, the informal leaders of the Muslim community collectively responsible 

for its right guidance. Now each one of them, in varying degrees, withdrew his 

support from the caliph whom they had elected. Most significant was the 

defection of 'Abd al-Rahman b. 'Awf, the king-maker and former brother-in-law 

of'Uthman. Since he died in 32/652-3, three years before the murder of 'Uthman, 

it is evident that the deep disaffection had reached dangerous levels long before 

the actual crisis. 'Abd al-Rahman's nephew al-Miswar b. Makhrama reported that 

when 'Uthman had made a present of camels from the alms-tax arriving in 

Medina to one of the sons of al-Hakam,
62

 his uncle had sent for him and 'Abd al-

Rahman b. al-Aswad b. 'Abd Yaghuth, grandson of Muhammad's maternal uncle 

and a man of rank among the Banu Zuhra. They had seized the camels, 
60 'Al -Nabigha' refers to 'Amr's mother who was a slave girl of the tribe of'Anaza bought on the market 

of 'Ukaz by the Qurayshite 'Abd Allah b. Jud'an al-TaymT, who kept her as a prostitute and later 

manumitted her (Ibn Abi l-Hadld, Sharh, II, 100). 
61 Tabari, I, 2972. The account goes back to 'All's grandson Muhammad b. 'Umar who died at the 

beginning of the 'Abbasid age. That 'Amr left for his land in Palestine is confirmed by the report of 

Abu 'Awn maivla al-Miswar (ibid., 2967). For the location of 'Amr's estate, called 'Ajlan, in 

Palestine see M. Lecker, 'The Estates of'Amr b. al-'As in Palestine: Notes on a New Negev Arabic 

Inscription', Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies, 52 (1989), 24ð37, at 31-7. 

In a piece of poetry attributed to 'Amr, the latter expressed the expectation that the Egyptians, in 

the face of'Uthman's intransigence, would inevitably rise in revolt. If they killed him there would be 

strife (fitna) bearing hard upon Yathrib (Medina). If they left him alive there would be affliction 

(ghumma) and pernicious repression for them. The safe course thus was to escape to Syria and await 

the decision of fate which never lies (Ibn 'Asakir,' Uthman, 307-8). Whether authentic or not, the 

piece probably expresses 'Amr's expectations correctly. 
62 Ba'd bani l-ljaka>n. I'ataarl, I, 2980. Most likely al-Harith is meant and the report refers to the 

previously mentioned incident.  
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and 'Abd al-Rahman (b. al-Aswad, or b. 'Awf?) had distributed them among the 

people.
63

 

When 'Uthman during the pilgrimage of 29/650 performed four rak'as 

(bowings from the waist) in the ritual prayer at Mina instead of the traditional 

two, 'Abd al-Rahman performed only two with his companions and afterwards 

reproached 'Uthman privately. 'Abd Allah b. Mas'ud, however, suggested to him 

that contravening the practice of the imam was worse than following him in an 

unsound one, and 'Abd al-Rahman decided to pray four rak'as in the future.
64

 

According to a report by his grandson Sa'd b. Ibrahim, 'Abd al-Rahman was 

deeply upset about the death of Abu Dharr in exile at al-Rabadha, which occurred 

not long before his own death. He defended himself against a charge by 'All that 

he bore responsibility for 'Uthman's conduct, stating that the latter had broken his 

commitments (made at the time of his election) to him, and offered to wield his 

own sword in solidarity with 'All.
65

 Before his death he expressed a wish that 

'Uthman should not pray over him, and al-Zubayr or Sa'd b. Abi Waqqas led the 

funeral prayer.
66

 

Another prominent Zuhrite who fell out with 'Uthman much earlier was 'Abd 

Allah b. Arqam b. 'Abd Yaghuth, a further grandson of Muhammad's uncle, and 

former secretary of the Prophet. 'Umar had put him in charge of the public 

treasury (bayt al-mal) and thought highly of him. According to Hafsa, her father 

had even thought of appointing him his successor.
67

 Under 'Uthman he continued 

in his office until 'Abd Allah b. Khalid b. Asld, the caliph's nephew and brother-

in-law,
68

 arrived from Mekka with a group of men volunteering to fight for the 

faith (ghuzatan). 'Uthman ordered that 'Abd Allah be given 300,000 dirhams and 

each of the other men 100,000 and sent a draft on the public treasury to Ibn 

Arqam. The latter found the amount excessive and returned the draft. When the 

caliph reprimanded him, calling him 'treasurer for us', he answered that he had 

considered himself treasurer for the Muslims and resigned, suspending the 

treasury 

" Ibid. 
M
 Ibid., 2834-5. 

65 BaladhurT, Ansdb, V, 57. 
66 Ibid. Caetani dismissed a report that 'Abd al-Raljman refused to see 'Uthman before his death as 

'naturally untrustworthy' (Annali, VII, 556-7). He argued that the orthodox traditionists because of 

their pro-'Alid bias could not countenance the fact that 'Abd al-Rahman b. 'Awf preferred 'Uthman. 

Yet the reports coming from his own family and the Banu Zuhra cannot leave any doubt that 'Abd 

al-Rahman broke with 'Uthman before his death. 
67

 Ibn Hajar, Isaba, IV, 32-3. 
68

 See excursus 3 on the marriages of 'Uthman, pp. 365-6. This was presumably before 'Uthman gave 

'Abd Allah b. Khalid his daughter Umm Sa'Td in marriage (see there pp. 366-7).  
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keys on the pulpit.
69

 'Uthman sent Zayd b. Thabit to him with a present of 

300,000 dirhams, but he refused to accept it.
70

 

A further incident involving a Zuhrite occurred late during Said b. al-'As'  

governorship of Kufa, probably after 'Abd al-Rahman b. 'Awf's death. At the end 

of the fasting month of Ramadan, Sa'Id asked the Kufans if anybody had seen the 

new moon. All denied seeing it except Hashim b. 'Utba b. AbT Waqqas, nephew 

of Sa'd b. AbT Waqqas. The governor ridiculed him and referred to his being 

one-eyed. Hashim answered that he had lost his eye in the cause of God (he had 

been hit in the battle on the Yarmuk) and went on to break his fast. In punishment 

for his insubordination the governor ordered him to be beaten and his house 

burned. His sister Umm al-Hakam, one of the Muhajirat women, and his brother 

Nafi'
71

 left for Medina and informed Sa'd b. AbT Waqqas of the incident. When 

Sa'd complained to 'Uthman, the caliph conceded the right of retaliation, telling 

him: 'Sa'Td belongs to you [pi.] for Hashim, beat him in return, and the house of 

Sa'Td belongs to you, burn it as he burned his.' Sa'd's son 'Umar, still a boy, went 

to SaTd's house in Medina and attempted to set fire to it. When the news reached 

'A'isha
72

 she intervened with Sa'd, who stopped his son.
73

 Sa'Td b. al-'As, 

overthrown shortly afterwards by the Kufans, was evidently also spared the 

humiliation of a beating. Hashim b. 'Utba became an active supporter of'AIT in 

Kufa. Sa'd b. AbT Waqqas, the second Zuhrite
74

 among the electors, maintained 

69 This happened before the dismissal of Abu Musa al-Ash'ari from the governorship of Basra. For 

'Uthman gave 'Abd Allah b. Khalid b. AsTd the money despite Ibn Arqam's protest, and he was later 

accused of having made the gift from fay' money sent by al-Ash'ari (see the line of poetry of 'Abd 

al-Rahman b. Hanbal b. Mulayl quoted in Aghani, VI, 60). According to Ibn 'Abd al-Barr (al-Istfab 

ft marifat al-ashab (Hyderabad, 1336/[1918]), I, 336), 'Abd Allah b. Arqam was treasurer for only 

two years under 'Uthman. Al-Zubayri (Nasab, 262) is evidently mistaken in claiming that he 

remained treasurer until the end (akhir) of'Uthman's caliphate. According to most sources he died 

during 'Uthman's reign. 'Uthman now appointed Zayd b. Thabit treasurer (BaladhurT, Ansab, V, 58, 

88; Ibn Abi 1-HadTd, Sharh, III, 36, quoting al-Waqidl), on whom he bestowed a gift of 100,000 

dirhams in 27/648 from the khums of the campaign to IfrTqiya. The variant report (BaladhurT, 

Ansab, V, 58) that 'Uthman appointed Mu'ayqTb b. AbT Fajima treasurer is probably unreliable. 
70 BaladhurT, Ansab, V, 58-9, 88; Ibn Abi 1-Hadid, Shark, III, 36. 
71 Nafi' b. Abi Waqqas can probably be identified as Nafi' b. 'Utba b. AbT Waqqas (see the annotation 

to the text in Ibn Sa'd, Tabaqat, V, 21). 
12

 SaTd b. al-'As'  house in Medina seems to have been close to the Prophet's mosque and 'A 'isha's 

apartment. He had asked the caliph 'Umar for permission to enlarge it, and 'Umar had, somewhat 

grudgingly, agreed to a small extension which was considered insufficient by Sa'Td. 'Uthman had 

then satisfied his wishes (Ibn Sa'd, Kitab, V, 20-1). 
73 Ibid., 21. 
74 There were claims that the sons of Abu Waqqas were false pretenders to Qurayshite lineage and 

belonged rather to 'Udhra (Quda'a). Hassan b. Thabit is quoted as calling Sa'd's pagan brother 'Utba 

a slave of 'Udhra in a poem after he had broken one of Muhammad's teeth and wounded him in the 

face in the battle of Uhud (Ibn Abi 1-HadTd, Sharh, VI, 55-6). According to a gloss in one of the 

MSS of Hassan's Diwan (ed. W. N. 'Arafat (London, 1971), II, 137), the mother of Abu Waqqa? 

was a woman of'Udhra.  
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a certain distance towards 'Uthman after he had deposed him from the 

governorship of Kufa. He does not seem to have joined or actively encouraged 

the opposition movement, but he also did little to back the embattled caliph. He 

severely rebuked 'Ammar b. Yasir, however, when the latter returned from Egypt 

after having incited the people there to rebellion against the caliph.
111

 Sa'd was 

not among the delegates of Quraysh led by 'AIT who met the Egyptian rebels at 

Dhu Khushub to persuade them to return home.
112

 At 'Uthman's request, however, 

he urged 'Ammar b. Yasir to join the delegation. 'Ammar was influential among 

the Egyptians, and the caliph probably hoped that his presence would help to 

calm down the hostility of the rebels. 'Ammar, however, categorically refused to 

join after discovering that 'Uthman had secretly sent one of his henchmen, KathTr 

b. al-Salt al-KindT, to spy on him.
113

When a handful of the rebels came to 

Medina, Sa'd and 'Ammar co-operated with them in the presentation of their 

grievances to the caliph. 'Uthman initially did not receive them, and it is uncertain 

whether Sa'd was still among them when the caliph did speak to them a few days 

later.
114

 

When the main body of the rebels eventually entered Medina and approached 

Sa'd, asking that he speak for them to 'Uthman, he declined to intervene, as did 

Sa'Td b. Zayd b. 'Amr b. Nufayl.
79

 After seeing the leaders of the rebel groups 

from Kufa, Basra and Egypt, he is said to have commented that any cause led by 

these men could only be evil.
115

 Abu  
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Hablba, a client of al-Zubayr, reported that he saw Sa'd b. Abi Waqqas visiting 

the caliph on the day that 'Uthman was killed. As he left the besieged palace, he 

expressed anxiety at the sight of the enemies in front of the gate. Marwan 

reprimanded him: 'Now you regret, before you denigrated him (ash'artahii).' Sa'd 

apologized that he had not thought the people would go so far in their boldness or 

would seek his blood. 'Uthman, he said, had just renewed his repentance. Marwan 

urged him to seek 'All who was hiding and was the one whose word would not be 

contravened (by the rebels). Sa'd found 'All in the mosque and pleaded with him 

that he help his kinsman 'Uthman once more. Then Muhammad b. Abi Bakr 

arrived and confided to 'All that 'Uthman had been killed.
81 

Caetani saw the revolt 

against 'Uthman as essentially driven by tribal resentment at the hegemony of 

Quraysh. The Early Companions 'AIT, Talha and al-Zubayr, although themselves 

of Quraysh, had insidiously encouraged these anti-Quraysh sentiments in the 

provinces out of their personal ambition. The interest of Quraysh, Caetani held, 

was virtually identical with the interest of the Banu Umayya.
116

 Yet while there 

was certainly some tribal resentment against the domination of Quraysh in 

general, the defection of the Banu Zuhra, a major clan of Quraysh, clearly shows 

that anti-Umayyad sentiment was spreading among the Quraysh themselves. 

None of the Zuhrite leaders was motivated by personal ambition. It was the 

conduct of 'Uthman that eventually cost him the support of the majority of 

Quraysh who had so solidly backed his election. 

Ismail b. Yahya al-Tayml, a descendant of the caliph Abu Bakr who after 

158/775 composed an account of the murder of'Uthman,
117

 explained the 

widespread disaffection by pointing to 'Uthman's offences against Ibn Mas'ud, 

Abu Dharr and 'Ammar b. Yasir. Ibn Mas'ud's mistreatment provoked his tribe, 

Hudhayl, and the Banu Zuhra, whose client he was; Abu Dharr's grievance was 

shared by his tribe, Ghifar, and the Makhzum were incensed by the case of 

'Ammar, their confederate (halif).
118

 

'Ammar had joined a public protest by 'AIT in the mosque against 'Uthman's 

assertion of his right arbitrarily to appropriate fay' property. The caliph, unable to 

punish 'All, reviled 'Ammar and had him beaten until he lost consciousness. He 

was carried to Umm Salama, Makhzumite
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widow of Muhammad. Her cousin Hisham b. al-Walld, brother of Khalid b. al-

Walid, protested to 'Uthman about the mistreatment of 'our brother' and 

threatened to kill an Umayyad in retaliation if 'Ammar should die, but 'Uthman 

insulted him too, and ordered his removal. 'A'isha took up their case and made a 

scene in the mosque, infuriating 'Uthman.
119

 Makhzum thus also withdrew their 

support from him. 

'Uthman's brother al-Walid b. 'Uqba later inflamed the ill feelings of Makhzum 

further when he, in addition to attacking 'Dulaym' ('Ammar) for his disloyal 

activity in Egypt, lampooned, apparently slanderously, the Makhzumite 'Umar b. 

Sufyan b. 'Abd al-Asad, asserting that he, encouraged by Dulaym, was faulting 

'Uthman 'like a goat's fart in the desert plains of I dam'. The vulgar language was 

not out of character for a former governor remembered in history chiefly for 

having vomited in his drunkenness on the pulpit of Kufa. The Makhzumite 

answered in a more dignified manner, warning 'Abd Shams that al-Walld was 

sapping their rock with his slander.
120

 

While under siege in his palace, 'Uthman called 'Abd Allah b. al-'Abbas and 

gave him a message to be read to the pilgrims in Mekka. He told him that he had 

just appointed Khalid b. al-'As b. Hisham governor of Mekka. Khalid was a chief 

of Makhzum in Mekka and had been governor under 'Umar.
121

 The previous 

governor, still in power, was 'Abd Allah b. 'Amir al-Hadraml, an Umayyad 

confederate
122

 whose father had been killed as a pagan at Badr after having slain 

Mihja' al-'Akkl, a client of 'Umar and one of the earliest Companions.
123

 'Uthman 

evidently hoped to prop up his authority in Mekka by replacing the Umayyad 

confederate by a distinguished Makhzumite. He told Ibn al-'Abbas, however, that 

he was afraid that the people of Mekka, having learned of the rebellion in 

Medina, might resist Khalid, who might thus be impelled to fight them in the 

Sanctuary of God. Khalid, he suggested, would probably not agree to lead the 

pilgrimage. 'Uthman therefore appointed Ibn al-'Abbas as leader of the 

pilgrimage.
124

 When Ibn al-'Abbas conveyed 'Uthman's instructions to Khalid, the 

latter, as expected, declined to act as leader of the pilgrimage and to read 

'Uthman's message to the pilgrims. Pointing to the ominous hostility of the crowd 

towards the caliph, he urged Ibn
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al-'Abbas, as cousin of the man to whom the reign would probably fall, to act as 

the leader.
125

 The account throws light on the total erosion of 'Uthman's authority 

among the Mekkan Quraysh. Discontent and unrest were not confined to a few of 

the conquered provinces, but pervaded the holy cities in Arabia. 

Among the electors, the most active and outspoken in the opposition 

movement was Talha of the clan of Taym. A man of strong personal ambition, 

Talha, although formally a member of the electoral council, had not been present 

at the election of 'Uthman. When he arrived in Medina after the election, he made 

clear his displeasure. He is reported to have stayed in his house at first, stating 

that he was not someone whose opinion could legitimately be ignored (mithlT la 

yuftatu 'alayh). 'Abd al-Rahman b. 'Awf went to see him and implored him for the 

sake of Islam not to break ranks.
126

 When he went to see 'Uthman, he asked the 

caliph whether he would agree to have another election if he, Talha, rejected the 

result of the first one. 'Uthman assured him that he would agree, and Talha 

offered his pledge of allegiance.
127

 

'Uthman thenceforth made special efforts to secure Talha's backing by 

honouring him and making him extravagant presents. According to Talha's son 

Musa, 'Uthman during his caliphate bestowed gifts upon Talha to the amount of 

200,000 dinars.
128

 Yet Talha soon became a sharp critic of 'Uthman's conduct and 

is described as personally reproaching the caliph on various occasions.
95

 

According to Khalid, client of'Uthman's son Aban, he intervened when Marwan 

used the name of the caliph to gain personal advantage on the market in buying 

date pits as fodder for his camels. When 'Uthman apologized that he had not 

ordered this, Talha blamed him even more, pointing to the stern scrupulosity 

of'Umar on a similar occasion.
96

 

Talha wrote letters to the provinces inciting revolt and made common cause 

with the Egyptian rebels during the siege of 'Uthman's palace. When he later 

came to Basra calling for revenge for the blood of 'Uthman, 'Abd Allah b. Hakim 

al-Tamlml of Mujashi' showed him his earlier letters to them, and he 

acknowledged having written them.
97 

'Abd Allah b. Sa'd b. Abi Sarh commented 

that, in spite of the caliph's generosity towards him, Talha was the one toughest 

against him during the siege.
98

 This was equally the impression of later historians 

such as  
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Abu Mikhnaf as well as Ibn STrin (d. 110/728) and 'Awf al-A'rabT, representing 

Kufan Shi'ite and Basran 'Uthmanid tradition respectively." Abu Mikhnaf 

reported that it was Talha who prevented the delivery of drinking water to the 

besieged caliph.
129

 Looking down from his balcony 'Uthman greeted a group of 

the rebels among whom he saw Talha. As they failed to return the greeting, he 

addressed him: 'Talha, I did not think I would live to see the day when I should 

greet you and you do not return the greeting.'
130

 According to a report by the 

Kufan 'Uthmanid Qays b. Abi Hazim al-BajalT, a man who visited Talha during 

the siege in order to ask him to prevent the death of 'Uthman was told by him: 

'No, by God, not until the Banu Umayya surrender the right on their own 

accord.'
131

 

The Medinan Companion and Qur'an collector Mujammi' b. Jariya al-AwsT, 

evidently one of the few Medinan supporters of 'Uthman, narrated that he passed 

by Talha, who asked him mockingly what his master was doing. When Mujammi' 

replied: 'I suspect that you [pi.] shall kill him', Talha commented: 'If he should be 

killed, he is neither an angel brought close [to God] nor a prophet sent [by 

Him].'
132

 The Makhzumite Companion 'Abd Allah b. 'Ayyash b. AbT RabT'a 

reported that he visited 'Uthman during the siege and the caliph let him listen to 

the talk of those outside the door. He heard them debating whether they should 

attack or wait for the caliph to retract. Then Talha arrived and asked for Ibn 

'Udays, the chief of the Egyptian rebels. He whispered something to Ibn 'Udays, 

who then ordered his companions not to let anyone enter or leave the palace. 

'Uthman told Ibn 'Ayyash that it was Talha who gave this order and he prayed 

that God protect him from Talha and grant that Talha's blood be spilled. Talha, he 

affirmed, had committed illicit offence against him, and he quoted the Prophet's 

hadith that the shedding of a Muslim's blood was illicit except for apostasy, 

adultery and manslaughter. Ibn 'Ayyash wanted to depart, but was prevented by 

the rebels until Muhammad b. AbT Bakr passed by and ordered that he be 

allowed to leave.
133

 'Abd al-Rahman b. Abza later remembered seeing the 

Egyptian rebel leader Sudan b. Humran coming out of 'Uthman's palace on the 

day of the murder and hearing him say: 'Where is Talha b. 'Ubayd Allah? We 

have killed the son of 'Affan.'
105 

Talha had no motive for hating 'Uthman, by 

whom he was treated with particular generosity, and acted out of personal 

ambition. He must have been confident that he would become his successor. 

'Uthman presumably alluded to him in his message to the Mekka pilgrims 

conveyed by Ibn al-'Abbas in stating that 'some were seeking to take their right by 

unrightful means for whom my life has lasted excessively. Their hope for the 

reign (intra) has been delayed too long for them, so they have sought to hasten 
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fate.'
106

 It was Abu Bakr's daughter 'A 'isha who stood behind the ambitions of her 

kinsman Talha. 

'A 'isha apparently held a grudge against 'Uthman from the beginning of his 

reign because, if a report of al-Ya'qubl may be trusted, he had reduced her 

pension to the level of that of the other widows of the Prophet.
107

 She was 

probably the first one to speak out against 'Uthman at the mosque of Medina. As 

a widow of Muhammad and daughter of the founder of the caliphate she was in 

the best position to do so. When the Early Companion 'Abd Allah b. Mas'ud, 

accused by al-WalTd b. 'Uqba of fomenting trouble in Kufa, was deported to 

Medina and 'Uthman abused him from the pulpit, 'A 'isha shouted: "Uthman, do 

you say this to the Companion of the Messenger of God?'
108

 Shortly afterwards 

four witnesses arrived from Kufa to charge al-WalTd with drunkenness. When 

'Uthman threatened them, they complained to 'A 'isha, who exclaimed: "Uthman 

has obstructed the Qur'anic legal punishments (hudud) and threatened 

witnesses.'
109

 According to the account of al-Zuhrl, 'Uthman heard the commotion 

in 'A 'isha's room and angrily commented: 'Can the rebels and scoundrels of the 

people of Iraq find no other refuge than the home of 'A 'isha?' Hearing this, 

'A 'isha raised one of Muhammad's sandals and shouted at him: 'You have 

forsaken the Sunna of the 
105 Ibid., 3000-1. If the report is accepted as going back to him, it should be noted that 'Abd al-Rahman 

b. Abza is a pro-'Alid source. Al-Baladhuri quotes another report by him, with the same Kufan and 
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with reserve. 
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Messenger of God, the owner of this sandal.' The people heard of the incident and 

filled the mosque, where they quarrelled about the propriety of the interference of 

'A'isha, as a woman, in the dispute. A group of Companions went to see 'Uthman, 

and he was forced to depose his brother.
110

 

In the case of 'Ammar b. Yasir, 'A 'isha, in solidarity with Umm Salama, 

created a similar scene in the mosque. She brought out a hair, a garment and a 

sandal of the Prophet and called out: 'How quickly have you [pi.] abandoned the 

Sunna of your Prophet when his hair, his dress, and his sandal have not yet 

decayed.' 'Uthman was left speechless with rage, while the crowd, egged on by 

'Amr b. al-'As, burst into turmoil and exclamations of bewilderment.
111

 

'A 'isha most likely also wrote letters to the provinces stirring up rebellion, 

although, after the murder of 'Uthman, she denied it. The letters were written in 

the name of the Mothers of the Faithful collectively, but it was generally assumed 

at the time that she was behind them. When she, at the time of the siege, told the 

Kufan rebel leader al-Ashtar with raised voice: 'God forbid that I would order the 

spilling of the blood of Muslims, the murder of their imam, the violating of their 

inviolability', he could point out to her: 'You [f. pi.] have written to us, but now 

when the war has been set ablaze by your action you forbid us.'
112

 Masruq b. al-

Ajda' al-Hamdani, a prominent disciple of Ibn Mas'ud, narrated that 'A 'isha 

chided the people for slaughtering 'Uthman like a ram. Masruq told her: 'This is 

your work. You [sg.] wrote to the people ordering them to march against him.' 

She denied that she had ever written them a line. The Kufan traditionist al-

A'mash commented that the letters were therefore generally held to have been 

written in her name.
113

 Letters of the Mothers of the Faithful were used by 

Muhammad b. AbTHudhayfa to incite the revolt in Egypt. The 'Uthmanid 

Egyptian 'Abd al-Karim b. al-Harith al-Hadraml (d. 136/753-4)
114

 asserted that 

these letters were 

110 Aghani, IV, 180-1. 
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forged by the rebel leader.
134

 His testimony carries little weight, since such letters 

were also known in Kufa, and reflects the later Sunnite consensus that 'A'isha 

could not have written letters against the third Rightly Guided Caliph. 

'A'isha's increasing hostility towards 'Uthman was certainly not solely 

personally motivated. As the revered Mother of the Faithful and daughter of the 

first caliph she also felt a responsibility for guarding the basic principles of the 

caliphate founded by her father. She could see that under 'Uthman the caliphate 

of Quraysh was quickly being turned into a hereditary kingship for the benefit of 

the Umayyad house. When 'Uthman came to see her and sought the advice of 'the 

Mothers of the Faithful' in the crisis, he was told, according to his letters to the 

Syrians and the Mekka pilgrims, that he must give governorships to 'Amr b. al-

'As and 'Abd Allah b. Qays (Abu Musa al-Ash'arT) and retain Mu'awiya and 

('Abd Allah b. 'Amir) b. Kurayz. Mu'awiya had been appointed by a ruler before 

'Uthman, he was governing his territory well, and his soldiers were satisfied with 

him. 'Uthman should restore 'Amr to his governorship, for his soldiers were also 

satisfied with him, and he would govern his country well.
135

 

The mention of Mu'awiya here may seem surprising. It could indicate that 

there were suspicions, most likely unjustified, that 'Uthman might replace even 

Mu'awiya, with whom his relations were relatively cool, by one of his favourites. 

'Uthman certainly also mentioned him and 'Abd Allah b. 'Amir in order to 

demonstrate that he was faithfully complying with 'A'isha's wishes as well as he 

could. Abu Musa al-Ash'arT, too, had been reappointed governor by him under 

pressure from the Kufans before his visit to 'A'isha. The thrust of her demands, 

however, was to break the Umayyad monopoly in the government of the 

conquered provinces, which could clearly be seen as ensuring and safeguarding 

an Umayyad succession to the caliphate. In particular the reappointment of a 

tenacious critic and formidable opponent of 'Uthman such as 'Amr b. al-'As 

would have acted as a powerful check to Umayyad aspirations. 

During the final siege 'A'isha decided to leave, together with Umm Salama, for 

the pilgrimage. In the hope that her presence in Medina might hold back the 

rebels from violence, 'Uthman sent Marwan and
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another cousin, 'Abd al-Rahman b. 'Attab b. Asld,
117

 to persuade her to stay for 

the sake of his safety. Having completed her preparations for the trip, she rejected 

all entreaties. When Marwan finally suggested, with a sarcastic poetical quote, 

that she was running away after having set the country ablaze, she told him 

angrily that she wished his man were in one of her travel sacks so she could take 

it along and cast him into the sea.
118 

As she reached al-Sulsul, 'Abd Allah b. al-

'Abbas, sent by the caliph to deliver his message in Mekka, caught up with her. 

Worried about the impact it might make on the assembled pilgrims, she told him, 

according to 'Abd Allah's own report: 'Ibn 'Abbas, I beseech you by God, for you 

are endowed with an agile tongue, that you turn [the people] away from this man 

and stir up their misgivings. For their sights have become clear and acute, the 

light signals have been raised for them, and they have streamed together from all 

countries for a momentous matter. I have seen Talha b. 'Ubayd Allah take 

possession of the keys of the treasure houses and storerooms. If he takes over the 

rule, he will follow the conduct of his cousin Abu Bakr.' 'Abd Allah suggested: 

'My Mother, if anything should happen to the man, the people would seek refuge 

only with our fellow.' 'A 'isha drew back: 'Leave this, I do not wish to engage 

with you in a boasting match or dispute.'
119

 When the news of 'Uthman's 

miserable end, but not yet of 'All's succession, arrived in Mekka, she ordered her 

pavilion to be pitched in the Sanctuary and announced: 'I believe that 'Uthman 

will bring ill luck upon his people [the Umayyads] just as Abu Sufyan brought ill 

luck on his people on the day of Badr.'
120

 Talha, she fancied, would now put the 

clock back to the time of the Prophet. 

The animosity of Talha and 'A 'isha towards 'Uthman was not shared by al-

Zubayr of the clan of Asad.
121

 Later sources tended to associate 

117 According to the version of Ibn Sa'd (Tabaqdt, V, 25), Zayd b. Thabit, treasurer and loyalist 

supporter of'Uthman, was sent along with them. Ibn Abi 1-HadTd (Shark, III, 7) quotes a report 

from al-WaqidT's Kitab at-Dar according to which Marwan asked Zayd b. Thabit to accompany 

him. 'A'isha discredited Zayd by enumerating all the gifts of land and money he had received from 

'Uthman, and he said no word in return. 
118 Baladhuri, Ansab, V, 75. For the various versions of the incident and 'A'isha's words see Abbott, 

Aishah, 124. According to one of them she included Marwan himself together with 'Uthman in her 

wish. Caetani expressed doubts about the authenticity of the story since he knew only the version 

of the Shi'ite al-Ya'qubl, but commented that 'with its cynical crudeness it is well invented, worthy 

of a woman of the Jahiliyya, which the terrible widow of the Prophet, implacable in her hatred, 

inflexible in her ambitious designs, had remained to a large extent' (Annali, VIII, 197). 
119 Tabari, I, 3040. 

120
 Baladhurl, Ansdb, V, 91 (Wahb b. Jarir). 

121
 With respect to al-Zubayr, too, there were claims that his lineage among Asad was false. Al-

Haytham b. 'AdI stated in his Kitab Mathalib al-'Arab that al-Zubayr's grandfather Khuwaylid had 

visited Egypt and had come back with al-Zubayr's father, al-'Awwam, a Copt whom he adopted. As 

evidence he referred to a lampoon of the Al Khuwaylid by Hassan b. Thabit who mentioned their 

longing for the Copts and the adoption of al-'Awwam (Ibn Abi 1-HadTd, Sharh XI 68; Hassan, 

Diwan, I, 374).  
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al-Zubayr closely with Talha because of their joint stand, together with 'A 'isha, in 

opposition to 'AIT and in the battle of the Camel. The Basran historian Wahb b. 

Jarir even mentioned al-Zubayr together with Talha as having been in control of 

matters during the siege of the palace.
122

 This is, however, far from the facts. 

During the election al-Zubayr had, as noted, broken his earlier alliance with 'AIT 

to back 'Uthman. The latter soon afterwards had shown his appreciation and 

gratitude by proposing al- Zubayr as regent until his son 'Amr should reach 

maturity. Although this arrangement soon became irrelevant as 'Amr grew up, al-

Zubayr never broke completely with the caliph. He also had, however, close ties 

to 'A 'isha whose elder sister, Asma', was his wife. 'Amr b. al-'As may to some 

extent have succeeded in inciting him against 'Uthman.
123

 Al -Zubayr certainly 

joined the other Early Companions in collective action in putting pressure on the 

caliph to mend his ways and reduce the influence of his assertive kin. He 

refrained, however, from personal confrontation with the caliph,
124

 and it is 

unlikely that he wrote letters to the provinces encouraging rebellion. 'Abd Allah 

b. Mas'ud, disgraced by 'Uthman, appointed al-Zubayr executor of his will, 

recommending that the caliph should not lead his funeral prayer. After his death 

al-Zubayr was able to persuade 'Uthman to restore Ibn Mas'ud's pension rights, of 

which he had been deprived, to his children.
125

 When Talha and al-Zubayr later 

came to Basra to seek revenge for the murder of 'Uthman, the Basrans reminded 

Talha that his letters had come to them with other contents. Al-Zubayr then asked 

them whether they had received from him any letter concerning 'Uthman.
126

 

It was probably early during the siege that al-Zubayr went to see 'Uthman and 

told him there was a group of men assembled in the Prophet's mosque who were 

ready to prevent violence against him and were seeking a just settlement. He 

urged him to go out and together with them submit the dispute to the widows of 

Muhammad. When 'Uthman 

122
 BaladhurT, Ansdb, V, 90: kana l-Zubayr wa-Talha qad istawlayd 'ala l-amr. The lengthy narration 

of Wahb b. Jarir about the murder of'Uthman (ibid., 88-92) was attributed by him to al-Zuhrl. 

While it does contain some material from al-Zuhri, it is largely Wahb's own composition. 
123

 

TabarT, I, 2967, see above, p. 91. 
124 The unreliable Abu Sa'Td mawla AbT Usayd mentions an incident in which al-Zubayr beat some 

Umayyad clients who were breaking 'Uthman's prohibition on hoarding goods (hukra). 'Uthman 

scolded al-Zubayr, who apologized to the caliph and was forgiven (Ibn Shabba, Ta'rikh al-Madina, 

1005-6). 
125 Ibid., 1050; BaladhurT, Ansdb, V, 37. Al-Zubayr's quotation of the line by 'AbTd b. al-Abras 

mentioned in this report as referring to 'Abd Allah b. Mas'ud is mentioned in another report as 

referring to al-Miqdadb. al-Aswad ('Amr). 'Uthman is said to have led the funeral prayer and 

praised al-Miqdad after his death in 33/653-4 (Ibn Sa'd, Tabaqat, III/1, 115-16). The report may 

imply that al-Miqdad's pension, too, was cancelled by 'Uthman because of his strong stand on 

behalf of 'AIT. 
126 TabarT, I, 3127; Annali, IX, 57.
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went out with him the people rushed towards him with their arms. 'Uthman turned 

back and told al-Zubayr that he did not see anyone seeking justice or preventing 

violence.
127

 Al -Zubayr's attempt to mediate was thus thwarted. 

Later during the siege, al-Zubayr sent his client Abu HabTba to 'Uthman in 

order to inform him that the Banu 'Amr b. 'Awf, a major clan of Aws, had offered 

him their backing in whatever he would order them. It was a hot summer day, and 

Abu HabTba found the caliph with leather vessels (marakin) filled with water and 

napkins (riyat) spread out in front of him. Abu HabTba told him of the Banu 

'Amr and that al-Zubayr's obedience to the caliph had not changed. If the latter 

wished, he would come immediately to join the defenders of the palace or he 

would wait for the Banu 'Amr to arrive and would protect him with their help. 

'Uthman praised al-Zubayr for his loyalty and indicated that he would prefer him 

to wait for the Banu 'Amr to protect him, God willing, more effectively. The 

caliph was killed before the Banu 'Amr arrived.
128

 

Al -Zubayr's son 'Abd Allah had been honoured by 'Uthman for his outstanding 

part in the campaign of 'Abd Allah b. Sa'd to Ifriqiya in 27/647, where he had 

observed a weak spot in the array of the enemy army and killed the Greek prefect 

Gregory (JarjTr). The caliph exceptionally let him report his battle account from 

the pulpit in Medina.
129

 Later 'Uthman made him a member of the commission 

entrusted with establishing the official recension of the Qur'an.
130

 Probably 

influenced by his aunt 'A'isha, he harboured an intense dislike of 'AIT and tried to 

incite his father against him. According to his own report, he and his father met 

'AIT at the time of the advance of the Egyptian rebels on Medina. 'AIT asked al-

Zubayr for his opinion as to how he should react. Al-Zubayr suggested 

127 BaladhurT, Ansdb, V, 76, quoting Abu Mikhnaf; Ibn Shabba, Ta'rikh al-Madina, 1193. 
128 See the two slightly variant versions of the report in Ibn 'Asakir,' Uthman, 374-5. After 'Uthman's 

murder the poet Hanzala b. al-RabT' al-TamlmT, himself'Uthmanid, praised the 'Amr b. 'Awf for 

keeping their commitment while lampooning the Banu 1-Najjar for soiling themselves with treason 

(ibid,, 553-4). Muhammad b. al-Munkadir named two clans of Aws, the Banu 'Amr b. 'Awf and the 

Banu Haritha, as backing 'Uthman (Ibn Shabba, Ta'rikh al-Madina, 1280). 
12,>

 'Abd Allah b. al-Zubayr's battle account, preserved by Zubayrid family tradition, is quoted in 

Aghdni, VI, 59-60. Ibn al-Zubayr was asked by 'Abd Allah b. Sa'd to take the victory message to 

Medina with the words that no one merited more to convey them than he. Ibn al-Zubayr added that 

Marwan arrived later and laid claim to 500,000 dirhams which 'Uthman took out of the khums of 

the booty. The honour thus went to 'Abd Allah b. al-Zubayr and the spoils to Marwan, who does 

not seem to have distinguished himself in the campaign. That 'Uthman asked 'Abd Allah b. al-

Zubayr to narrate his battle account from the pulpit was reported by 'Abd Allah's nephew Hisham b. 

'Urwa (Ibn 'Abd al-Hakam, Futuh Misr wa-akhbaruha, ed. C. C. Torrey (New Haven, 1922), 185-

6). There is no reason to suspect tendentious fiction by pro-Zubayrid Egyptian tradition, as 

suggested by Caetani (Annali, VII, 189-90). 
130

 Noldeke and Schwally, Geschichte des Qorans, II, 48.  
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that he confine himself to his house, neither trying to stop them nor guiding them. 

'AIT commended this view and left. 'Abd Allah then commented to his father: 'By 

God, he surely will aid and guide them, and seek support against the Commander 

of the Faithful.'
131

 

At the time of the siege Ibn al-Zubayr was, according to Zubayrid family 

tradition, given by 'Uthman the general command of the defenders of the 

palace.
132

 He is said to have been wounded in the fighting
133

 and always remained 

an admirer of'Uthman and a defender of his conduct.
134 

At a late stage in the siege 

'Uthman ordered him to read a letter to the besiegers in which the caliph promised 

full redress of all their grievances. 'Uthman would, the letter continued, obey 

whatever the wives of the Prophet and those of sound opinion among his critics 

agreed upon, but he would not 'take off a dress in which God had dressed him'. 

The besiegers tried to prevent Ibn al-Zubayr from reading the letter and shot 

arrows at him, but he read it in his strongest voice. Abu Mikhnaf added that 

according to some it was rather al-Zubayr himself who read the letter, but that the 

former account was sounder.
135

 According to Salih b. Kaysan, al-Zubayr was 

among twelve men who buried 'Uthman.
136

 This is not confirmed, however, by 

the other, more reliable reports quoted by al-WaqidT.
137

 

Caetani was firmly convinced that the main instigator of the revolt and chief 

culprit in the murder of the caliph was 'AIT. Since the Islamic historical tradition 

generally does not bear out this thesis, he accused the orthodox Sunnite sources of 

inveterate 'Alid, if not Shi'ite, bias and systematical anti-Umayyad distortion. 

'AIT, he argued, could clearly be expected to be the prime beneficiary of the 

overthrow of 'Uthman. In fact, 'AIT, much younger than the caliph, would almost 

certainly have succeeded him on a legitimate basis if he had patiently awaited 

'Uthman's natural death. Yet he was driven by his inordinate ambition, which was 

quite incommensurate with his actual lack of political responsibility and acumen. 

Thus he conspired for the quick removal of 'Uthman as he had conspired before 

for the murder of 'Umar. 'AIT, Caetani conceded, probably did not incite the 

masses to murder 'Uthman, but he secretly created numerous difficulties for him 

in order to make him unpopular and 
131

 Ibn Shabba, Ta'rikh al-Madina, 1126-7. According to other versions 'Abd Allah, intervening before 

his father could answer, sternly told 'All that he ought to obey his imam. Al-Zubayr rebuked him for 

lack of respect towards his maternal uncle ('AIT) (ibid., 1197). 
132

 BaladhurT, Ansab, V, 74. 
133

 Ibid., 79, quoting Abu Mikhnaf; TabarT, I, 3005. 
134

 See BaladhurT, Ansab, V, 9. 
135

 Ibid., 66, 

quoting Abu Mikhnaf, and ibid., 90, quoting Wahb b. JarTr; Ibn Shabba, 

Ta'rikh al-Madina, 1193-4. 
136

 TabarT, I, 3047. 
137

 The anecdote quoted by al-Mada'inT on the authority of Ibn Ju'duba according to which 'AIT heard a 

Sufyanid woman recite a poem accusing al-Zubayr and Talha in the murder of 'Uthman (BaladhurT, 

Ansdb, V, 105) obviously lacks historical foundation.  
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to put himself in a favourable light, ultimately in order to force 'Uthman's 

abdication.
136

 

The premise of Caetani's argument was mistaken. The election of 'Uthman had 

demonstrated that Quraysh, as 'Umar had told Ibn al-'Abbas, would not consent to 

a caliphate of the Prophet's cousin. 'AIT had strongly pleaded his case and had 

been decisively rejected. Neither he nor his opponents could be under any illusion 

that the result might be different in another election. It was confidence that 'AIT 

was no longer a valid candidate that encouraged 'A 'isha and Talha to undermine 

'Uthman's reign. If 'AIT had been the prime mover in the rebellion and its 

prospective beneficiary, 'A 'isha would have had no part in it. For whatever her 

dislike of 'Uthman's Umayyad arrogance, her hatred of 'AIT was seated more 

deeply. The same 'A 'isha who just before the murder of 'Uthman told Marwan she 

would like to toss the caliph into the sea only weeks later was to assure the 

assembled Quraysh in Mekka that 'AIT had killed 'Uthman, and that a mere 

fingertip of 'Uthman was better than the whole of 'AIT.
137

 

'AIT, however, had not entirely given up his aspirations. Rejected by the ruling 

class of Quraysh, he became the natural focal point of tribal discontent in the 

provinces. In Kufa, in particular, anti-'Uthman agitation during the governorship 

of al-WalTd b. 'Uqba was leaning in favour of 'AIT. As early as the beginning of 

'Uthman's reign, Jundab b. 'Abd Allah b. Dabb al-Azdl, who had been present in 

Medina during the election and had met 'AIT, began to extol his virtues in his 

home town Kufa, but at first met mostly opposition. According to his own 

account, he was denounced to the governor, al-WalTd, and imprisoned, but soon 

released upon the intercession of friends.
138

 According to Abu Mikhnaf, 'Amr b. 

Zurara al-NakhaT and Kumayl b. Ziyad al-Nakha'T were the first to call in public 

for the removal of 'Uthman and for homage to 'AIT. Informed of 'Amr b. Zurara's 

activity, al-WalTd wanted to ride forth against him and his supporters, but he was 

warned that the people were assembled around 'Amr in strength. Malik al-Ashtar, 

also of the Banu 1-Nakha' of Madhhij, offered to intervene and to vouch for the 

good conduct of his tribesmen. When al-WalTd reported the situation to 'Uthman, 

the latter ordered that 'Amr, whom he described as a boorish bedouin (a'rabi jilf), 

be exiled to Damascus. Al-Ashtar, al-Aswad b. YazTd b. Qays and his uncle 

'Alqama b. Qays  

                                                 
136

 Annali, VIII, 160. 
,3,>

 Baladhuri, Ansab, V, 91, variant: a single night of 'Uthman was better than 'AIT the whole of 

eternity. 
138

 Ibn Abi 1-HadTd, Sharh, IX, 56-8. In Medina Jundab made 'AIT an offer to invite the Kufans to 

his support, but 'AIT declined, stating that it was not the time for that. 
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al-NakhaT accompanied him and then returned to Kufa.
139

 

Under the governorship of Sa'Td b. al-'As, al-Ashtar and several others were 

exiled from Kufa to Damascus. There they stayed initially in the house of 'Amr b. 

Zurara. These men, known as Kufan Qur'an readers 0qurraclearly inclined to 

'AIT. Al -Ashtar led the uprising of the Kufans against the governor Sa'Td b. al-

'As and the Kufan rebel force entering Medina at the time of the siege. During 

'AlT's caliphate they were among his most steadfast supporters and some of those 

surviving, such as Kumayl b. Ziyad, remained important figures in the early 

ShT'a. This Kufan backing for 'AIT was probably spontaneous initially and 

remained loose until the murder of 'Uthman. There is no evidence that 'AIT 

entertained close relations with them at this time or directed their actions. But he 

was certainly aware of them. 

'AIT clashed with 'Uthman in particular on questions of the religious law. As 

Muhammad's paternal cousin and foster-son, he evidently saw himself as 

responsible for the preservation and execution of the norms of the Qur'an and the 

Prophet's practice. At the beginning of 'Uthman's reign he protested against the 

pardon of 'Ubayd Allah b. 'Umar for the murder of al-Hurmuzan and threatened 

to carry out the legal punishment (hadd) when he could lay his hands on him.
142

 

He insisted that the hadd punishment for wine-drinking be applied to al-WalTd b. 

'Uqba, and when others hesitated to flog the caliph's half-brother, he either did so 

himself or had his nephew 'Abd Allah b. Ja'far carry out the flogging.
140

 His stand 

in these two cases brought down upon him the lasting hatred of'Ubayd Allah and 

al-WalTd. During the pilgrimage of29/650 he, like 'Abd al-Rahman b. 'Awf, 

confronted 'Uthman with reproaches for his change of the prayer ritual, which had 

provoked murmuring among the public.
144

 He pointedly contravened 'Uthman's 

prohibition of performing the extra-seasonal pilgrimage ('umra) during the season 

of the regular pilgrimage (hajj) or combining the two, insisting that he would not 

deviate from the Sunna of the Prophet.
141

 When 'Uthman defiantly declared in the 

mosque of Medina that he would take whatever he needed from the fay' in spite 

of the grumbling of some people, 'AIT exclaimed that in that case the caliph 

would be prevented by force.
146

 'AIT expressed his disapproval of Umayyad 

largesse from/ay money to the elite when SaTd b. al-'As sent him gifts
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 BaladhurT, Ansdb, V, 30. Al-Aswad b. YazTd al-Nakha'T was a disciple of Ibn Mas'ud and 

eventually turned against 'AIT in contrast to his (younger) uncle 'Alqama b. Qays (al-ThaqafT, Abu 

Ishaq Ibrahim, al-Gharat, ed. Jalal al-DTn al-Muhaddith (Tehran, 1395/[ 1975]), 559-65). 
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 BaladhurT, Ansdb, V, 33ð5; Annali, VII, 335ð55. Al-Hasan is said to have refused to 
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 Ibn Shabba, Ta'rikh al-Madina, 1043-4. 
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 BaladhurT, Ansab, V, 48. 
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 Aghani, XI, 31; Annali, VIII, 88-9. Said b. al-'A? is said to have written to 'AIT that he 
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from Kufa and vowed that he, if he were ever in a position to rule, would freely 

hand out 'the inheritance of Muhammad' to the people.
147

 It was one of the 

grievances of the Kufans against Sa'Td b. al-'As that he had reduced the pensions 

of their women from 200 to 100 dirhams.
142

 

'AIT also endeavoured to protect men whom he considered meritorious 

Muslims from maltreatment by the caliph. Thus he intervened on behalf of the 

Companion Jundab b. Ka'b al-AzdT, who had killed a non-Muslim sorcerer 

protected by al-Walld b. 'Uqba. The governor, whom the sorcerer had been 

entertaining with his tricks, wanted to execute Jundab for murder, but his tribe, 

Azd, protected him. He escaped from prison and sought refuge in Medina. On 

'AlT's intercession 'Uthman sent al-WalTd an order to refrain from action against 

Jundab, who returned to Kufa.
143

 'AIT also protested against 'Uthman's brutal 

treatment of Ibn Mas'ud, reminding the caliph of his early merits as a Companion 

of the Prophet, and took him to his own house for protection.
144

 He stopped 

'Uthman from punishing a Kufan messenger who refused to reveal the names of 

those who had written a letter severely criticizing the caliph.
145

When 'Uthman 

exiled Abu Dharr, 'AIT made a show of solidarity with the deportee by 

accompanying him with several members of his family and 'Ammar, although 

Marwan, on the order of 'Uthman, tried to prevent him. This led to an angry 

exchange with 'Uthman.
152

 After the death of Abu Dharr, he intervened to 

forestall the banishment of 'Ammar.
146

 

The relationship between 'AIT and 'Uthman was, however, not entirely 

antagonistic. Among the members of the electoral council, 'AIT was 'Uthman's 

closest kin. Common descent from 'Abd Manaf, the father of both 'Abd Shams 

and Hashim, still was seen as an effective bond vis-a-vis the rest of Quraysh. 

'Uthman is reported to have honoured al-'Abbas b. 'Abd al-Muttalib on a par with 

the Umayyads Abu Sufyan b. Harb, al-Hakam b. Abi l-'As and al-WalTd b. 

'Uqba by allowing each one to sit with him on his throne.
154

 'Abd Allah b. al-

'Abbas narrated that 'Uthman had complained to his father not long before the 

latter's death in 32/652-3

                                                 
was sending no one such generous gifts as to him. SaTd's grandson Sa'Td b. 'Amr 

described 'AIT rather as driven by personal greed. According to his account 'AIT accepted Sa'Td's 

gifts, charging that the Banu Umayya were merely giving him bits of the inheritance of Muhammad 

and affirming that if he lived he would surely stop them from that (Ibn Sa'd, Tabaqat, V, 21). In 

view of'AlT's later conduct, this must be viewed as Umayyad misrepresentation. 
148

 Aghani, XI, 31. 
149

 BaladhurT, Ansdb, V, 21-2. 
144 Ibid., 36-7. According to al-Waqidl, 'AIT was also said to have protested against the flogging of 

the Kufan witnesses against al-WalTd on 'Uthman's order (ibid., 34). 
145

 Ibid., 41-2. 
146

 BaladhurT, Ansab, V, 54-5. 
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 Aghani, IV, 177. 
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about 'All, charging that he, 'AIT, had cut his kinship ties to him and was stirring 

up the people against him. When al-'Abbas suggested that mutual accommodation 

was required, 'Uthman requested him to act as a conciliator. After the meeting, 

however, 'Uthman, under the influence of Marwan, changed his mind and sent for 

al-'Abbas to ask him to defer any action. Al-'Abbas remarked to his son that 

'Uthman was not master of his own affairs.
147

 Perhaps referring to the same 

occasion, Suhayb, the client of al-'Abbas, reported that the latter had addressed 

'Uthman, beseeching him to treat his kinsman 'AIT with consideration, for he had 

heard that 'Uthman intended to act against 'AIT and his associates (ashab). 

'Uthman answered that he was ready to accept his intercession, and that if * AIT 

only wished it, no one would be above him in the caliph's consideration. Yet 'AIT 

had rejected all overtures and stuck to his own point of view. When al-'Abbas 

talked to 'AIT, the latter commented that if 'Uthman ordered him to leave his own 

house, he would do so, but he would not be coaxed into disregarding the 

injunctions of the Book of God.
156

 

According to a report of al-Sha'bT, 'Uthman's displeasure with 'AIT reached 

such a point that he complained about him to every Companion of the Prophet 

visiting him. Zayd b. Thabit then offered to see 'AIT and inform him of the 

caliph's anger. 'Uthman consented, and Zayd went together with 'Uthman's cousin 

al-MughTra b. al-Akhnas
148

 and several others to visit 'AIT. Zayd told him that 

'Uthman had two rightful claims on him, that of close kin and that of caliph, and 

that his complaint was that 'AIT was turning away from him and was throwing 

his orders back at him. 'AIT assured him that he did not wish to object or answer 

back to the caliph, but he could not keep silent when 'Uthman overturned a right 

that was God's due. He would, he promised, refrain from whatever he could. Al-

MughTra now intervened, warning him: 'By God, you shall refrain
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 Baladhuri, Ansdb, V, 13; in the isnad read Husayn b. 'Abd Allah b. 'Ubayd Allah b. 'Abbas for 

Husayn b. 'Abd Allah b. 'Abd Allah b. 'Abbas; 1. 19 ibnuka must be read 'alayya as in the edition of 

I. 'Abbas (al-Baladhuri, Ansab al-ashraf, 4/1, ed. Ihsan 'Abbas (Wiesbaden, 1979)), 498; Ibn 

Shabba, Ta'rikh al-Madina, 1045-7. For another report about an exchange of accusations between 

'Uthman and 'All attributed to Ibn al-'Abbas and quoted by al-Waqidl in his Kitab al-Shiird see Ibn 

Abi l-Hadld, Sharh, IX, 15-17. Here 'AIT is described as telling 'Uthman, after defending his own 

conduct, that he must prevent 'the insolent (sufaha') of the Banu Umayya' from harming the 

Muslims and dismiss corrupt officials. 'Uthman promised to follow his advice, but Marwan 

persuaded him to ignore it. 
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 Al -MughTra was the son of al-Akhnas (Ubayy) b. Shariq al-ThaqafT, confederate of the Banu 

Zuhra and one of the most vigorous opponents of Muhammad. His mother was 'Uthman's paternal 

aunt Khalda bt Abi l-'As (Zubayri, Nasab, 101). 
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from troubling him or you shall be made to refrain. Surely he has more power 

over you than you have over him. He sent these Muslim men only as a show of 

strength and in order to get their evidence against you.' "AIT angrily cursed him 

and alluded to his family's base origin and record of hostility to Islam. Zayd b. 

Thabit calmed him down, assuring him that they had not come as witnesses or to 

seek evidence against him, but to reconcile him and the caliph. Then he invoked 

God's blessings on him and 'Uthman, and left together with his companions.
158

 

His kinship ties made 'All a natural mediator between the opposition and 

'Uthman. When the general discontent reached dangerous levels in the year 

34/654-5, a group of Mekkan and other Companions asked 'All to speak to, and 

admonish, 'Uthman. 'AIT thus addressed him as spokesman of the people, but 

'Uthman was not yet prepared to heed his warnings.
159

 A year later, when the 

Egyptian rebels camped at Dhu Khushub, 'Uthman asked 'AIT to meet them at 

the head of a delegation of Muhajirun while also sending the Medinan 

Companion Muhammad b. Maslama at the head of a group of Ansar. 'AIT and 

Muhammad b. Maslama persuaded the rebels to turn back by promising them, in 

the name of the caliph, redress for all their grievances and agreeing to act as 

guarantors.
160

 

In his first sermon after their return, 'Uthman, pressed by Marwan, announced 

that the Egyptians had returned to their country realizing that the charges raised 

against their imam had been false. As this provoked a public outburst in the 

mosque, 'AIT impressed upon the caliph the need to own up in public to his past 

misdeeds and to show remorse. 'Uthman did so in a sermon in which he invited 

advice from the spokesmen of the people regarding his future conduct. The 

speech was well received, but Marwan soon succeeded in persuading the caliph 

that his show of humility was a political mistake. 'Uthman allowed him to insult 

and threaten the men assembled in front of the palace ready to offer their advice. 

'AIT in a rage warned 'Uthman that Marwan was out to ruin him and that he, 

'AIT, would not visit him henceforth. 'Uthman now visited him in person but 

failed to placate him. He left, charging that 'AIT had cut his kinship ties to him 

and deserted him, thus emboldening the people against him.
161

 Shortly 

afterwards, during 'Uthman's Friday sermon, public discontent vented itself in a 

volley of pebbles. 'Uthman fell from the pulpit and was carried unconscious to 

his palace. When 'AIT visited him and inquired about his condition, 'Uthman's 

kin blamed him for what had happened and defiantly warned 

158 Ibn Abi 1-Hadid, Sharh, VIII, 302-3. 
159 Tabari, I, 2937-8; Baladhuri, Ansab, V, 60-1. 
160 TabarT, I, 2969-71; Baladhuri, Ansdb, V, 62. 

161
 Tabari, I, 2971-9.  



112 The succession to Muhammad 

 

 

him of dire consequences if he should realize his ambitions; 'AIT left in anger.
162

 

He was to see 'Uthman once more as the Egyptian rebels returned to Medina, 

outraged by the official letter ordering the punishment of their leaders, which they 

had intercepted. 'AIT and Muhammad b. Maslama as guarantors of'Uthman's 

promises to the Egyptians evidently felt obliged to intervene and came jointly to 

see 'Uthman. When 'AIT informed the caliph of the rebels' new grievance, 

'Uthman swore that he had no knowledge of the letter. While Muhammad b. 

Maslama accepted his word, adding that this was the work of Marwan, 'AIT 

insisted that 'Uthman receive the Egyptians himself and put his excuse to them. 

Reminding him of his kinship ties, the caliph pleaded with him to go out to speak 

to them, but 'AIT declined. The Egyptians were admitted and stated their 

grievances. 'Uthman again denied any knowledge of the letter and both 'AIT and 

Muhammad b. Maslama attested that he was speaking the truth. The Egyptians 

now demanded that he resign if an official letter with his seal could be sent 

without his knowledge, but the caliph affirmed that he would not take off a 

garment with which God had clad him. As turmoil broke out, 'AIT stood up and 

left, followed by Muhammad b. Maslama. The Egyptians also left and continued 

their siege of the palace until they killed him.
163

 'AIT intervened only when 

informed by Jubayr b. Mut'im that the rebels were preventing the delivery of 

water to the besieged caliph. He talked to Talha and saw to it that water was 

delivered.
164

 As 
162 Ibid., 2979. According to the report of Abu Hudhayfa al-Qurashl, 'Uthman's Umayyad kin sent al-

'Abbas b. al-Zibriqan b. Zayd, brother-in-law of al-Harith b. al-Hakam, after 'AIT as he left in anger 

to question him about his attitude towards his cousin. 'AIT reacted angrily, protesting that 'Uthman 

committed the offences he did, and that now he, 'AIT, was being questioned and accused with 

regard to him. Were it not for his, 'AlT's, position, 'Uthman's eye sockets would have been pulled 

out (MufTd, Jamal, 143-4, reading la'jtarra  for la-ajtazzu). 
163 TabarT, I, 2992-5. Muhammad b. Maslama was of the Banu 1-Harith of Aws and a confederate of 

the Banu ('Abd) al-Ashhal. An early convert to Islam, he was highly trusted by Muhammad. 'Umar 

employed him to investigate 'sensitive matters' (umur mu'dila) in the provinces. He was thus 

commissioned by the caliph to confiscate part of the riches amassed by 'Amr b. al-'As in his 

governorship of Egypt and to destroy the gate of the palace built by Sa'd b. AbT Waqqa? in Kufa 

by means of which the governor hoped to keep the public away. Wellhausen characterized him as 

'the old brave and honest AnsarT' (Skizzen, VI, 128). Caetani, in order to discredit his account, 

called him 'a friend of 'AIT' (Annali, VIII, 158). Yet Ibn Maslama was among the few Ansar who 

either refused to pledge allegiance to 'AIT or failed to back him in his campaign against 'A 'isha, 

Talha and al-Zubayr; see below, pp. 145-6. He went to live in voluntary exile in al-Rabadha after 

the murder of 'Uthman, evidently in order to avoid harassment from the strongly pro-'Alid Ansar in 

Medina. The Umayyads, however, did not forgive him his withdrawal of support from 'Uthman 

caused by his despair over the caliph's refusal to remove Marwan, who had made his position as 

guarantor to the Egyptians impossible. Under Mu'awiya, in 45/666, a Syrian (min ahl al-Sham) 

from al-Urdunn broke into his house in Medina and murdered him (Ibn Hajar, Isaba, VI, 63-4). 

There can be little doubt that this was a political revenge killing instigated by the Umayyads. 
164 TabarT, I, 2979; BaladhurT, Ansab, V, 77.  
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noted, Sa'd b. AbT Waqqas on the final day of the siege urged 'AIT once more to 

intervene to protect his beleaguered kin, but it was too late.
165 

'AIT, so much is 

evident, was torn for a long time between two loyalties, his traditional obligation 

to a close kinsman and his commitment to his Islamic principles. Towards the end 

he seems to have broken with 'Uthman in despair over his own inability to break 

the disastrous influence of Marwan on the caliph. It can, of course, be argued that 

he would have been spared the painful decision and the lasting enmity of the 

Umayyads had he abandoned his political ambitions completely after the 

humiliating rejection by Quraysh he had suffered in the election. This would, 

however, hardly have saved 'Uthman from his calamitous end. Caetani's portrait 

of an incompetent and unscrupulous schemer who, driven by inordinate ambition 

and rancour, plotted to overthrow, if not to murder, a well-meaning but weak 

caliph is utterly incongruous. 

Crisis and revolt 

The chronological development of the crisis may be retraced approximately as 

follows. In the year 34/654ð5 agitation against 'Uthman reached a peak as 

Companions wrote to each other calling for jihad against the caliph. The people 

in Medina openly reviled him while the Companions listened without defending 

him except for a few Medinans such as Zayd b. Thabit, Abu Usayd al-Sa'idT, 

Ka'b b. Malik and Hassan b. Thabit.
166

 'AIT was asked to speak to 'Uthman in the 

name of the people. He admonished the caliph, mainly criticizing the appointment 

of his kin as governors and his lack of control over their actions. 'Uthman rejected 

the criticism and told 'AIT that if he, 'AIT, were in his position he would not 

indulge in such reproaches. In his speech to the people in the mosque he chided 

his denigrators and faultfinders. He suggested that they blamed him for what they 

had accepted from 'Umar because of the toughness of the latter and his own 

gentleness; they should restrain their tongues from defaming him and their 

governors and appreciate that he had in fact shielded them from men against 

whom they would not dare speak out; he was materially providing for them as 

well as his predecessors had done; if there remained 

165 Tabari, 1,2998-9. There are other reports, some of them Kufan, that 'All was prevented by his son 

Muhammad b. al-Hanafiyya or others from going to the palace to protect 'Uthman in the final stage 

of the siege. According to one of them Ibn al-Hanafiyya told 'All that Marwan and his kin wanted 

to use him as a hostage (Baladhurl, Ansdb, V, 94). 
166 Tabari, I, 2936-7. The Medinan Jabala b. 'Amr al-Sa'idl is variously described as the first one to use 

offensive language towards 'Uthman and to castigate him in public. The scenes described by al-

Baladhuri, Ansdb, V, 47, 11. 7-17 and al-Tabarl, I, 2980, 11. 13-2981,1. 14 may have occurred 

about this time. The informant 'Uthman b. al-Sharid is perhaps the Makhzumite 'Uthman b. 'Abd 

al-Rahman b. al-Harith b. Hisham. 'Abd al-Rahman b. al-Harith was known as al-Sharid (Zubayri, 

Nasab, 303). He had a son 'Uthman (ibid., 304).  
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some surplus money, why should not he, as their imam, do with it whatever he 

wished? Marwan then stood up and challenged the troublemakers: 'If you want 

we shall, by God, make the sword judge between us', but 'Uthman silenced 

him.
167

 

The revolt in Kufa against the governor SaTd b. al-'As is placed by the sources 

in the year 34/654-5. There is no circumstantial evidence that would allow a 

closer dating. Most likely, however, it took place late in the year, presumably 

after 'All's futile intervention. Wellhausen assumed that the meeting of the 

provincial governors in Medina with 'Uthman, during which the revolt occurred, 

was connected with the annual pilgrimage.
168

 This is not confirmed by the 

account of al-Baladhurl which states only that 'Uthman summoned his governors 

Mu'awiya, 'Abd Allah b. Sa'd, 'Abd Allah b. 'Amir and Sa'id b. al-'As because of 

the clamour and complaints of the people.
169

 The assumption, however, is 

attractive since it would explain why Sa'Td b. al-'As stayed so long before setting 

out on his return. For the Kufans decided to revolt only when informed by one of 

their men, 'Ilba' b. al-Haytham al-SadusI, that 'Uthman was sending Sa'Td back in 

spite of their complaints about him.
170

 

The revolt, as described by al-Baladhuri most likely on the basis of Abu 

Mikhnaf's account, was a major explosion. Al-Ashtar was called from Hims; he 

took control, had the deputy governor Thabit b. Qays b. al-KhatTm al-Ansari
171

 

expelled, and sent out troops in several directions in order to secure all access 

routes to the town. All this must obviously have taken a few weeks.
172

 Only then 

did the governor, SaTd b. al-'As, appear, and he was prevented from reaching the 

Euphrates by Malik b. Sa'Td al-ArhabT. Al-Ashtar had the governor's palace 

looted and asked Abu Musa al-Ash'arT to lead the prayers in the town and 

Hudhayfa b. al-Yaman to take charge of the sawad and the land tax. 'Uthman then 

sent Abu Bakr's son 'Abd al-Rahman and al-Miswar b. Makhrama to summon the 

rebels back to obedience. 

167 Tabari, I, 2937-9. 
168 Wellhausen, Skizzen, VI, 126; Wellhausen, Das arabische Reich, 29. 
169 Baladhuri, Ansab, V, 43-4. 
170 Ibid., 44. In the account of al-Zuhri (AghanT, XI, 30-1) the name 'Ilba' is erroneously given as 'All. 

'Ilba' b. al-Haytham of the Banu Tha'laba b. Sadus of RabT'a is described by Ibn al-Kalb! as a lord 

(sayyid) in Kufa and as the first one there to summon to the allegiance of 'All (Ibn Hazm, Jamharat 

ansab al-'Arab, ed. E. Levi-Proven<;al (Cairo, 1948), 299). 
171 Sayf b. 'Umar erroneously speaks of 'Amr b. Hurayth as the deputy governor (Tabari, I, 2928). 
172 This account stands in sharp contrast to the farcical report of Sayf b. 'Umar quoted by al-Tabarl 

[ibid., 2927-31; Annali, VIII, 81-4) which portrays the revolt as a coup by a handful of villains 

taking advantage of the absence of all responsible leaders in the Kufan provinces. Al-Zuhri's 

summary account (Aghant, XI, 30-1) also conceals the magnitude of the outburst.  
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Al-Ashtar's reply was couched in insolent language. He demanded that the 

deviant caliph recant, repent, and appoint Abu Musa and Hudhayfa. The letter 

was conveyed to Medina by several distinguished Kufan Qur'an readers (qurrff) 

and legal experts. 'Uthman immediately declared his repentance and confirmed 

Abu Musa and Hudhayfa.
173 

Al-Ashtar was evidently in firm control, and the 

caliph gave way under duress.
174

 

The governors of the other three provinces at the same governors' meeting 

counselled tough repression. 'Abd Allah b. 'Amir sincerely advised 'Uthman in 

verse to 'put a grip on the people with exile which will divide their gathering and 

to meet them with the sword'. This was, he asserted, plainly right and what they 

deserved. Mu'awiya proudly promised 'Uthman to take care of his province for 

him and asked him to tell Ibn 'Amir and 'the lord of Egypt' to take care of theirs. 

The caliph's perdition at the hands of the rebels, he realized, would mean his own 

perdition. 'Abd Allah b. Sa'd admitted that he foresaw only worsening of the 

situation, but then he addressed the opponents, threatening to match them with 

the lances and swords of his clan, the Banu 'Amir of Quraysh, and to trample 

them in their country (Egypt).
175

 

According to Abu Mikhnaf, representatives of the discontent in Kufa, Basra 

and Egypt met in the mosque of Mekka during the pilgrimage season of 34/655 

and decided to return, evidently in larger numbers, the following year to press 

their demands on 'Uthman. Whether this detail, given in an account that otherwise 

reflects a poor knowledge of the events 
173 BaladhurT, Ansdb, V, 44-7. 
174 'Uthmanid historical tradition rather portrayed the caliph as pleased and eager to satisfy public 

opinion. Sayf thus describes Sa'Td b. al-'As as ridiculing al-Ashtar and the Kufan rebels who 

met him in force and as telling them that it would have been sufficient for them to send a single 

man to the Commander of the Faithful or to him to achieve their purpose rather than bringing out a 

thousand men (TabarT, I, 2950). The 'Uthmanid Juhaym al-Fihri claimed that he was present when 

'Uthman made the provincial delegates the offer of choosing their own governors. Only the Kufans 

stood up and asked that he depose Sa'Td b. al-'As and appoint Abu Musa. 'Uthman complied 

immediately (Aghani, XI, 31). In another version of his report, the Egyptians, too, asked that he 

depose their governor, 'Abd Allah b. Sa'd, and appoint 'Amr b. al-'As. 'Uthman did so, but the 

Egyptian rebels Abu 'Amr b. Budayl, [al-BajawT] and al-TanukhT (sic, perhaps for [Ibn 'Udays] al-

BalawT and [Kinana b. Bishr] al-TujTbT) came and murdered him nonetheless (Ibn 'Asakir, 

'Uthman, 403-4). 
175 Ibn 'Asakir, 'Uthman, 308-9. Later, when the Egyptian rebels set out for Medina, 'Abd Allah b. 

Sa'd's prognosis was much more gloomy. See the lines of poetry relating to that time quoted by Ibn 

Bakr, Tamhid, 195, evidently a revised version of his earlier lines. The details of the governors' 

meeting with 'Uthman given by Abu Mikhnaf (?, BaladhurT, Ansdb, V, 43-4), Sayf b. 'Umar 

(TabarT, I, 2944-6; Ibn 'Asakir, 'Uthman, 303-5; Annali, VIII, 11-12), and Ja'far al-Muhammadl 

(Tabari, I, 2932-4; Annali, VIII, 105-7) are legendary, especially the part ascribed to 'Amr b. al-
'As.  
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in Medina, is reliable, must be left open.
176

 The Egyptians, in any case, were the 

first to move. In Egypt two Qurayshites, Muhammad b. Abi Hudhayfa and 

Muhammad b. Abi Bakr, had been agitating against 'Uthman and the governor 

'Abd Allah b. Sa'd b. Abi Sarh for some time. The former was born a Muslim, son 

of the distinguished Early Companion Abu Hudhayfa b. 'Utba of 'Abd Shams. 

After his father was killed in the battle of al-'Aqraba', he was brought up by 

'Uthman.
177

 His grudge against his foster-father was most likely motivated by 

resentment of 'Uthman's preference over him, son of an Early Companion and 

martyr of Islam, for kinsmen who were either sons of enemies of the Prophet such 

as al-Hakam and 'Uqba b. Abi Mu'ayt or outlaws such as 'Abd Allah b. Sa'd.
178

 

Muhammad b. Abi Bakr, for unknown reasons, shared his sister's intense dislike 

of 'Uthman,
179

 but not her hatred of 'All. He had been brought up in the household 

of 'All since his mother, Asma' bt 'Umays, married him after Abu Bakr's death.
180

 

176 BaladhurT, Ansab, V, 59. The leaders of the Kufans and Basrans in 34/955 named by Abu 

Mikhnaf, Ka'b b. 'Abda (Dhi 1-Habaka) al-NahdT and al-Muthanna (b. Bashlr) b. Maljraba al-

'Abdl, were not identical with their leaders in 35/956. This may speak for the accuracy of the report. 

Al-Ashtar, the leader of the Kufans in 35/956, was evidently occupied in Kufa in 34/955. 
177 Born in Abyssinia, Ibn AbT Hudhayfa must have been above ten years old when he joined 

'Uthman's household. 
178 'Abd Allah b. Sa'd had been a scribe of Muhammad at an early stage of his preaching. He changed 

the wording of some passages in the Qur'an and, when Muhammad failed to notice the changes 

immediately, apostatized and mockingly assured the Prophet's Qurayshite opponents that he 

himself was a recipient of divine revelation as much as was Muhammad. At the time of the 

conquest of Mekka, he was among those whom the Prophet would not pardon. 'Uthman, however, 

then persuaded Muhammad to forgive Ibn Sa'd, his foster brother. Muhammad b. AbT Hudhayfa in 

Egypt criticized 'Uthman for appointing a man whose blood the Prophet had declared licit and 

concerning whom Qur'an VI 93 had been revealed: 'And who is a greater wrongdoer than he who 

forges lies about God, or says: "I have received a [divine] revelation" when nothing has been 

revealed to him, and who says: "I shall send down the like of what God has sent down?"' 

(Baladhurl, Ansdb, II, 387). The verse was held by some early Sunnite commentators to have 

referred to 'Abd Allah b. Sa'd. Others maintained that it referred to the false prophet Musaylima 

(Tabari, Jami', VII, 165-7). 

Vague charges that Ibn AbT Hudhayfa had a grudge against 'Uthman because he had been 

flogged for drinking wine (Baladhurl, Ansdb, II, 387, V, 50; Ibn al-Athlr, al-Kamil fi l-ta'rikh, ed. 

C.J. Tornberg (Leiden, 1851-76), III, 219) are presumably 'Uthmanid. Ibn al-Athlr adds that Ibn 

AbT Hudhayfa now became an ascetic engaging in worship and asked 'Uthman to appoint him to a 

governorship. 'Uthman answered that he would do so if Ibn Abi Hudhayfa were worthy of it. Ibn 

Abi Hudhayfa then asked to be sent on a sea raid, and was sent to Egypt. 
179 Just as in the case of Ibn AbT Hudhayfa, 'Uthmanid tradition represented by Sayf b. 'Umar tried to 

explain his hatred of 'Uthman by a legal punishment which 'Uthman inflicted on him without mercy 

(Ibn 'Asakir, 'Uthman, 302). The story is certainly fiction. 
180 Muhammad was only three years of age then. See further the article by G. Hawting on him in EI 

(2nd edn).  
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'Abd Allah b. Sa'd had complained to 'Uthman about the two men, but the 

caliph wrote that he was not to touch them since Muhammad b. AbT Bakr was 

the brother of 'A 'isha, Mother of the Faithful, and Muhammad b. AbT Hudhayfa 

was his kin and foster-son, the 'fledgling of Quraysh'.
149

 'Uthman tried to appease 

Ibn AbT Hudhayfa with a present of 30,000 dirhams and a litter covered with a 

precious cloth. Ibn AbT Hudhayfa exhibited the gift in the mosque of al-Fustat, 

inviting the people to see for themselves how 'Uthman tried to bribe him and to 

coax him to betray his religion. 'Uthman now called 'Ammar b. Yasir, apologized 

to him for what he had done before, and sent him to Egypt to investigate the 

activity of Ibn AbT Hudhayfa and to defend the conduct of the caliph while 

guaranteeing redress of grievances to those who would come to him. Once in 

Egypt, however, 'Ammar backed Ibn AbT Hudhayfa, calling for the removal of 

'Uthman and a march to Medina. From a poem by al-WalTd b. 'Uqba
150

 it appears 

that 'Uthman at the same time sent agents to the other provincial towns to 

investigate the activity of 'the traitors'. All of them, according to al-WalTd, 

carried out their task with fear of God and nobility except for Dulaym ('Ammar). 

'Abd Allah b. Sa'd reported to 'Uthman asking for permission to punish 'Ammar, 

but the caliph rejected his advice and ordered him to send 'Ammar generously 

equipped back to Medina. Others, according to al-BaladhurT, reported that 

'Ammar was deported by force (suyyira) and that Ibn AbT Hudhayfa now 

succeeded in persuading his followers to march to Medina.
151

 

In Shawwal 35/April 656, between 400 and 700 Egyptians set out for 

Medina,
184

 ostensibly to perform an extra-seasonal pilgrimage ('umra). They were 

led by four men, 'Abd al-Rahman b. 'Udays al-BalawT,
152

 who had the overall 

command, Sudan (STdan) b. Humran al-MuradT, 'Amr b.  

                                                 
149

 BaladhurT, Ansab, V, 50, II, 388. 
182

 Ibn 'Asakir, 'Uthman, 306. 
183 BaladhurT, Ansdb, V, 51; Ibn Shabba, Ta'rikh al-Madtna, 1122ð3. 
184 The date given by Muhammad b. 'Umar b. 'AIT, Rajab 35/Jan. 656 (TabarT, I, 2968; 
152

 'Abd al-Rahman b. 'Udays was a Companion of rank, one of those who had given the Pledge under 

the Tree at al-Hudaybiyya, and was among the first conquerors of Egypt (Ibn Hajar, Isaba, IV, 171-

2). He is said to have occupied the land (ikhtatta) of the White Palace (al-dar al-bayda'), located in 

front of the mosque and the palace of 'Amr b. al-'As, after the conquest. Others claimed, according 

to Ibn 'Abd al-Hakam, that the space of the White Palace was empty and used as a place for the 

horses of the Muslims before Marwan b. al-Hakam built it when he visited al-Fustat as caliph in 

65/684ð5. Marwan said at the time that it was not proper for the caliph to be in a town where he 

did not have a palace. The White Palace was then built for him in two months (Ibn 'Abd al-Hakam, 

Futuh Misr, 107). Most likely he confiscated the property of his old enemy. 
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al-Hamiq al-KhuzaT and 'Urwa b. Shiyaym b. al-Niba' al-Kinani al-LaythT.
153

 

The presence of 'Amr b. al-Hamiq among the leaders of the Egyptians deserves 

special attention. He had been one of the Kufan qurra' who wrote the letter to 

'Uthman protesting against the oppressive government of Sa'Td b. al-'As.
154

 

Perhaps for this reason he was exiled by 'Uthman to Damascus.
155

 Then he went 

to Egypt, and after the murder of 'Uthman became a close associate of 'All in 

Kufa. He must have played a major part in spreading Kufan revolutionary 

sentiment in Egypt.
156

 

Muhammad b. AbT Bakr had gone to Medina before the rebels, and Ibn AbT 

Hudhayfa accompanied them as far as 'Ajrud before returning to al-Fustat.
157

 The 

rebels arrived at Dhu Khushub, a night's journey north of Medina, the night 

before 1 Dhu 1-Qa'da/l May.
158

 In the sources that count the beginning of'the 

siege' from that day, it lasted forty-nine days, until the murder of'Uthman.
159

 

Other sources speak of two sieges, or two 'arrivals (qadma)', interrupted by the 

temporary departure of the rebels. Only during the second stay was the palace 

of'Uthman under siege. The first 'siege', the stay at Dhu Khushub, lasted, 

according to Ibn al-'Abbas, twelve days.
160

 

After their arrival at Dhu Khushub, the rebels sent a few men to Medina in 

order to size up the situation and to consult the prominent Companions on how to 

proceed. One of them, 'Amr b. ('Abd Allah) al-Asamm, reported later that the 

Companions urged them to enter  

                                                 
153

 These are the four leaders named in the account of Muhammad b. Maslama (Tabari, I, 

2991). Abu Mikhnaf named, instead of Sudan and 'Amr b. al-Hamiq, Abu 'Amr b. 

Budayl b. Warqa' al-Khuza'T and Kinana b. Bishr al-Tujlbl. The latter was, according to Abu 

Mikhnaf, also the leader of the Egyptians in 23/655 (Baladhurl, Ansdb, V, 59). Bishr b. Kinana is 

often mentioned as the murderer of'Uthman. Abu 'Amr b. Budayl was a Companion and son of a 

Companion of rank. He is also said to have struck 'Uthman (ibid., 98). Their prominence in the 

final act may be the reason why they are sometimes included among the leaders of the Egyptians. It 

is possible that they joined the rebels in a second group. 
187

 Ibid., 41. 
188

 Ibn Manzur, Mukhtasar, 

XIX, 201. 
156

 On 'Amr b. al-Hamiq see Ibn Hajar, Isaba, IV, 294. He performed the hijra after al-Hudaybiyya and 

was counted among the Companions of Muhammad. After the conquests he stayed first in Syria 

and then in Kufa. In Egypt he related a hadith in which the Prophet had mentioned a time of 

tribulation (fitna) when the soundest or best people would be the western garrison (al-jund al-

gharbi). For this reason, Ibn al-Hamiq said, he 

had come to Egypt (Ibn 'Abd al-Hakam, Futuh Misr, 305). 
190

 TabarT, I, 2968. 
158

 Khalifa, Ta'rikh, 168. The weekday given there, Wednesday, is incorrect. 
159

 So the early Egyptian report of Abu 1-Khayr (= Marthad b. 'Abd Allah al-Yazanl, mufti of Egypt, d. 

90/708-9; Ibn Hajar, Tahdhib, X, 83) in Tabari, I, 2999-3000. 
160

 Tabari, 1,3088. Wellhausen erroneously assumed that the Medinans besieged 'Uthman's palace for 

some time before the second arrival of the Egyptians and that the first siege of twelve days referred 

to this (Skizzen, VI, 128-9). The report in al-Tabarl, I, 2975 quoted by him as evidence does not say 

that the crowds assembled in front of the palace 'would not listen to any demands that they 

disperse', but rather that they left after being threatened and intimidated by Marwan. 
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Medina, except for 'AIT, whom they asked last. He warned them of evil 

consequences if they should advance; they should rather send a delegation to 

'Uthman to ask him to mend his ways.
161

 This tallies with the account of'AlT's 

grandson Muhammad b. 'Umar according to whom a messenger from the rebels 

came at night to see 'AIT, Talha and 'Ammar b. Yasir. The latter two may safely 

be assumed to have encouraged the rebels to proceed to Medina. To 'AIT the 

messenger delivered a letter from Muhammad b. AbT Hudhayfa, but 'AIT refused 

to take cognizance of its contents.
162

 

'Uthman, who had been informed of the intentions of the rebels by a speedy 

courier sent by 'Abd Allah b. Sa'd and had first reacted with forebodings of 

doom,
163

 now went to see 'AIT and asked him to meet the rebels and to induce 

them to turn back since he, 'Uthman, did not want to receive them as this might 

encourage others to similar boldness. He gave 'AIT a free hand to negotiate, 

committing himself to act henceforth in accordance with 'AlT's advice. When 

'AIT reminded him that he had previously talked to him but 'Uthman had 

preferred to obey Marwan and his Umayyad kin, the caliph affirmed that he 

would now disobey them and obey him. 'Uthman then ordered other Muhajirun 

and Ansar to ride out with 'AIT.
197

 He wanted 'Ammar in particular to join the 

delegation, but 'Ammar declined.
164

 

According to the contemporary Medinan Mahmud b. LabTd b. 'Uqba al-

AwsT,
199

 the group of Muhajirun included - aside from 'AIT - Sa'Td b. Zayd, Abu 

Jahm al-'AdawT, Jubayr b. Mut'im, HakTm b. Hizam and the Umayyads Marwan 

b. al-Hakam, Sa'Td b. al-'As and 'Abd al-Rahman b. 'Attab b. AsTd. The Ansar, 

led by Muhammad b. Maslama, included Abu Usayd al-Sa'idT, Abu Humayd al-

Sa'idT, Zayd b. Thabit and Ka'b b. Malik. With them were the Arabs Niyar b. 

Mikraz (or Mukram) of Aslam and others, in all some thirty men.
200

 

The composition of this high-powered delegation reveals the dire straits in 

which 'Uthman found himself. The four non-Umayyad Muhajirun named, Sa'Td 

b. Zayd b. 'Amr b. Nufayl, Abu Jahm b. Hudhayfa (or Hudhafa) al-'AdawT, both 

of 'AdT and closely associated with 'Umar,  
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 Ibn Shabba, Ta'rikh al-Madina, 1126: The 'Amr b. 'Abd Allah named in the second 

report is evidently the same as 'Amr b. al-A^amm in the first; Baladhuri, Ansab, V, 71; Ibn Sa'd, 

Tabaqat, III/1, 45. 
1,5

 Tabari, I, 2969. 
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 Ibid., 2968-9. According to the Egyptian Abu 1-Khayr, 'Uthman, after receiving 'Abd Allah b. 

Sa'd's warning, spoke (in public) and sent warnings to Mekka about the rebels who were claiming 

to perform the 'umra but had been denigrating their imam (ibid., 2999). 
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 He died in 96/714-15 or 99/717-18 and is considered a highly reliable transmitter from 
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Jubayr b. Mut'im of Nawfal b. 'Abd Manaf, the clan traditionally associated with 

'Abd Shams as were the Muttalib with Hashim, and Hakim b. Hizam of Asad, 

were firm supporters of 'Uthman, although Said b. Zayd deserted him in the 

end.
201

 The latter three were among the few who buried 'Uthman, as was Niyar b. 

Mikraz al-Aslaml. The four Ansar, aside from Muhammad b. Maslama, were 

among the few Medinan loyalist supporters of the caliph.
202

 All these men, 

closely associated with 'Uthman and his regime, could not have cut much ice with 

the rebels. In the absence of any other surviving member of the electoral council, 

'Uthman needed 'AIT to speak to the rebels and needed 'Ammar, if he could 

persuade him to go along. He needed Muhammad b. Maslama, a highly respected 

Companion with a politically independent stance, as spokesman for the Ansar. 

The double delegation clearly reflected the political situation. The Muhajirun, 

Quraysh, were the ruling class, but the Ansar, as the majority in Medina, were for 

the moment militarily more important for the fate of the caliph.
203

 

201 On Sa'Id b. Zayd see above, p. 29 n. 6 and below, p. 125. Abu 1-Jahm b. Hudhayfa converted to 

Islam at the time of the conquest of Mekka (Ibn Hajar, Isaba, VII, 345). He had married, before 

Islam, the mother of'Ubayd Allah b. 'Umar when 'Umar divorced her (Tabari, I, 1554; Ibn Hisham, 

Sirat sayyidina, 755). Hakim b. Hizam, nephew of Muhammad's first wife Khadlja, was an early 

friend of Muliammad but did not convert to Islam before the conquest of Mekka. At that time the 

Prophet promised safety to all those seeking refuge in Hakim's house. 
202 Concerning Abu Usayd, Zayd b. Thabit and Ka'b b. Malik see above, p. 113. Zayd b. Thabit is in 

various reports described as urging the An§ar to defend 'Uthman against the rebels. He was chided, 

however, that he did so merely because of'Uthman's munificence to him. Abu Humayd al-Sa'idT is 

quoted as stating after 'Uthman's murder: 'By God, we did not think that he would be killed', and as 

vowing to abstain from some unspecified act and from laughing until his own death (BaladhurT, 

Ansab, V, 100; Ibn Sa'd, Tabaqat, III/l, 56). 
203 Wellhausen suggested that it was Muhammad b. Maslama whom 'Uthman sent to negotiate with the 

rebels and that 'All was tendentiously associated with him, or was substituted in his place, by the 

historical tradition with the evident aim of demonstrating that he had done everything he could to 

avert the disaster (Skizzen, VI, 128 n. 2). Caetani further developed this thesis, turning it finally 

upside down with the argument that 'All was not mentioned in some accounts in order to remove 

him even further from any suspicion of responsibility (Annali, VIII, 158 n. 1). In reality there is no 

inconsistency in the accounts assembled by al-WaqidT. The 'Alid Muhammad b. 'Umar was 

naturally interested primarily in the part played by his grandfather 'All, while the Medinan Jabir b. 

'Abd Allah, who was personally among the delegation of Ansar (Baladhuri, Ansdb, V, 62, 66; Ibn 

Sa'd, Tabaqat, 111 /1, 44; Jabir was evidently not yet prominent enough to be named by Mahmud 

b. Labld) and the HijazT Arab Sufyan b. Abi l-'Awja' al-Sulaml (Ibn Hajar, Tahdhib, IV, 117) 

describe the part of Muhammad b. Maslama, giving the number of Ansar riding out with him as 

fifty (TabarT, I, 2995; Ibn Shabba, Ta'rikh al-Madina, 1134). From the accounts of Maljmud b. 

LabTd and Muhammad b. Maslama himself it is evident, however, that the two, 'AIT and Ibn 

Maslama, met the rebels separately as leaders of the Muhajirun and An§ar respectively.  



'Uthman: the Vicegerent of God 121 

 

 

Muhammad b. Maslama, who is now quoted directly by Mahmud b. LabTd, 

was thus probably right in describing his own words to Ibn 'Udays that the imam 

'has promised us to turn back and retract (yarji' wa-yanz?')' as decisive in 

inducing the Egyptian rebel leader to order his men to retreat.
204

 This happened, if 

Ibn al-'Abbas' dating of the 'first siege' is correct, about 12 Dhu l-Qa'da/12 May. 

The negotiations presumably lasted some days. In Medina 'Uthman had in the 

meantime, against his own wishes, agreed to speak to a few of the rebels after 

first deferring their visit.
205

 'Ammar, who put pressure on the caliph to see them 

by staying in front of the palace gate although told to leave, was once more 

manhandled by a servant, but 'Uthman was able to satisfy the rebels that he had 

not ordered this.
206

 Most likely 'Uthman's visit to the Mothers of the Faithful, 

when 'A'isha told him that he must restore 'Amr b. al-'A§ to the governorship of 

Egypt because the army there was satisfied with him, also took place at this time. 

The 'second siege' began, after the return of the rebels, on 1 Dhu l-Hijja/31 

May.
207

 There was thus a span of about eighteen days when the immediate threat 

to 'Uthman seemed lifted. The sources report about three appearances and 

sermons by 'Uthman in the mosque during this period, under very different 

circumstances. After 'All and Muhammad b. Maslama returned from their 

mission, each of them warned 'Uthman of the seriousness of the situation,
208

 no 

doubt impressing on him the need to redress the grievances of the Egyptians in 

particular. Marwan, worried that any concession would be understood as a sign of 

weakness and would encourage further mutiny in the provinces, advised the 

caliph to state in his sermon that the Egyptians had left convinced that the 

accusations against him were baseless. According to al-Zuhri he insinuated that 

'AIT was behind the rebellion, was controlling the actions of the Egyptians and 

others and, finding their number insufficient, had sent them back, telling them to 

prepare while he would send for an army from Iraq to put an end to the 

oppressive regime of Marwan and his kin. 'Uthman was persuaded by 

204
 Tabari, I, 2971. 

205
 See above p. 95 . 

206
 Baladhurl, Ansab, V, 51ð2, 95. 

207 Tabari, I, 3060. Caetani preferred another report according to which the siege had begun before the 

return of the Egyptians who arrived on a Friday and killed 'Uthman on the next Friday (Annali, 

VIII, 141). The report, although going back to the grandson of al-Mughlra b. al-Akhnas who was 

killed together with 'Uthman, is certainly unreliable. 'Uthman was under siege by the Egyptian 

rebels when 'A'isha and 'Abd Allah b. al-'Abbas left for the pilgrimage early in Dhu 1-Hijja. It is 

possible, however, that some more radical Egyptian elements joined the main body a week before 

the murder. Kinana b. Bishr, the murderer of 'Uthman, may have been among them. 
208 Tabari, I, 2971-2, 2991.  
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him
165

 and, after some delay, followed his advice in his sermon. This was the 

occasion when 'Amr b. al-'As, frustrated in his hope that 'Uthman would 

reappoint him governor of Egypt as demanded by 'A 'isha, made his memorable 

call for repentance from 'the ride over abysses'. The caliph mocked him, but after 

another call made a first gesture of repentance.
166

 

While 'Amr left Medina in anger, 'AIT now urged 'Uthman to make a clear 

public statement of retraction and repentance which would convince the people of 

his change of heart. In his next sermon 'Uthman confessed his wrong-doing, 

declared his repentance to God, and invited the noble (ashraf) among the people 

to visit him and present their views. Swallowing his arrogance, he stated that if 

God were to turn him back into a slave, he would humbly follow the path of a 

slave who is patient when owned and gives thanks when freed. According to the 

report of 'Abd al-Rahman b. al-Aswad, he specifically promised to remove 

Marwan and his kin.
167

 The people were touched and wept, and SaTd b. Zayd 

went up to the caliph, assuring him that everyone was with him and encouraging 

him to carry out what he had promised.
212

 

Caetani introduced his rendering of the report about 'Uthman's public speech of 

repentance with this comment:  
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 BaladhurT, Ansdb, V, 62, 89. While al-Zuhri recognized Marwan's accusation of 'AIT as malicious 

slander, other representatives of the Medinan orthodox Sunnite establishment accepted it as fact. 

Muhammad b. al-Munkadir of Taym Quraysh, a leading Medinan scholar of the later Umayyad 

age, reported that 'Uthman sent a 'man of the Muhajirun' ð he preferred not to name 'All - to meet 

the Egyptians at Dhu Khushub and to concede to them whatever they demanded. Then a man of 

Makhzum asked the caliph to allow him to follow his envoy, since he did not trust him. 'Uthman 

gave him permission, and the spy heard the envoy tell the rebels that they had come in a poor state 

and would not be a match for 'Uthman's men. The spy informed 'Uthman, who commented that this 

man (*A1T), 'may God not bless him', was driven by greed in pursuit of his hopes, but that he, 

'Uthman, had heard the Prophet say that he would never obtain it (the caliphate). 'Abd Allah b. al-

Fadl al-Hashiml, a Medinan contemporary of al-Zuhri (Ibn Hajar, Tahdhib, V, 357-8), similarly 

narrated that 'AIT told the Egyptians that they had come to him insufficiently prepared to meet 

'Uthman's defenders. They should turn back, seek additional strength, and then return (Ibn Shabba, 

Ta'rikh al-Madina, 1128). 
166

 The account of Muhammad b. 'Umar b. 'AIT (TabarT, I, 2972) is substantially confirmed by that of 

Abu HabTba, the client of al-Zubayr (ibid., 2982). 
167

 Ibid., 2977. 
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There is no need to insist on the absurd tenor of 'Uthman's speech, an inconceivable 

speech, equivalent to the basest renunciation of the duties of a caliph, and in open 

contrast with the stern and almost intractable attitude with which 'Uthman resisted 

all demands for his abdication. Al-WaqidT wants to make the caliph appear as a 

dotard in the vest of an ascetic, a hater of the world. The picture is entirely false. False 

is the portrait of 'Uthman, a man of refined tastes, zestful, and a lover of young 

women although above seventy years of age. False is, moreover, that he had no will of 

his own, no firmness. His dignified death is an indication of a proud character which 

has nothing to do with the Waqidian literary fiction of the following speech.
168

 

Did he think the penance of Henry IV, emperor of the Holy Roman Empire, 

before Pope Gregory VII at Canossa was fiction? 

Marwan, Said b. al-'As and other Umayyads boycotted the sermon and waited 

for the caliph as he returned to the palace. When allowed to speak, Marwan told 

him that his speech would have been agreeable, and he, Marwan, would be the 

first to be pleased with it, if'Uthman were in a safe and impregnable position; yet 

at this time, as the flood water was overflowing the hilltops, a humble speech was 

nothing but a sign of weakness: 'By God, to persist in wrongdoing for which you 

can ask God's forgiveness is preferable to penitence to which you are compelled 

by fear. If you so wished, you could curry favour with repentance without 

confessing to any wrongdoing, when crowds like mountains are gathered in front 

of your gate.'
169

 

According to 'Abd al-Rahman b. al-Aswad, 'Uthman for three days was too 

ashamed to go out and meet the people
215

 who were coming to offer their advice. 

Finally he asked Marwan to go out and talk to them, since he was ashamed to do 

so. Marwan went out and shouted: 'What is the matter with you that you assemble 

as if you came for plunder? May your faces be disfigured! . . . You have come 

coveting to wrest our property (mulk) from our hands. Be off from us. By God, if 

that is what you want, something from us will fall upon you which will not please 

you, and you will not praise the outcome of your fancy. Go back to your houses, 

for, by God, we shall not be overwhelmed and deprived of what we have in our 

hands.' The people left.
216

 'AIT now broke with 'Uthman, telling him that he 

would not visit him again.
217

 

'Uthman's third sermon mentioned in the sources, his last, was interrupted, 

according to the report of Sa'd b. AbT Waqqas' grandson IsmaTl b. Muhammad, 

three times by angry shouts of'Act in accordance with the Book of God', and 

ended with the caliph being carried
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 Annali, VIII, 155. 
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2,6

 Ibid., 2975. 
217

 See above, p. 111. 



124 The succession to Muhammad 

 

 

unconscious to his palace.
218

 In other accounts the chief troublemaker is identified 

as Jahjah b. Sa'Td al-Ghifari, a veteran warrior of Islam and one of those who had 

given the Pledge under the Tree.
219

 The Ghifar had evidently not forgiven 

'Uthman for his deportation of their kinsman Abu Dharr. Jahjah is described by 

the eyewitness Abu HabTba as shouting: 'Look, we have brought this decrepit 

she-camel (sharif) with a striped woollen cloak and an iron collar on it. Get down 

[from the pulpit], so that we can wrap you with the cloak, throw the collar on you, 

carry you on the camel, and then dump you on the Mount of Smoke (jabal al-

dukhdri).'
220 

Muhammad b. Maslama, according to his own account, had been 

upset by 'Uthman's public declaration that the Egyptians had left satisfied that 

their charges against 'Uthman were mistaken and had intended to reproach him, 

but then had kept silent. Next he learned that the Egyptians were back at al-

Suwayda', two night journeys north of Medina.
221

 'Uthman sent for him as the 

rebels reached Dhu Khushub and asked him what he thought about their 

intentions. Ibn Maslama answered that he did not know them, but he did not think 

they were returning for anything good. 'Uthman asked him to meet them again 

and turn them back. Ibn Maslama refused, however, stating that he had 

guaranteed to them 'Uthman's retraction in a number of matters, but the caliph 

had failed to retract a single letter of them. The Egyptians now alighted in al-

Aswaf in the sacred district (haram) of Medina
222

 and laid siege to 'Uthman's 

palace.
223

 

'Abd al-Rahman b. 'Udays and the other three leaders of the rebels 

218
 Tabari, I, 2979. This occasion and the volley of pebbles thrown by the crowd were also mentioned 

by al-Hasan al IiasrT, who evidently was present. His age at the time was, as stated by him, 

fourteen or fifteen years. As an 'Uthmanid, al-Hasan called the men asking 'Uthman for the rule of 

the Book of God 'reprobates (fasaqa)' (Baladhuri, Ansdb, V, 71, 92; Ibn Abi 1-HadTd, Sharh, IX, 

17-18). 
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 Ibn Hajar, Isdba, I, 265. 
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 Tabari, I, 2982; Baladhuri, Ansdb, V, 47; Ibn Shabba, 

Ta'rikh al-Madina, 1110-12, 1218-19. Jabal al-Dukhan was said to have been the place to which 

another deportee, Ka'b b. 'Abda al-Nahdl, was exiled by 'Uthman (Baladhuri, Ansdb, V, 42). It is 

mentioned by al-Hamdanl (Sifat Jazirat al-'Arab, ed. D. H. Miiller (Leiden, 1884-91), 52) as a 

mountain near 'Adan in the Yemen, but may here be simply an allusion to hell. Similar threats to 

fetter and deport 'Uthman, this time to hell-fire, are ascribed to Jabala b. 'Amr al-Sa'idT. 
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 Yaqut, 

Buldan, III, 197 . 
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 Ibid., 269. 
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 Wellhausen accepted a report that the prominent Medinan 'Amr b. Hazm of the Banu 1-Najjar of 

Khazraj went to meet the rebels at Dhu Khushub and led them to Medina (Skizzen, VI, 129; 

TabarT, I, 2989). This is not unreasonable. The whole account from which this detail is taken, 

however, is highly unreliable. It is ascribed to Muhammad b. Ishaq and related by Ja'far al-

Muhammadl. The family of'Amr b. Hazm, neighbours of 'Uthman, were evidently strongly opposed 

to 'Uthman. Muhammad b. 'Amr b. Hazm is described as opening a passage-way (khazvkha) from 

their house to the side of 'Uthman's palace for the rebels on the battle day and is named, together 

with Ibn AbT Bakr and Ibn AbT Hudhayfa, as one of the three Muhammads who were particularly 

tough against 'Uthman (Ibn Shabba, Ta'rikh al-Madina, 1278, 1307). In pro-'Uthman poetry of al-

Ahwas the 'HazmT' is mentioned as doing great harm (ibid., 1279).  
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next went to see Ibn Maslama, reminding him of his guarantee. They then 

produced a small sheet which they said they had found with a slave (ghulam) of 

'Uthman riding on a camel from the alms-tax.
224

 The sheet contained instructions 

to the governor of Egypt to punish the four rebel leaders immediately upon their 

arrival with a hundred lashes, shaving their heads and beards, and imprisoning 

them until further instruction.
225 

When Ibn Maslama put their presumption in 

doubt that 'Uthman had written this letter, the rebel leaders answered: 'Then 

Marwan is able to decide this for 'Uthman without consulting him. This is worse, 

he excludes himself from "this matter."' They asked Ibn Maslama to accompany 

them to the caliph, informing him that 'All had already promised to come, while 

Sa'd b. AbT Waqqas and SaTd b. Zayd had declined. The latter was evidently 

appalled by 'Uthman's apparent turn-about after his public penance. Ibn Maslama 

and 'AIT, as related above, then came to 'Uthman and asked him to admit the 

Egyptians waiting at the gate. Marwan was sitting with the caliph and asked leave 

to speak to them. This time 'Uthman brushed him off and sent him away. 

Eventually allowed to enter, the Egyptians omitted the caliph's title in their 

greeting, and Ibn Maslama recognized that evil was in the offing. They put 

forward Ibn 'Udays as their spokesman, who mentioned first the conduct of'Abd 

Allah b. Sa'd in Egypt, his maltreatment (tahamul) of Muslims and protected 

people (ahl al-dhimma) and his arbitrary arrogation in regard to the war booty of 

the Muslims. Whenever his actions were questioned, he would say: 'Here is the 

letter of the Commander of the Faithful to me.' Then he mentioned
226

 

reprehensible innovations which the caliph had made in Medina, contravening the 

acts of his two predecessors. He continued: 'Thus we travelled from Egypt to seek 

either your blood or that you recant. Then 'AIT and Muhammad b. Maslama 

turned us back, and Muhammad guaranteed to us your retraction in everything 

about which we complained.' They turned to Ibn Maslama, 

224 The camel had the brand mark (mtsam) with which camels gathered as alms-tax were marked 

(BaladhurT, Ansab, V, 67). 
225 TabarT, I, 2991-2. The general reliability of Ibn Maslama's account is underlined by this 

description of the contents of the letter. In most other accounts 'Abd Allah b. Sa'd is ordered to put 

the rebel leaders to death. The execution of rebels was not yet accepted practice of government. 

Attempting to discredit Ibn Maslama's account, Caetani asserted that al-WaqidT, in composing 

it, put together two mutually contradictory versions. While the former presented the return of the 

Egyptians as the result of 'Uthman's reneging on his concessions to them, the latter contained 'the 

old story' about the false letter (Annali, VIII, 177). In reality Ibn Maslama's account nowhere 

suggested that the Egyptians returned because 'Uthman reneged on his promises. Ibn Maslama 

rather told the caliph that he did not know why they were returning. He himself blamed 'Uthman for 

reneging and thus undermining his position as the guarantor. 
226 Reading dhakara for dhakaru'. TabarT, I, 2994.  
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and he confirmed what they had said. Now they recounted their interception of 

the official letter ordering their punishment as they had described it to Ibn 

Maslama.
170

 

The story of the official letter intercepted by the Egyptian rebels has intrigued 

and puzzled modern historians. Wellhausen cautiously wrote: 'They claimed to 

have intercepted a letter of the caliph', without noting the accusations against 

Marwan in the sources.
171

 This non-committal attitude to the question has 

generally prevailed among modern authors. H. Djai't describes the whole episode 

as highly doubtful and questions whether the letter itself existed. If it did exist, it 

could have been produced by the most virulent of the Egyptians in order to create 

a pretext for their attack on the caliph. Alternatively 'Uthman and his Umayyad 

entourage might have had a change of heart in relation to the rebels. 'Uthman, in 

any case, was not a mere plaything in the hands of Marwan.
172

 Caetani argued at 

length that the whole story of the letter must be late fiction since 'Abd Allah b. 

Sa'd, to whom it was addressed, was not in Egypt at the time. In the end, however, 

he was convinced that he had found the solution: 'The deception was not by the 

Umayyads to the detriment of the Egyptians, but rather by the friends of 'AIT to 

the detriment of the caliph!'
230

 G. Levi della Vida,
173

 although less sure about the 

facts, thought that he had found evidence supporting Caetani's intuition in a report 

of the 'Uthmanid Juhaym al-Fihri quoted by al-Baladhuri. According to Juhaym, 

'Uthman, in Juhaym's presence, told 'AIT when the latter questioned him about 

whom he suspected in regard to the letter: 'I suspect my secretary, and I suspect 

you, 'AIT, because you are obeyed among the people [the Egyptian rebels] and 

you do not turn them back from me.'
232

 

Whether 'Uthman really made such a sarcastic remark to 'AIT at this time when 

he must have been aware of his dependence on 'AlT's good will may be open to 

doubt. He could, however, have been carried away momentarily by anger at being 

pressed about the part of Marwan who, as he well knew, was suspected by 'AIT 

and everybody else. The report is obviously no evidence for any actual 

involvement of'AIT. The theory that 'AIT could have conspired with the personal 

secretary of the caliph right under the nose of a suspicious Marwan stretches the 

imagination.  
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some secondary versions containing 'Uthman's accusation of'AIT (1154ð5, 1168,1206). 
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In reality it is plain that Marwan, as suspected by the tradition, was behind the 

letter. Marwan believed all along that the rebellion must be met head on. After 

the agreement with the rebels at Dhu Khushub, he put about the rumour that 'AIT 

had conspired with them, advising them to go back to Egypt in order to gather 

reinforcements. It was, from his point of view, entirely logical to order 'Abd 

Allah b. Sa'd to prevent this by punishing and imprisoning the leaders. Whether 

he believed his own conspiracy theory is immaterial. He had at least to play the 

game and sent the letter as soon as he had returned from Dhu Khushub to 

Medina. 

'Abd Allah b. Sa'd, it is true, probably had just left Egypt or was about to 

depart. According to the early Egyptian authority Abu 1-Khayr, he had been 

given leave to go to Medina at his own request.
233

 Marwan need not have known 

whether he was still in Egypt. The courier would, in any case, have met him, and 

'Abd Allah could have passed the order on to his deputy. As it happened, 'Abd 

Allah on reaching Ay la learned that the rebels were moving back to Medina. He 

now turned back to Egypt in order, no doubt, to forestall trouble there, but it was 

too late. Muhammad b. AbT Hudhayfa, also having learned that his men were 

returning to Medina, had taken control of Egypt.
234

 'Abd Allah b. Sa'd sought 

refuge in Palestine.
235

 

One may perhaps question, with Djait, whether 'Uthman was in fact unaware 

of the letter being sent in his name. It has ever been a much-cherished privilege of 

rulers to plead ignorance of the actions of their underlings when matters go awry. 

'Uthman's failure to punish his young cousin may be seen to point to his own 

complicity. Yet 'AIT and Muhammad b. Maslama seem to have been sincerely 

convinced of his innocence. His wavering between public penance and arrogant 

intractability seems to reveal a deeply troubled man no longer in command of his 

proper judgement. 

The siege of the palace was maintained by the Egyptians, who had the 
213 TabarT, 1,2999. Caetani's argument that 'Abd Allah b. Sa'd had left Egypt much earlier, because the 

testimony of al-KindT as an Egyptian must be considered more authoritative than al-Waqidl's 

(Annali, VIII, 159), is mistaken. Al-WaqidT preserved the earlier Egyptian tradition with the 

excellent isnad ShurahbTl b. AbT 'Awn - YazTd b. AbT HabTb - Abu 1-Khayr. It is quite out of the 

question that 'Abd Allah b. Sa'd could have been absent from Egypt before the rebels left. 
214 Ibn AbT Hudhayfa was, no doubt, quickly informed, and perhaps consulted, by the rebels about the 

interception while they were still in Buwayb. This explains the relatively long span of time before 

they were back in Medina. According to a report of the Syrian Makhul, the rebels, after seizing the 

courier, wrote to the Egyptians, presumably Muhammad b. AbT Hudhayfa, informing them of what 

had happened and that they intended to return to Medina. At their suggestion the Egyptians expelled 

Ibn AbT Sarh to Palestine (Ibn Shabba, Ta'rikh al-Madina, 1152-3.) 
2,5

 TabarT, I, 2999.  
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most serious grievance against 'Uthman, although a few Medinan locals joined it 

at times. The exact date of the arrival of the Kufan and Basran rebel forces is 

uncertain. They were led by al-Ashtar and Hukaym b. Jabala al-'Abdl,
236

 and are 

said to have numbered about two hundred and one hundred men respectively.
237

 

Their arrival was definitely later than the return of the delegations from Dhu 

Khushub, most likely about the same time as the second arrival of the 

Egyptians.
238

 They may have left their towns under the guise of Mekka pilgrims 

and then have stayed in Medina. In any case, they did not join the siege.
239

 Al -

Ashtar evidently heeded 'A 'isha's and 'All's opposition to the use of violence. 

According to his own report, he went to see Muhammad's Umayyad widow Umm 

HabTba bt AbT Sufyan and offered to carry 'Uthman safely out of the besieged 

palace in her litter (hawdaj). The Umayyads, however, rejected the offer, insisting 

that they would have nothing to do with him.
240

 

236 The only local grievance in Basra mentioned by al-Baladhuri, quoting Abu Mikhnaf 'and others', 

was the deportation of 'Amir b. 'Abd Qays al-'Anbar! of TamTm, a worshipper and ascetic who had 

criticized 'Uthman's conduct. On the caliph's order, he was sent to Medina by 'Abd Allah b. 'Amir. 

As this provoked an outcry among the people, 'Uthman treated him kindly and sent him back to 

Basra (BaladhurT, Ansdb, V, 57). Ibn Shabba quotes an early Basran report mentioning a clash 

between Hukaym b. Jabala and 'Abd Allah b. 'Amir, after which the governor seized some horses 

belonging to Hukaym in Fars. Hukaym vented his anger, blaming 'Uthman. The Basrans also 

complained to 'Uthman that 'Abd Allah b. 'Amir distributed grain spoiled by rain among them. 

When the caliph ignored their complaint, their attitude towards him changed and they reproached 

him for replacing Abu Musa al-Ash'ari with Ibn 'Amir (Ibn Shabba, Ta'rikh al-Madina, 1147-8). 
237 Baladhurl, Ansdb, V, 97. Abu Mikhnaf speaks of another fifty Basrans joining them later (ibid., 59). 

In a piece of poetry evidently composed in the last stage of the crisis, al-WalTd b. 'Uqba names as 

the leaders of treason Hukaym, (al-)Ashtar, ('Amr) b. al-Hamiq and Haritha (Ibn 'Asakir, 'Uthman, 

307). Haritha, most likely one of the Ansar making common cause with the rebels, cannot be 

identified with certainty. The name may refer to the Banu Haritha of Aws, to whom Muhammad b. 

Maslama belonged, even though they were described by the 'Uthmanid Muhammad b. al-Munkadir 

as backing 'Uthman (Ibn Shabba, Ta'rikh al-Madina, 1280). The meaning of 'Haritha today peddles 

the complaint (yashri l-shakata)' could well apply to Muhammad b. Maslama, who now sided with 

the rebels in their complaint against 'Uthman. Less likely to be meant is Haritha b. al-Nu'man b. 

Nufay' of the Banu 1-Najjar, a prominent Companion and veteran of Badr (Ibn Hajar, Isaba, 1,312-

13). The Banu 1-Najjar, as noted, were accused of having betrayed 'Uthman. The Medinan 'Abd 

Allah b. Rabah al-Ansari reported in 'Uthmanid Basra that Haritha b. al-Nu'man offered 'Uthman 

'our' support. This could be an attempt to clear him of accusations. 
238 The account of Sufyan b. Abi l-'Awja' (TabarT, 1,2995) seems to imply that they were in Medina 

during the absence of the Egyptians. The details of this account, however, inspire no confidence in 

its reliability. 
239 This is categorically stated by the Egyptian Abu 1-Khayr (ibid., 2999). 
240 Al-QadT al-Nu'man, Sharh al-akhbar fi fadd'il al-a'imma al-afhar, ed. Muhammad al-HusaynT al-

JalalT (Qumm, n. d.), I, 297; Ibn Shabba, Ta'rikh al-Madina, 1313. 'Uthmanid tradition, trying to 

incriminate al-Ashtar in the murder of 'Uthman, reported that he hit the mule of Muhammad's 

widow $afiyya bt Huyayy in the face with his whip in order to stop her when she wanted to 

persuade the rebels to raise the siege (Ibn Shabba, Ta'rikh al-Madina, 1311-12).  



'Uthman: the Vicegerent of God 129 

 

 

The 'siege' was initially peaceful. Visitors, official and unofficial, were allowed 

to enter and leave the palace freely. Even Marwan and 'Abd al-Rahman b. 'Attab 

were able to go about their business in town and in the palace (perhaps by the use 

of a side door?). In his letters to the Syrians and the Mekka pilgrims written at the 

beginning of the siege, 'Uthman complained that his enemies
174

 were preventing 

him from leading the prayer and from entering the mosque; they also had taken 

possession of whatever they could put their hands on.
175

 The latter statement 

probably refers to the seizure of the treasury keys by Talha. The communal 

prayers were first led, on 'All's instructions, by the Medinan Abu Ayyub al-

Ansarl, and then, from Friday and the Feast of Immolation on, by 'AIT himself.
176

 

'Ubayd Allah b. 'AdI b. al-Khiyar of Nawfal b. 'Abd Manaf visited 'Uthman and 

told him he had scruples about praying behind an 'imam of sedition' (imamfitna). 

The caliph advised him to pray with the people since prayer was their best action, 

and to abstain from their evil acts.
177

 The rebels were evidently still hoping that 

'Uthman would capitulate. According to 'Uthman's letters, they had written to the 

Muslims that they were satisfied with the commitments the caliph had made to 

them.
178

 'Uthman obviously had no interest in revealing the real cause of their 

sudden return to Medina, the intercepted letter, and implied that they had returned 

to seek fulfilment of the caliph's promises. 

'Uthman continued that he did not know of anything he had promised them 

which he had failed to keep. They had demanded the application of the Qur'an 

and the Qur'anic punishments and he had told them: 'Carry them out on anyone, 

close or remote, who has incurred one of them; apply them to anyone who has 

wronged you.' They had asked that the Book of God be recited and he had 

replied: 'Let any reciter recite it without adding anything which God has not sent 

down in it.' They had demanded that the exiled be returned to their homes, the 

deprived be provided sustenance, money be spent abundantly so that good 

practice (sunna hasana) be followed in it, that (the rules) regarding the khums and 

the alms-tax not be transgressed, that men of strength and integrity be appointed 

as governors, that grievances of the people be redressed. He

                                                 
174

 'Uthman speaks of 'my companions who pretend to leadership in this matter and are trying to hasten 

fate'. The major Early Companions, in particular Talha and 'All, are presumably meant. 
175

 TabarT, I, 3043; Ibn 'Asakir, 'Uthman, 377. 
176

 TabarT, I, 3059-60. Reports that the AnsarT Sahl b. Hunayf or his son Abu Umama, rather than 

Abu Ayyub, led the prayer before 'AIT (see also Ibn Shabba, Ta'rikh al-Madina, 1217ð19) seem 

less reliable. Sahl b. Hunayf later led the prayer as 'AlT's 

governor of Medina. 
244

 Ibn Shabba, Ta'rikh al-Madina, 1216-17. 
178

 The text in Ibn 'Asakir,' Uthman, 376, has annahum gad radii bi' lladhi a'taytuhum. This seems 

preferable to the text in al-TabarT, I, 3042: annahum raja'u bi 'lladhia'taytuhum. Minor textual 

differences between the two letters will not be noted in the following rendering of the contents. 
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had been satisfied with all this and accepted it patiently (istabartu lah). "Uthman 

then mentioned his visit to the 'Mothers of the Faithful', asserting that he had 

fulfilled all their wishes, but that 'Amr b. al-'As then had transgressed.
246

 

As he was writing, 'Uthman went on, his enemies were giving him three 

choices: either they would apply the lex talionis to the caliph for every man he 

had punished, rightly or wrongly, executing it to the letter without any 

remission;
247

 or he must ransom himself by surrendering his reign so that they 

would appoint someone else; or they would send to those who obeyed them in the 

provincial garrisons iajnad) and in Medina and they would renounce their duty of 

'hearing and obeying' imposed upon them by God. 'Uthman answered that the 

caliphs before him had punished rightly and wrongly, but no one had demanded 

retaliation against them; his enemies, he knew, were out to get him in person; as 

for abdication, that they would beat him
248

 was preferable to his renouncing the 

reign, the office Carnal) and vicegerency of God.
249

 Their threat of calling on the 

garrisons and the people of Medina to renounce their obedience he dismissed 

haughtily. They had at first offered him their obedience voluntarily, seeking the 

pleasure of God and concord among themselves; he had not forced them. Those 

who were merely seeking worldly benefit would not obtain more of it than God 

had decreed; those, however, who sought only the face of God, the hereafter, the 

well-being of the community, the pleasure of God, the good Sunna which had 

been laid down by the Messenger of God and the two caliphs after him, would be 

rewarded by God for it. Their reward was not in 'Uthman's hands; even if he were 

to give them the whole world, it would be of no benefit to their religion and 

would avail them nothing. 

'Uthman then warned the Muslims against a breach of their covenant, 
246 Tabari, 1,2943; Ibn 'Asakir, 'Uthman, 377. The letters attempt to create the impression that 'Uthman 

had in fact reappointed 'Amr before his transgression. This is obviously quite out of the question. 

'Amr would hardly have attacked 'Uthman in public if his hopes for the governorship had not been 

thwarted. Marwan, who wanted to see the Egyptian rebel leaders punished, must have blocked the 

appointment if 'Uthman seriously considered it. 
247 This is evidently a misrepresentation of the demands of the rebels. They were not demanding 

retaliation for those rightfully punished, but they insisted that they, not the caliph, should decide 

who was rightly or wrongfully punished. 
248 Tabari, I, 3044, reading yalka'umiot yaklubuni as suggested in the footnote. The text in Ibn 'Asakir, 

'Uthman, 377 has yaqtuluni, 'that they would kill me'. 
24

' The sources describe 'Abd Allah b. 'Umar in particular as advising 'Uthman not to abdicate. The 

caliph's enemies, he told him, could not do more than kill him, and it would be wrong to establish a 

sunna in Islam that whenever some people were angry at their commander they could depose him. 

'Uthman's cousin al-Mughlra b. al-Akhnas al-Thaqaft, who was killed together with him, is said to 

have advised him to resign since the rebels were threatening to kill him otherwise (Ibn Sa'd, 

Tabaqdt, III/l, 45; BaladhurT, Ansab, V, 76; Ibn 'Asakir, 'Uthman, 259).  
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affirming that neither he nor God would condone it; the choices offered by the 

rebels amounted to nothing but abdication (naz') and choosing another 

commander (ta'wfr); in the face of this affront, he controlled himself and those 

with him for the sake of averting discord and bloodshed. The letters concluded 

with an appeal to justice and mutual support, a confession of repentance for 

everything the caliph had done, and a request for God's forgiveness for himself 

and the faithful.
179

 

The letters, surely approved by Marwan, made no mention of the rebels' 

grievance against him, the message he had sent in the caliph's name ordering their 

punishment. They were firm in tone, excluding the possibility of any further 

concessions, all reasonable demands already having been met. But they also 

stressed the caliph's commitment to peace and concord in the community. There 

was no call to arms to help subdue the troublemakers.
180

 The crisis was to be 

resolved without violence. Any threat that the caliph and 'those with him' might 

perhaps lose their self-control in the face of the provocation was muted. 

The numerous reports stressing 'Uthman's opposition to armed initiative and 

violence even in defence against the besiegers are basically reliable. Fully 

conscious and respectful of the still-recognized sanctity of the life of Muslims, he 

wished that no blood be shed in the resistance to the rebels, and that these should 

not be provoked to violence. Later Muslim tradition after the civil war, used to 

bloody government repression and violence among Muslims, offered stories that 

'Uthman wrote to Mu'awiya and 'Abd Allah b. 'Amir requesting them to send 

troops to Medina and that they responded to his requests. Mu'awiya's great-

grandson Harb b. Khalid b. YazTd was perhaps the first one to spread the claim 

that Mu'awiya sent HabTb b. Maslama al-FihrT with 4,000 Syrians to aid 

'Uthman. The vanguard, 1,000 men under YazTd b. Asad al-BajalT, had reached 

Wadi 1-Qura or Dhu Khushub when they learned of the murder of'Uthman and 

turned back. The story was taken up by the pro-Umayyad  

                                                 
179

 Tabari, I, 3043-5; Ibn 'Asakir, 'Uthman, 377-9. According to Salih b. Kaysan (quoted by the 

unreliable Ibn Da'b), 'Uthman also sent a brief note to the pilgrims which was read to them by Nafi' 

b. Zurayb of Nawfal Quraysh on the day of 'Arafa, presumably after Ibn al-'Abbas had read the 

main message. In it the caliph complained that, as he was writing, he was under siege and was 

eating only the minimum to sustain himself in fear that his provisions would run out. He was 

neither being asked to repent nor was any argument on his part listened to. He appealed to those 

hearing the letter to come to him and establish justice and prevent wrong-doing. Ibn al-'Abbas did 

not pay attention to Nafi"s action (Ibn Shabba, Ta'rikh al-Madina, 1166). 
180

 The letter to the Syrians, however, contained an appeal to turn back transgression 0baghy) of 

anyone depriving the caliph of his right with a quotation of Qur'an XLIX 9: 'If two parties of the 

faithful fight, conciliate between them; but if one transgresses on the other, fight the one that 

transgresses until it returns to the order of God . . .' The message to the Mekka pilgrims was 

perhaps intentionally somewhat more conciliatory. 



132 The succession to Muhammad 

 

 

Maslama b. Muharib in Basra and by al-Sha'bl in Kufa.
252

 There were similar 

stories about 'Abd Allah b. 'Amir sending Mujashi' b. Mas'ud al-Sulami and Zufar 

b. al-Harith al-Kilab! with a Basran army.
253

 The 'Uthmanid, but anti-Umayyad, 

Basran Juwayriya b. Asma' (d. 173/789-90) reported that Mu'awiya dispatched 

YazTd b. Asad with firm instructions not to move beyond Dhu Khushub. When 

asked why Mu'awiya would give this order, Juwayriya explained that he wanted 

'Uthman to be killed in order to claim the caliphate for himself.
254

 All such tales 

are fictitious. Even a report of the generally reliable contemporary Abu 'Awn, 

client of al-Miswar, that troops moving from the provinces provoked the rebels to 

attack, reflects at best rumours in Medina.
255

 

The primary responsibility to defend 'Uthman and the palace fell, under tribal 

norms, on his Umayyad kin, their clients and confederates. 
252 Ibn Shabba, Ta'rikh al-Madina, 1289. Yazld b. Asad was the grandfather of Khalid b. 'Abd Allah 

al-Qasri, governor of Iraq in the late Umayyad age. 

Maslama b. Muharib, an informant of al-Mada'inl, was closely associated with the Umayyad 

regime, as is evident from his reports. E. L. Petersen has suggested that he may have been an 

Umayyad, specifically of the Sufyanid branch ('Ali and Mu'awiya in Early Arabic Tradition 

(Copenhagen, 1964), 112,128). It seems more likely that he was a client or confederate of the 

Umayyad house. 
253 TabarT, I, 2985-6 (Muhammad al-Kalbl) and Baladhuri, Ansab, V, 71-2. The detailed account in 

the latter (71, 1. 19 to 72, 1. 8) is most likely taken from Abu Mikhnaf (see BaladhurT, Ansdb, V, 

87). Jubayr b. Mut'im, who is named there as 'Uthman's messenger to 'Abd Allah b. 'Amir, is 

known to have been in Medina during the siege and at the burial of 'Uthman. 
254 Ibn Shabba, Ta'rikh al-Madina, 1288-9. The same anti-Mu'awiya bias is reflected in an Egyptian 

report transmitted by the unreliable Ibn LahT'a according to which 'Abd Allah b. Sa'd b. AbT Sarh 

after his escape to 'Asqalan refused to pledge allegiance to the Umayyad, affirming that he would 

not do homage to someone who desired the murder of 'Uthman (ibid., 1152). The report is also in 

other respects highly fictitious. 

There is also a late fake report which tries to explain why Mu'awiya, in spite of 'Uthman's 

appeals, did not send troops. According to it, 'Uthman sent al-Miswar b. Makhrama during the first 

'siege' to Mu'awiya, ordering him to dispatch an army speedily. Mu'awiya immediately rode in 

person, together with Mu'awiya b. Hudayj and Muslim b. 'Uqba, to Medina, where he arrived in the 

middle of the night. 'Uthman severely reprimanded him for failing to send an army, but Mu'awiya 

pointed out that had he done so and the rebels had heard about it they would have killed the caliph 

before its arrival. He invited 'Uthman to ride with him to Syria but the caliph declined. During the 

second siege 'Uthman again sent al-Miswar with the same order. This time Mu'awiya blamed first 

'Uthman himself for his troubles and then al-Miswar and his friends for forsaking him. He confined 

al-Miswar in a room and released him only after the murder of 'Uthman (Ibn 'Asakir, 'Uthman, 379-

80). The report is ascribed to Muhammmad b. Sa'd on the authority of al-WaqidT with four good 

Waqidian isnads going back to contemporaries. It was not al-Waqidl's practice, however, to bundle 

his isnads, and none of the early works quoting al-WaqidT offer any parallel. The report is a 

forgery presumably posterior to Ibn Sa'd. 
255 Tabari, I, 3023. According to the report, supporters of the Egyptian rebels arrived from Basra, Kufa 

and Syria and encouraged the besiegers to action with information about troops coming from Iraq 

and from 'Abd Allah b. Sa'd in Egypt. As the narrator notes, 'Abd Allah b. Sa'd had previously fled 

to Syria. The newcomers would thus have spread false rumours that he had regained control of 

Egypt.  
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The caliph, however, trying to avert bloodshed, was reluctant at this stage to rely 

heavily on them and thus to turn the conflict into a battle between Umayyads and 

their opponents. Rather, he sought the moral support of the Islamic elite and the 

widows of the Prophet whose prestige, he hoped, would restrain the rebels from 

attack. For this reason he did everything to persuade 'A'isha to cancel her 

pilgrimage. During the early stages of the siege, al-MughTra b. Shu'ba is said to 

have advised him to make a show of strength by ordering his clients and his kin 

to arm so as to intimidate the besiegers. 'Uthman did so, but then ordered them to 

depart without fighting. As they went away, the Egyptian rebel leader Sudan b. 

Humran followed them. Marwan turned around, and they exchanged blows with 

their swords without hurting each other. 'Uthman immediately sent his servant 

Natil to order Marwan to retreat with his companions into the palace.
181

 

Qatan b. 'Abd Allah b. Husayn Dhi 1-Ghussa, chief of the Banu 1-Harith b. 

Ka'b in Kufa, is said to have made 'Uthman an offer to come with his men to the 

defence of the caliph. If the report is reliable, he would presumably have come to 

Medina in connection with the pilgrimage. 'Uthman sent him away, affirming that 

he did not wish to fight the rebels.
182

 'Uthman b. Abi l-'As al-ThaqafT, former 

governor of al-Bahrayn, is also reported to have offered to fight for 'Uthman 

during the siege. ThaqTf had pre-Islamic ties with the Umayyad house. 'Uthman 

declined his offer and permitted him, at his request, to leave for Basra.
183

 

At the same time 'Uthman surrounded himself with members of the Islamic 

elite. He delegated command over the defenders gathered in the palace to 'Abd 

Allah b. al-Zubayr rather than to an Umayyad. Abu HabTba, visiting the besieged 

'Uthman, found him with al-Hasan b. 'AIT, Abu Hurayra, 'Abd Allah b. 'Umar 

and 'Abd Allah b. al-Zubayr, besides the Umayyads Sa'Td b. al-'As and Marwan. 

Abu Hurayra boosted the morale of the besieged by narrating a hadith. The 

Prophet had predicted: 'There shall be trials and calamities after us.' Abu Hurayra 

had asked him: 'Where will be the escape from them?' He answered: 'To the 

AmTn [the Trustworthy] and his party', and Abu Hurayra pointed at 'Uthman.
184

 

That 'AlT's son al-Hasan was among the defenders is too well attested to

                                                 
181

 BaladhurT, Ansdb, V, 72-3. The poetry attributed there to al-WalTd b. 'Uqba is quoted 

widely and attributed also to al-MughTra b. al-Akhnas (Ibn Bakr, TamhTd, 215; Ibn 

'Asakir,'Uthmdn, 548 (Sayf b. 'Umar)), to Hassan b. Thabit (Diwan, I, 511), to Ka'b b. Malik 

(Aghani, XV, 30; Ibn 'Asakir, 'Uthmdn, 547 (al-Sha'bl)), or to an anonymous man 

of the Ansar (Ibn 'Asakir, 'Uthmdn, 547). Either of the last two attributions would seem to be the 

most reliable. Al-WalTd b. 'Uqba was hardly the man to praise his brother for his pacifist stand. 
257

 

BaladhurT, Ansdb, V, 73 . 
258

 Ibid., 74. 
184

 Ibn 'Asakir, 'Uthman, 374-5; ZubayrT, Nasab, 103. 
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be doubtful.
260

 He is described, in contrast to his brother Muhammad b. al-

Hanafiyya, as fond of 'Uthman and as later critical of his father for failing to 

defend him.
261

 Al -Husayn b. 'AIT, according to the pro-'Alid Ibn Abza, also came 

to offer his backing to 'Uthman at the beginning of the siege. He was sent by 'AIT, 

for whom 'Uthman had asked. The caliph asked him if he thought he would be 

able to defend him against the rebels. When al-Husayn denied this, 'Uthman told 

him that he was absolved from his pledge of allegiance and that he should tell his 

father to come. Al-Husayn reported to 'AIT, but Ibn al-Hanafiyya stopped 'AIT 

from going to the palace.
262

 Among the defenders of the palace was also 'Abd 

Allah b. 'Amir b. RabT'a al-'AnazT, a confederate of 'Umar's clan, 'AdT,
263 

probably as an associate of 'Abd Allah b. 'Umar. Even Talha's son Muhammad is 

mentioned in some late accounts,
264

 but these are untrustworthy. 

The rebels on their part were, as 'Uthman's letters also indicated, not eager to 

shed blood. It is true that their demands now amounted simply to abdication and 

the appointment of another ruler. The alternative of strict retaliation for all the 

beatings, deportations and imprisonment for which they blamed 'Uthman was not 

a realistic one. They were not talking, it seems, about a possible compromise of 

removing the real source of the ill, Marwan, who held no formal office. Nor was 

the caliph, still protecting his cousin unconditionally, prepared to offer such 

compromise. He was equally adamant that he would not abdicate. Yet the last 

alternative proposed by the rebel leaders was merely a call for general 

renunciation of obedience. Their private talk about seeking the caliph's blood did 

not match their real intention, to force him out of office. Their number, moreover, 

for the time being, hardly exceeded the number of the defenders in the palace, 

given by Ibn STrin, perhaps with some exaggeration, as 700.
265

 

With no compromise in sight, time was running out quickly. The 

260 Caetani dismissed a relevant report of the later Basran Ibn SIrin as invented to demonstrate the 

innocence of 'AIT 'who defended the caliph with a proper son of his'. He suggested that al-Hasan 

according to another report was not in Medina (Annali, VIII , 190-1). The al-Hasan mentioned in 

this other report (ibid., 193) is al-Hasan al-Basri. 
261 See the report of the Basran 'Uthmanid Qatada, where al-Hasan is quoted as telling 'AIT: 'You have 

killed a man who used to perform the ablution fully for every prayer.' 'All is said to have answered: 

'Your grief for 'Uthman is lasting long' (BaladhurT, Ansab, V, 81). 
262 Ibid., 94. Abu Mikhnaf narrated that Marwan, seeing al-Husayn, said to him: 'Leave us, your father 

incites the people against us, and you are here with us.' 'Uthman then said: 'Leave, I do not want 

fighting and do not order it' (ibid., 73). 
263 Ibn 'Asakir, 'Ulhman, 402-3; BaladhurT, Ansab, V, 73. 
264 See BaladhurT, Ansdb, V, 69-70 (Isma'Tl b. Yahya) where Talha is said to have reluctantly sent 

him to 'Uthman; TabarT, I, 3013 (Sayf b. 'Umar); Mas'udT, Muritj,  III, paras. 1603, 1605. Al-

Mas'udT's account is based on Isma'Tl b. Yahya's concoction. 
265 BaladhurT, Ansdb, V, 74.  
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behaviour of the frustrated rebels, perhaps incited by the arrival of more radical 

elements and rumours of loyalist armies closing in from the provinces, became 

nastier. They tried at times to cut the water supply to the palace and to hinder the 

free access of visitors. Even Umm Hablba, daughter of Abu Sufyan and one of 

the Mothers of the Faithful, had some difficulty in getting access to 'Uthman 

when she came bringing a leather bag with water (idawa).
185

 The rebels shot 

arrows at 'Abd Allah b. al-Zubayr as he read 'Uthman's message which they 

thought would contain nothing new. Had they listened carefully they might have 

recognized a basis for genuine compromise. 'Uthman was offering to govern 

henceforth only on the basis of the advice of the Mothers of the Faithful and the 

men of sound opinion among them. This would have meant the end of Marwan's 

pernicious influence. 

On Thursday, 17 Dhu l-Hijja/16 June, the peace was broken. The act of 

aggression, opening the civil war, came from the palace.
186

 Among the rebels on 

that day was Niyar b. 'Iyad of the Banu Aslam, an aged Companion of 

Muhammad, who called for 'Uthman and, when the caliph looked down from his 

balcony, lectured him, demanding his abdication.
187

Abu Hafsa al-Yamanl, an 

Arab freedman of Marwan,
188

 dropped a rock on him, killing him instantly. In his 

own account he boasted: 'I, by God, ignited the fighting between the people.' The 

rebels sent to 'Uthman demanding the surrender of the murderer. The caliph once 

more protected Marwan, asserting that he did not know the killer. The next day, 

Friday 18 Dhu l-Hijja/17 June, was the 'battle-day of the Palace (yawm al-dar)', 

and 'Uthman was slain. 

Marwan had his way; it was he who wanted the war. The safety of his old 

cousin, to whom he owed everything, did not seriously concern him. He could 

see 'our property', the Umayyad reign, slip away from him if 'Uthman was to 

govern according to the advice of the Mothers of the Faithful and the 'people of 

sound opinion', 'Umar's Islamic meritocracy. He loathed and despised them, these 

Early Companions who stood in the way of his own ambitions. 'Uthman's hope 

that he might hold on to the caliphate while keeping his hands clean of Muslim 

blood was nothing but pious delusion. Marwan understood well that domination 

throughout human history could be established and maintained only by
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 TabarT, I, 3010; BaladhurT, Ansab, V, 77; Ibn Shabba, Ta'rikh al-Madtna, 1312-13. 
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 This was properly recognized by Wellhausen (Skizzen, VI, 130, Das arabische Reich, 31), who 

failed to note, however, the vital fact that the murderer, Abu Hafsa, was a client of Marwan. 

Caetani judged the relevant reports to be unsafe (Annali, VIII, 140). 
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 So the account of Ja'far al-MuhammadT (TabarT, I, 3004). 

26» According to Abu Hafsa's own report, Marwan had bought him, his wife and offspring from a 

bedouin Arab and had manumitted them {ibid., 3001; Ibn Shabba, Ta'rikh al-Madina, 1281). 
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 Ibn Shabba, Ta'rikh al-Madina, 1280, where the name of Natil is omitted. 
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terror, intimidation, violence, or the threat of it. Why should it be different in 

Islam? 

While the murderer under the Umayyad reign would openly boast of his 

crime, his victim was nicknamed by 'Uthmanid tradition Niyar the Evil (Niyar al-

sharr), in order to distinguish him from the other Niyar of Aslam, Niyar b. 

Mikraz, the loyalist who participated in the burial of 'Uthman and was therefore 

named Niyar the Good (Niyar al-khayr). In order to substantiate the charge of 

evil, Niyar b. 'Iyad was then accused of having been the first to cause 'Uthman to 

bleed by striking him in the face with a blade.
270

 For the moment, however, the 

rebels, outraged by the caliph's latest refusal to take responsibility for the 

offences of his servants, held the moral edge. During the night they assembled in 

strength, lighting fires around the palace. In the morning the attack began. Some 

came over the roof of the house of the Al 'Amr b. Hazm next to the palace. 

According to Abu Hafsa, Kinana b. Bishr was the first to arrive with a torch in his 

hand. Naphtha was poured on the flames, and the wood ceiling as well as the 

outside doors were quickly set on fire in spite of some resistance by the defenders 

on the roof. 

'Uthman gave orders to everyone obeying him not to fight but to look after 

their own houses. He assured them that the rebels wanted only him and would 

leave them alone once they had laid hands on him.
271

 Most of the defenders, 

including 'Abd Allah b. al-Zubayr,
272 

respected his wish and laid down their arms. 

Abu Hurayra later narrated that he threw away his sword and did not know who 

took it.
273

 Marwan, Sa'Td b. al-'As and a handful of men disobeyed 'Uthman's 

order. They pushed the intruders out of the one gate that was not burning and 

attacked the rebels outside the palace. The first to be killed was, according to Abu 

Mikhnaf's account, al-MughTra b. al- 

270
 Ibn Shabba, Ta'rikh al-Madina, 1308; Baladhuri, Ansab, V, 83. The accusation against Niyar was 

transmitted by the pro-Umayyad 'Awana on the authority of al-Sha'bl. The Banu Aslam, who had 

played such a vital part in the foundation of the caliphate of Quraysh, had evidently become divided 

over 'Uthman's reign. Muhammad b. al-Munkadir described Khuza'a and Aslam as hostile towards 

'Uthman (Ibn Shabba, Ta'rikh al-Madina, 1280ð1). When Mu'awiya later came to Medina on a 

pilgrimage and saw the houses of the quarter of Aslam leading to the market, he ordered: 'Darken 

their houses on them, may God darken their graves on them, for they are the killers of 'Uthman.' 

Niyar b. Mikraz (the Good) said to him: 'Are you going to darken my house on me when I am one 

out of four who carried and buried 'Uthman?' Mu'awiya recognized him and gave order not to wall 

up the front of his house (BaladhurT, Ansdb, V, 86; Ibn 'Asakir, 'Uthman, 540). 
271

 TabarT, I, 3001-

3. 
272 In a line of poetry ascribed to al-MughTra b. al-Akhnas, 'Abd Allah b. al-Zubayr is criticized for 

not fighting (Ibn Bakr, Tamhid, 195). 
273 Baladhurl, Ansdb, V, 73; Ibn Shabba, Ta'rikh al-Madina, 1110.  
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Akhnas, slain by Rifa'a b. Rafi' al-An§arI of the Banu Zurayq of Khazraj, a 

veteran of Badr.
274

 

Marwan went out, followed by his client Abu Hafsa, and shouted a challenge 

for anyone to duel with him. When he lifted the loose pendant of his helmet 

(rafraf) to fasten it in his belt, the rebel leader Ibn al-Niba' ('Urwa b. Shiyaym), 

sent forward by 'Abd al-Rahman b. 'Udays to deal with him, struck him on the 

neck, felling him. As he turned around on the ground, 'Ubayd, Rifa'a b. Rafi"s 

son, went up to him to finish him off. But Fatima bt Aws, Marwan's wet-nurse, 

threw herself on him and told 'Ubayd: 'If you want to kill this man, he is dead, but 

if you want to play with his flesh, that would be abominable.' He left off, and 

Fatima, with the help of Abu Hafsa, carried the wounded Marwan to her house. 

'Abd al-Malik b. Marwan was to reward her son Ibrahim b. 'ArabI al-Kinani with 

the governorship of al-Yamama.
27S

 Sa'Td b. al-'As also went out, and fought until 

he received a severe head wound.
276

 According to Abu Mikhnaf's account, he was 

struck by 'Amir b. Bukayr al-Kinani, a veteran of Badr, and was rescued by 

'Uthman's wife Na'ila.
277

 

Three other Qurayshites were killed defending 'Uthman: 'Abd Allah b. Wahb 

b. Zam'a and al-Zubayr's nephew 'Abd Allah b. 'Abd al-Rahman b. al-'Awwam, 

both of Asad, and 'Abd Allah b. AbT Maysara b. 'Awf b. al-Sabbaq of 'Abd al-

Dar. 'Abd Allah b. 'Abd al-Rahman, al-Zubayr's nephew, proposed to the 

opponents that they settle the conflict on the basis of the Book of God, but was 

nevertheless attacked and killed by 'Abd al-Rahman b. 'Abd Allah al-Jumahl, a 

Qurayshite. The other two were attacked and killed by a group of men near the 

palace.
278

 Also killed 

274 BaladhurT, Ansdb, V, 78-9. On Rifa'a b. Rafi' see Ibn Hajar, Isaba, II, 209. According to another 

report, Abu Mikhnaf added, al-MughTra was killed by one of the common people ('urd al-nds). 

Probably unreliable is the report of Ja'far al-MuhammadT that 'Abd Allah b. Budayl al-Khuza'T 

killed al-MughTra (TabarT, I, 3005). The Banu Zurayq collectively are accused of having shared in 

the murder of'Uthman in a line of poetry by Marwan's brother 'Abd al-Raljman b. al-Hakam 

(BaladhurT, Ansdb, V, 105). 
275 TabarT, I, 3003-^1; Ibn Shabba, Ta'rikh al-Madina, 1281; BaladhurT, Ansdb, V, 79. For the correct 

family names of Fatima and Ibrahim see the notes to the BaladhurT text. 
276 Ibn Sa'd, Tabaqat, V, 23 . 

277
 Baladhurl, Ansab, V, 79-80. 

278
 Ibid., 80; Ibn 'Asakir,' Uthman, 532. In al-Baladhuri's report b. AbT Maysara is missing in the 

genealogy of the last-named. Al-Zubayri {Nasab, 256) gives b. Abi Masarra, but most other sources 

have b. AbT Maysara. 'Abd al-Rahman b. 'Abd Allah al-Jumah! does not seem to be otherwise 

known. Ibn 'Asakir CUthman, 554) quotes a few lines of poetry by 'Abd Allah b. Wahb b. Zam'a in 

which he vows that he will not swear allegiance to any other imam after 'Uthman and, defending 

him, will not leave 'the two gates'. Ibn al-Munkadir enumerates the three Qurayshites killed as 

supporters of 'Uthman. He names also 'Abd al-Rahman b. Hatib b. AbT Balta'a of Lakhm (Ibn 

Shabba, Ta'rikh al-Madina, 1280), whose father was a confederate of the family of al-Zubayr (on 

'Abd al-Rahman b. Hatib see Ibn Hajar, Tahdhib, VI, 158-9).  
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was 'Uthman's client Natil.
279

 'Abd Allah b. al-Zubayr, al-Hasan b. 'AIT and 'Abd 

Allah b. Hatib al-JumahT are said to have been wounded. If the relevant reports 

are reliable these wounds were most likely not received in fighting.
189

 

'Uthman thus was deserted by his Qurayshite defenders, including his 

Umayyad kin, at his own wish. His personal servants and guards presumably still 

protected the gates. But at the time of the afternoon prayer,
190

 when the fate he 

expected struck, he was alone with his wife Na'ila in her room, reading the 

Qur'an. Had his cousin Marwan, after wantonly bringing down the catastrophy on 

him, been serious about preventing the enemy from reaching the old man, as he 

claimed in two lines of poetry,
191

 he would have been sitting with him, as 

'Uthman had asked him to do,
192

 instead of engaging in vainglorious bragging 

outside the palace. 'Uthman's brother al-WalTd b. 'Uqba was not even in Medina, 

but received the news of the caliph's death in the safety of nearby al-Mirad, where 

he now sanctimoniously professed to the world that he wished he had perished 

before it arrived.
193

 Nothing is known about the whereabouts of 'Uthman's grown-

up sons. 

According to the family tradition of the Al 'Amr b. Hazm, Muhammad b. AbT 

Bakr scaled the roof of'Uthman's palace from that of their house together with 

Kinana b. Bishr, Sudan b. Humran and 'Amr b. al-Hamiq and burst into Na'ila's 

room. Muhammad grabbed the caliph by his beard and said: 'May God disgrace 

you, Na'thal.'
194

 'Uthman answered: 'I am not Na'thal, but the Servant of God 

['Abd Allah] and Commander of the Faithful.' Muhammad: 'Mu'awiya, so-and-so, 

and so-and-so are of no avail to you now.' 'Uthman: 'Son of my brother, leave my 

beard. Your father would not have held what you are holding.' Muhammad: 'If

                                                 
189

 Baladhurl, Ansdb, V, 79, 80,95. In these reports the three men are vaguely described as fighting for 

'Uthman. Against this stands the unambiguous testimony of other reports that they laid down their 

arms, obeying the order of 'Uthman. On 'Abd Allah b. Hatib, a Qurayshite of Jumah borne by a 

slave mother (umm walad), see ZubayrI, Nasab, 395. 
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 For the time see al-Baladhuri, Ansab, V, 85-6, 98. 
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 TabarT, I, 3022; BaladhurT, Ansdb, V, 81. 
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 Tabari, I, 3002. 
284

 BaladhurT, Ansdb, V, 102-3. Al-WalTd's brother Khalid b. 'Uqba was also absent at the time. 

According to Sayf b. 'Umar (?) he had the audacity to reproach in verse 

Azhar b. SIhan al-Muharibl, one of the defenders of the palace, for not fighting. Azhar answered 

him, appropriately pointing out that 'Khalid fled from him ['Uthman] in his armour' (Ibn Bakr, 

Tamhid, 214). According to Mus'ab al-Zubayri, however, the exchange of this poetry was rather 

between Khalid b. 'Uqba and 'Abd al-Rahman b. Artah b. SIhan al-Muharibl, confederate of the 

Banu Harb b. Umayya, on the 

occasion of the murder of 'Uthman's son Sa'Id by his Soghdian hostages (Zubayri, Nasab, 111, 141; 

BaladhurT, Ansdb, V, 117-19). The latter version is no doubt more reliable. 
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 Na'thal, besotted old 

man, was the nickname of 'Uthman. 
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 That Kinana was generally held to be 'Uthman's killer is well attested in contemporary poetry, 

especially by al-WalTd b. 'Uqba, where he is called by his tribal affiliation al-TujTbT (TabarT, I, 

3064; BaladhurT, Ansdb, V, 98). 
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my father had seen you do these acts he would have censured you for them. I 

want stronger medicine for you than holding your beard.' 'Uthman: 'I seek God's 

support and help against you.' Muhammad b. AbT Bakr now pierced his forehead 

with a blade. Kinana joined in with other blades, striking him behind the ear so 

that the points entered his throat. Then he killed him with his sword.
286

 A variant 

report by Abu 'Awn, the client of al-Miswar, has it that Kinana hit 'Uthman on the 

forehead with an iron rod, causing him to fall to the ground and that Sudan b. 

Humran killed him. In any case, 'Amr b. al-Hamiq is then described as sitting on 

the caliph's chest and piercing his body nine times.
195

 

The palace was now pillaged. Na'ila protected 'Uthman's body, but it was not 

possible to bury him before the following evening.
196

 The rebels prevented his 

burial in the cemetery of BaqT' al-Gharqad, and he was interred nearby at Hashsh 

Kawkab, which was later incorporated into the cemetery. Present at his funeral 

were, according to Niyar al-AslamT (the Good), HakTm b. Hizam, Jubayr b. 

Mut'im, Abu Jahm b. Hudhayfa and himself. Jubayr led the prayer.
289

 From other 

reports it is certain that his wives Na'ila and Umm al-BanTn bt 'Uyayna were with 

them.
197

 Others
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 TabarT, I, 3021ð2; BaladhurT, Ansdb, V, 82-3; Ibn 'Asakir, ' Uthmdn, 413ð14. An eyewitness 

account is transmitted from Rayta, client of Usama b. Zayd. She claimed to have been sent by her 

master to see 'Uthman and to have been present at his murder. In her account Muhammad b. AbT 
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412). 
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had bought as an extension to the cemetery of BaqT' al-Gharqad (Ibn Shabba, Ta'rikh al-Madina, 

114ð15, 1306-7). 
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 See in particular the report of Muhammad b. Yusuf in Ibn Sa'd, Tabaqat, 111/1, 54-5; Ibn 'Asakir, 

'Uthmdn, 541; ZubayrT, Nasab, 102. 
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are mentioned elsewhere, but their presence is doubtful or unlikely.
291 

None of 

'Uthman's Umayyad kin were there. They had sought refuge with Umm Hablba bt 

AbT Sufyan, widow of Muhammad, who put most of them in a granary (kandiij) 

and the rest in another place. Mu'awiya later seems to have joked about their 

indecorous shelter.
292

 

Sunnite tradition and modern western textbooks remember 'Uthman chiefly as 

the pious old caliph who was killed while quietly reading the Qur'an. The picture 

does not entirely misrepresent him. To the very end he remained faithful to his 

religious commitment not to spill Muslim blood. In the morning of the Day of the 

Palace he once more affirmed to Sa'd b. AbT Waqqas his repentance of all his 

wrongdoings and ordered his defenders to lay down their weapons. Deserted by 

all but his wife, he faced the inevitable end at peace with himself. Yet he must 

have felt that he himself had to bear a large share of the blame for the disaster. 

The cancer in the body of the caliphate which he had nurtured and proved unable 

to excise because of his doting love for a corrupt and rapacious kin destroyed 

him. It was to continue to grow and to sweep away 'Umar's caliphate of the 

Islamic meritocracy. 'Uthman's successor, Mu'awiya, turned it, as predicted by a 

well-known prophecy ascribed to Muhammad, into traditional despotic kingship. 
291

 The family tradition transmitted by Malik b. Anas, whose grandfather Malik b. Abi 'Amir claimed to 

have carried 'Uthman's body on a door, is definitely faulty in several points and must be considered 

generally unreliable. Malik speaks of twelve men taking part in the funeral, among_them Huwayfib 

b. 'Abd al-'Uzza, 'Abd Allah b. al-Zubayr and 'Uthman's daughter 'A'isha (Ibn 'Asakir, 'Uthman, 

542-3). 
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4 'Ah: the counter-caliphate of Hashim 

Succession dispute and the battle of the Camel 

The reign of 'AIT bore the marks of a counter-caliphate. By the norms of the 

early caliphate it lacked legitimacy. 'AIT was not chosen by a shura of the most 

eminent Early Companions which 'Umar had stipulated as a condition for valid 

succession. Nor had he the backing of the majority of Quraysh who under Abu 

Bakr's constitution had been recognized as the ruling class solely entitled to 

decide on the caliphate. 

Y et 'AIT himself was firmly convinced of the legitimacy of his own claim 

based on his close kinship with the Prophet, his intimate association with, and 

knowledge of, Islam from the outset, and his merits in serving its cause. The 

criteria for legitimate rule laid down by Abu Bakr and 'Umar were irrelevant from 

his perspective. He had told Abu Bakr that his delay in pledging allegiance to him 

as successor to Muhammad was based on his belief in his own prior title. He had 

not changed his mind when he finally gave his pledge to Abu Bakr and then to 

'Umar and to 'Uthman. He had done so for the sake of the unity of Islam when it 

was clear that the Muslims had turned away from him, the rightful successor of 

Muhammad. Whenever the Muslim community, or a substantial part of it, would 

turn to him, it was not only his legitimate right, but his duty, to take upon himself 

its leadership. 

The murder of 'Uthman left the rebels and their Medinan allies in control of the 

capital with Talha and 'AIT as potential candidates for the succession. There 

seems to have been some support among the Egyptians for Talha, who had acted 

as their adviser and had the treasury keys in his possession. The Kufans and 

Basrans, however, who had heeded 'AlT's opposition to the use of violence, and 

most of the Ansar evidently inclined to the Prophet's cousin. They soon gained 

the upper hand, and the Kufan leader al-Ashtar in particular seems to have played 

a major part in securing the election for 'AIT. 

The reports about the events and 'AlT's movements leading up to his public 

recognition as successor are partly confused and contradictory.  
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The developments can thus be retraced only with a substantial margin of 

uncertainty. A report of'Alqama b. Waqqas al-Laythl of Kinana,
198

 a close adviser 

of Talha,
199

 implies that there was an initial abortive attempt to convene a shura 

of prominent Qurayshites to discuss the succession. 'Alqama described a meeting 

in the house of Makhrama b. Nawfal, al-Miswar's father. Abu Jahm b. Hudhayfa 

demanded: 'Whoever we pledge allegiance to among you must not interfere with 

retaliation (la yahulu bayna qisas).' 'Ammar b. Yasir objected: 'In regard to the 

blood of 'Uthman, no.' Abu Jahm answered: 'Ibn Sumayya, do you ask for 

retaliation for some lashes you were given and deny retaliation for the blood of 

'Uthman?' The meeting then broke up.
200

 None of the other participants are 

named. The presence of'Alqama b. Waqqas may indicate that Talha was there, 

but it is unlikely that 'AIT was present. 'Ammar probably wanted to block the 

election of Talha, who now was evidently willing to allow retaliation for the 

death of 'Uthman in order to gain the caliphate after he had been the most active 

in inciting the rebels to action. 

'AIT was, together with his son Muhammad (Ibn al-Hanafiyya), in the mosque 

when he received the news of'Uthman's murder. He soon left for home where he 

was, according to Muhammad's report, pressed by Companions visiting him to 

accept the pledge of allegiance. At first he refused, and then insisted that any 

pledge should be made in public in the mosque.
201

 The next morning, Saturday, 

'AIT went to the mosque. 'Atiyya b. Sufyan al-ThaqafT,
202

 who went with him, 

reported that he found a group of people gathered who were united in support of 

Talha. Abu Jahm b. Hudhayfa came up to 'AIT and said to him: 'The people have 

agreed on Talha while you were heedless.' 'AIT answered: 'Does my cousin get 

killed and I get deprived of his reign?' He went to the treasury and opened it. 

When the people heard this, they left Talha and turned to 'AIT.
203

The latter part 

of the report is probably unreliable. It is unlikely that
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 Ibn Sa'd, Tabaqat, V, 43; Ibn Hajar, Tahdhib, VII, 280. 
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 See T abari, 1,3104 where T alha is described as preferring his advice to that of his own son 

Muhammad. 
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 Ibn 'Asakir, Ta'rikh Madlnat Dimashq: Tarjamat al-imam 'All b. Abi Talib, ed. Muhammad 

Baqir al-Mahmudl (Beirut, 1975), III, 96. 
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 Tabari, I, 3066, 3069; Baladhuri, Ansdb, II, 209-10. 
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 Regarding him see Ibn Hajar, Tahdhib, VII, 226-7. 
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 Baladhurl, Ansab, II, 214ð15. Chronologically flawed and less reliable is the parallel 

report of al-Miswar b. Makhrama (ibid., 210). According to this account 'AIT left the mosque after 

the arrival of the news of'Uthman's murder because the people seemed to be leaning towards Talha. 

On his way home he met a man of Quraysh who mocked him: 'Look at a man whose cousin has been 
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Abu Jahm b. Hudhayfa clearly favoured Talha and certainly did not wish 'AIT to stand against 
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'AIT opened the treasury at this time. Rather, he went to the market followed by 

his supporters who again urged him to accept the pledge of allegiance. Then he 

visited the house of'Amr b. Mihsan al-Ansari of the Banu 'Amr b. Madhbul of al-

Najjar where he received the first pledges. Kufan tradition maintained that al-

Ashtar was the first one to give his.
204

It is likely that Talha and al-Zubayr also 

gave their first reluctant pledges of allegiance at this stage as al-Mada'inT 

narrated on the authority of the Basran Abu l-Mallh b. Usama al-HudhalT.
205

 This 

is implied in a statement by al-Hasan al-BasrT that he remembered seeing al-

Zubayr as he gave his pledge to 'AIT in a walled garden (hashsh) in Medina.
206

 

Talha, too, is quoted as telling the Banu RabT'a in Basra that he gave his pledge 

in an enclosed garden with the sword raised over his head.
207

 'AIT, according to 

the report of Zayd b. Aslam, then insisted again that the pledge should be given 

in public in the mosque.
208

 There, in any case, the official ceremony took place 

on Saturday, 19 Dhu 1-Hijja 35/18 June 656. 

According to the main general account of the bay'a going back to the Kufan 

moderate 'Uthmanid al-Sha'bT and transmitted by Abu Mikhnaf, Talha was the 

first of the prominent Companions to give his pledge. The homage of 'AlT's main 

rival was evidently crucial to lend his election credibility and to get it started. 

Talha did not come voluntarily. Al-Ashtar, according to al-Sha'bT, dragged him 

along roughly while he demanded: 'Leave me until I see what the people do.'
12

 

Later, as noted, Talha claimed that he had given his pledge with the sword over 

his head. Sa'd b. AbT Waqqas commented on the claim stating that he did not 

know about the sword, but that Talha certainly pledged allegiance against his
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 TabarT, 1,3075. Abu 'Amra (Bashlr) b. 'Amr b. Mihsan, a veteran of Badr, became a major 
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unreliable (BaladhurT, Ansdb, II, 205). 
205

 TabarT, I, 3068. See also the report of Suhban mawla al-AslamiyyTn in BaladhurT, Ansdb, 

II, 215-16. 

* TabarT, I, 3068. The statement may not be reliable, however, since al-Hasan was only fourteen years 

of age at the time, and there is the question of how he could have returned to Medina so quickly, as 

he was said to have been abroad when he heard of'Uthman's death (Ibn Sa'd, Tabaqat, III/1, 58; see 

above, p. 134 n.260). 
207

 Ibn AbT Shayba, al-Musannaf, ed. SaTd Muhammad al-Lahham (Beirut, 1409/1989), 

VIII, 709. 
11

 MufTd, Jamal, 130. BaladhurT, Ansab, II, 206. 
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will (karihan).
13

 The mood of the public in the mosque was, no doubt, sufficiently 

intimidating for Talha to give his pledge without being openly threatened. 'AIT 

and his supporters could claim that he had done so voluntarily. 'AIT now sent 

someone to take the keys of the treasury from Talha. Al-Zubayr was brought by 

the leader of the Basran rebels, Hukaym b. Jabala al-'AbdT, and pledged 

allegiance. He later complained that he had been driven by 'one of the thieves 

(liss min lusiis) of 'Abd al-Qays' and had given his pledge under duress.
14

 Al-

Zubayr cannot have been pleased to do homage to 'AIT. The two men had 

become deeply estranged since their common stand after the Prophet's death, and 

al-Zubayr could see himself with some justification as the Early Companion most 

entitled to claim the legacy of the murdered caliph. The Zubayrid family tradition 

transmitted a report by al-Zubayr's client Abu HabTba which asserted that al-

Zubayr did not pledge allegiance at all. The story, however, has a legendary air 

and cannot invalidate the widespread reports about al-Zubayr's pledge.
15

 

With Medina dominated by the rebels from the provinces and those Ansar who 

were still smarting from their humiliation by Abu Bakr and 'Umar, the 

Qurayshites present felt under severe pressure to accept their choice of'AIT. 'Abd 

Allah b. Tha'laba b. Su'ayr al-'UdhrT, a confederate of the Banu Zuhra present in 

Medina, claimed that the chief of the bay'a was al-Ashtar, who said: 'Whoever 

does not pledge allegiance, I will strike his neck', and that he was aided by 

Hukaym b. Jabala and his followers. What constraint, he commented, could be 

greater?
16

 This was no doubt a distortion. There is less evidence for actual use of 

violence than in Abu Bakr's bay'a. Yet there were evidently quite a few aside 

from Talha and al-Zubayr who later claimed that they had pledged allegiance 

" Tabari, I, 2082. 
14 Baladhuri, Ansdb, II, 207. Out of al-Zubayr's arrogant Qurayshite gibe Sayf b. 'Umar, or his source, 

spun a tale about the thief Hukaym b. Jabala (wa-kana . . . rajulan lissan) who regularly absented 

himself from the Muslim army in Fars, attacking the ahl al-dhimma and stealing whatever he could 

carry off, and then acted as host to the Shi'ite agitator 'Abd Allah b. Saba' in Basra (Tabari, 1,2922). 

In reality Hukaym was a highly respected chief of'Abd al-Qays in Ba$ra. He was sent by 'Uthman to 

Sind to investigate the country for its suitability for conquest and returned with a negative report. 

Later he complained about the conduct of 'Abd Allah b. 'Amir (Khalifa, Ta'rikh, 180; Ibn 'Abd al-

Barr, Istfab, I, 121-2). There is no sound evidence that 'Uthman ordered his imprisonment as 

narrated by Sayf. 
15 Tabari, I, 3072-3. Abu HabTba reported that 'All came to see al-Zubayr after the people had sworn 

allegiance. When informed of his arrival, al-Zubayr hid his sword under his bed in such a way that it 

could be seen by his visitor. 'AIT entered and left without asking al-Zubayr to pledge allegiance. He 

then told the people that everything had been well between the two of them so that it was thought 

that al-Zubayr had pledged allegiance. If there was any visit of 'All to al-Zubayr it was presumably 

before the public ceremony when 'AIT would not have asked him for his pledge. 
16 MufTd, Jamal, 111.  
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under duress. When Said b. al-Musayyab asked Said b. Zayd b. 'Amr b. Nufayl 

whether he gave his pledge to 'All, he answered: 'What could I have done? If I 

had not done so, al-Ashtar and his partisans would have killed me.'
17

 Hakim b. 

Hizam, another close associate of 'Uthman, also swore allegiance but apparently 

soon left for Mekka where he gave moral support to those seeking revenge for 

'Uthman against 'AIT. 

'AIT personally seems to have abstained from putting pressure upon anyone to 

do homage. When Sa'd b. AbT Waqqas was brought and asked to pledge 

allegiance, he answered that he would not do so before the people had given their 

pledge, but assured 'AIT that he had nothing to fear from him (la 'alayka minni 

bo's). 'AIT gave orders to let him go.
18

 Then 'Abd Allah b. 'Umar was brought. He 

also said that he would pledge allegiance to 'AIT only after the people were 

united behind him. 'AIT asked him to provide a guarantor that he would not 

abscond; Ibn 'Umar refused. Now al-Ashtar said to 'AIT: 'This man is safe from 

your whip and sword. Let me deal with him.' 'AIT answered: 'Leave him, I will be 

his guarantor. By God, I have never known him other than ill-natured, as a child 

and as an adult.' Ibn 'Umar's stand was, in contrast to Sa'd's, hostile towards 'AIT. 

After the election he came to him and told him: "AIT, fear God and do not jump 

upon the rule of the Community without a consultation (mushawara).' Then he 

left for Mekka to join the opposition.
19 

Al-Sha'bT added in his account that 'AIT 

sent for Muhammad b. Maslama to pledge allegiance, but the latter excused 

himself, stating that the Prophet had ordered him, if there was conflict among the 

people, to break his sword and stay at home. 'AIT let him go. He did the same 

with an otherwise unknown Wahb b. SayfT al-Ansari, who gave a similar answer. 

'AIT further invited Usama b. Zayd to pledge allegiance, but Usama, while 

assuring 'AIT that he was the dearest person to him, excused himself on grounds 

of the commitment he had made to the Prophet never to fight anyone confessing: 

'There is no god but God.'
20

 

The arguments ascribed by al-Sha'bT to these men can hardly have been made 

at the time of the initial pledge of allegiance before it was evident that 'AIT would 

face armed opposition. They must have been put 

17 Ibid., 111-12. 
18 Tabari, I, 3068. Al-Sha'bT mentioned the refusal of'Abd Allah b. 'Umar before that of Sa'd 

(Baladhurl, Ansdb, II, 207). His account is here evidently based on Sa'd's own report transmitted by 

his son Muhammad and grandson Isma'H b. Muhammad (Mufld, Jamal, 131). 

" Baladhurl, Ansdb, II, 208. Certainly unreliable is the report of Khalid b. Shumayr al-SadusI, a Basran 

transmitter from 'Abd Allah b. 'Umar, according to whom 'AIT came to Ibn 'Umar the morning after 

'Uthman's murder and asked him to go to Syria as governor to replace Mu'awiya; when Ibn 'Umar 

declined the offer, 'All threatened him; Ibn 'Umar therefore left for Mekka (ibid., II, 208-9). The 

report reflects the general hostility of Ibn 'Umar and his followers to 'AIT. 
20

 Ibid., 207-8.  
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forward when 'AIT mobilized for the war against 'A'isha and the Mekkan rebels. 

According to another report transmitted by Abu Mikhnaf and others, 'AIT at that 

time questioned Sa'd b. AbT Waqqas, Muhammad b. Maslama, Usama b. Zayd 

and 'Abd Allah b. 'Umar about their attitude. He told them that he would not force 

them to join his campaign, but asked whether they stood by their pledge of 

allegiance. They all answered him that they did so, but did not wish to fight 

against Muslims. Usama b. Zayd's answer on that occasion is quoted in the same 

terms as in al-Sha'bT's account of the bay'a.
209

 It is thus not unlikely that at least 

Usama and Ibn Maslama had initially pledged allegiance to 'AIT. Al-WaqidT's 

pupil Ibn Sa'd indeed counted Sa'd b. AbT Waqqas, Usama, Ibn Maslama and 

Zayd b. Thabit among those pledging allegiance.
210

That 'Abd Allah b. 'Umar also 

gave his pledge, as the report implies, may be discounted.
211

 

'Abd Allah b. al-Hasan b. al-Hasan, 'AlT's great-grandson, enumerated several 

more prominent Ansar, describing them as 'Uthmaniyya who did not pledge 

allegiance: the poets Hassan b. Thabit and Ka'b b. Malik, 'Uthman's treasurer 

Zayd b. Thabit, Maslama b. Mukhallad of Khazraj, later governor of Egypt under 

Mu'awiya and YazTd,
212

 the close Companions Abu Sa'Td al-KhudrP
213

 and al-

Nu'man b. BashTr, both of Khazraj, Rafi' b. KhadTj of the Banu Haritha of Aws, 

Fadala b. 'Ubayd al-AwsT, probably qadiof Damascus at the time,
214

 and Ka'b b. 

'Ujra al-BalawT, confederate of the Ansar.
215

 The great majority of the Ansar, 

however, eagerly pledged allegiance.
28

 

The irregular election of 'AIT, supported by the rebels from the provinces and 

the Ansar disfranchised by Abu Bakr, left the Community deeply divided into 

three factions. Besides the party supporting the

                                                 
209

 Mufld, Jamal, 95-6. 
22

 Ibn Sa'd, Tabaqdt, III/l, 20; Annali, IX, 50. 
23 The Shi'ite al-Muffd maintained that all of these Companions, including Ibn 'Umar, initially pledged 

allegiance (Jamal, 94-6). The gist of the tradition quoted by al-Mufid is also contained in the account 

of 'All's bay'a taken by 'Abd al-Jabbar, al-Mughm, XX/2, ed. 'Abd al-HalTm Mahmud and Sulayman 

Dunya (Cairo, n.d.), 65-8, from the Kitab al-Maqamat of Abu Ja'far al-Iskafl. That account clearly 

implied that Ibn 'Umar, Sa'd and Ibn Maslama (Usama is not mentioned) did not initially pledge 

allegiance. 'AIT is, 

however, described as asking them whether they were 'departing from my bay'a.' They denied this, 

but affirmed that they would not fight Muslims. According to Ibn Abi 1-HadTd, the (later) Mu'tazila 

also affirmed in their books that the neutralist Companions at first all pledged allegiance to 'AIT and 

put forward their excuses only when he set out for the battle of the Camel (Shark, IV, 9-10). The 

same view is expressed by the orthodox Sunnite traditionist Abu Bakr b. al-'ArabT (d. 543/1148) in 

his al-'Azvasim min al-qawasim fi tahqiq mawqif al-sahdba ba'd wafat al-nabx, ed. Muhibb al-DTn 

al-KhatTb (Cairo, 1387/1968), 147. '

 ' 
212

 Ibn Hajar, Isaba, VI, 97-8. He was probably in Egypt at the time, not in Medina. 
213

 Abu Sa'Td al-Khudri, it should be noted, later supported 'AIT. 
214 Ibid., 210. Mu'awiya appointed him qd4i of Damascus after Abu 1-Darda', who died around 

32/652. It is thus unlikely that he was present in Medina. 
215

 Ibid., V, 304-5. 
28

 TabarT, I, 3069-70. 
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caliphate of 'AIT, there were the Umayyads and their partisans who believed that 

the caliphate had through 'Uthman become 'their property', and the party of the 

majority of Quraysh who hoped to restore the caliphate of Quraysh on the 

principles laid down by Abu Bakr and 'Umar. As each party was prepared to fight 

for its presumed right, Islam became engulfed in a brutal internal war outlasting 

'All's caliphate. The evil of the falta which, 'Umar thought, had been averted by 

God now erupted with a vengeance. 

Mekka became the natural centre of the Qurayshite opposition. Here 'A'isha 

raised the flag of revenge for 'Uthman. According to the Medinans, she had left 

Mekka after her pilgrimage happy in the belief that Talha had succeeded 

'Uthman. When she reached Sarif, six or twelve miles north of Mekka,
29

 she met 

'Ubayd b. Maslama al-LaythT, known as Ibn Umm Kilab, a supporter of 'AIT, 

who informed her of the succession of her cousin-in-law. She immediately turned 

back, curtained herself in the Sanctuary, and declared: 'We have reproached 

'Uthman for some matters which we stated and pointed out to him. He recanted 

and asked his Lord for forgiveness. The Muslims accepted his repentance, as they 

had no other choice.' Then she accused 'AIT of jumping upon and murdering 

'Uthman, a single finger of whom was better than the whole of 'AIT.
30

 

There was now an exodus of prominent Qurayshites from Medina to Mekka. 

Talha and al-Zubayr, seeing that others had successfully resisted pledging 

allegiance to 'AIT, quickly broke their own oaths and left without leave. 'Abd 

Allah b. al-'Abbas, who returned from Mekka to Medina and arrived five days 

after the murder, saw them on the way at al-Nawasif in the company of the 

Makhzumite Abu SaTd (b. 'Abd al-Rahman) b. al-Harith b. Hisham
31

 and a group 

of other Qurayshites.
32

 The Umayyads must also have quickly come out of their 

shelter in the granary of Umm 
29 Yaqut, Bulddn, III, 77-8. 
30 BaladhurT, Ansdb, II, 217ð18, V, 91. Abu Yusuf al-AnsarT, Abu Mikhnaf's source for the story, is 

Muhammad b. Thabit al-AnsarT al-Khazrajl, a major, otherwise unknown, informant of his (see 

Sezgin, Abu Mihnaf, 212-13). Abu Yusuf Muhammad b. Thabit is the same as Muhammad b. Yusuf 

(b. Thabit). In the indices of al-Tabarl, Abu Yusuf al-Ansari is misidentified as Ya'qub b. Ibrahim al-

AnsarT al-Qadl. 
31 Abu Said is enumerated among the sons of 'Abd al-Rahman b. al-Harith b. Hisham by al-Zubayr! 

(Nasab, 306). The father, 'Abd al-Rahman, participated in the battle of the Camel on 'A'isha's side. 

See below, n. 153. 
32 TabarT, I, 3080. Al-Zuhri's statements that Talha and al-Zubayr left Medina after four months and 

that they asked 'AIT for the governorships of Kufa and Basra but were disappointed (ibid., 3068-9; 

BaladhurT, Ansab, II, 218-19) are unreliable. The two men certainly participated in the planning of 

the Mekkan campaign against 'AIT from the beginning rather than joining at the last moment. This is 

confirmed by a report of the Mother of the Faithful Umm Salama that Talha and al-Zubayr sent a 

messenger to her, while she was still in Mekka at the beginning of Muh. 36/July 656, urging her to 

participate together with 'A 'isha in their campaign against 'All (MufTd, Jamal, 232-3, quoting al-

WaqidT).  
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HabTba, and soon Marwan and many others of them were assembled in Mekka. 

Al -WalTd b. 'Uqba, however, made his way to Syria to join Mu'awiya. The 

'Uthmanid Ansar, Hassan b. Thabit, Ka'b b. Malik and al-Nu'man b. BashTr also 

preferred to go to Damascus.
216

 Zayd b. Thabit and Sa'd b. AbT Waqqas stayed in 

Medina, while Muhammad b. Maslama went into voluntary exile in al-Rabadha. 

Whereas 'A'isha remained in Mekka, Umm Salama, Muhammad's Makhzumite 

widow who had performed the pilgrimage with her, after vainly warning her 

against joining the rebel campaign returned to Medina and gave 'AIT her 

backing.
217

 

When 'Abd Allah b. al-'Abbas arrived in Medina four days after 'AlT's 

accession and went to see him, he found, according to his own account, the 

Thaqafite al-MughTra b. Shu'ba,
218

 renowned for his political cleverness, with 

'AIT. After al-MughTra had left, he asked 'AIT what he had said. 'AIT told him 

that al-MughTra had visited him before and at that time had advised him to 

confirm 'Abd Allah b. 'Amir, Mu'awiya and other governors appointed by 

'Uthman in their offices and to entrust them with receiving the pledge of 

allegiance for him in their provinces so as to calm the people. 'AIT had rejected 

that, maintaining that the likes of those men should not be appointed to any 

office. Now al-MughTra had come back and told him that he had changed his 

opinion and thought that 'AIT should depose these men who were no longer as 

powerful as before and should employ those whom he trusted. Ibn al-'Abbas 

commented that the first time al-Mughlra had given him sincere advice, whereas 

now he was deceiving him. 'You know that Mu'awiya and his companions are 

people of this world. If you confirm them they will not care who is reigning, but 

if you depose them they will say: He has seized the rule without consultation 

(.shura) and has killed our companion, and they will stir up opposition against 

you. The people of Syria and Iraq will then mutiny against you, while I am not 

sure that Talha and al-Zubayr will not turn around to attack you.' 'AIT admitted 

that confirming 'Uthman's governors would without doubt be better in the short-

term, worldly interest so as to restore

                                                 
216

 The story about their discussion with 'All and reception by Mu'awiya in Aghant, XV, 29 is poorly 

attested and legendary. Al-Nu'man b. BashTr, in any case, was not appointed governor of Hims by 

Mu'awiya at that time, as asserted in the story. The two 'Uthmanid poets Hassan and Ka'b returned to 

Medina before the battle of the Camel but maintained their hostile attitude to 'AIT. Ka'b's daughter 

Kabsha reported of her father that he was deeply grieved about the murder of 'Uthman and was 

prevented from joining the revolt against 'AIT only by the loss of his eyesight. He did not pledge 

allegiance to 'All and kept away from him because of his loathing and disgust for him (MufTd, 

Jamal, 378). 
14

 BaladhurT, Ansab, V, 91; TabarT, I, 3101; MufTd, Jamal, 232-3. 
218

 According to al-Zuhri, al-Mughlra b. Shu'ba was among those who did not pledge allegiance to 'AIT 

(TabarT, I, 3070). He seems to have left Medina soon after his second visit to 'AIT, presumably 

expecting the failure of 'All's caliphate. 
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order; he, 'AIT, was obliged, however, to act according to what was right and 

what he knew of these people; he would never appoint any of them; if they turned 

away, he would meet them with the sword. 

Ibn al-'Abbas now urged him to leave for his estate in Yanbu' and lock his 

door. The Arabs would, he predicted, after much turbulence find no one to turn to 

but him; if he were to make a stand today with his present supporters, the people 

would certainly tomorrow saddle him with the guilt for the blood of 'Uthman. 

*A1T refused and suggested that Ibn al-'Abbas go to Syria as governor. Ibn al-

'Abbas objected that this was not sound judgement. 'Mu'awiya is a man of the 

Banu Umayya, the cousin of'Uthman, and his governor of Syria. I am not sure 

that he would not strike my neck in retaliation for 'Uthman. The least he would 

do would be to imprison me so as to rule arbitrarily over me.' In reply to 'AlT's 

question as to why he would do so, Ibn al-'Abbas said: 'Because of the kinship 

between me and you. Everything imputed to you will be imputed to me. Rather, 

write to Mu'awiya, appeal to his greed, and make promises to him.' 'AIT declared 

and swore: 'By God, this will never be.'
219

The account seems on the whole 

reliable. There may be some suspicion that it is influenced by hindsight with 

respect to Ibn al-'Abbas' claim to have counselled 'AIT to leave Medina and 

withdraw to Yanbu* in order to escape the accusation of having connived in the 

murder of'Uthman. In a tradition presumably going back to Usama b. Zayd, the 

latter is reported to have given this very advice to 'AIT before the murder, and 

Ibn al-'Abbas is described as having rebuked Usama for suggesting that 'AIT 

withdraw after having been pushed aside by three men of Quraysh.
220

 The 

account, in any case, brings out well the different character of the two cousins: 

Ibn al-'Abbas, a keen observer of the political scene, experienced since his close 

association with 'Umar, looking through the motivations and opportunism of the 

powerful and ambitious, with no unrealistic aspirations of his own; 'AIT, deeply 

convinced of his right and his religious mission, unwilling to compromise his 

principles for the sake of political expediency, ready to fight against 

overwhelming odds.
221

 'AlT's political naivete, his lack of prudence and 

calculation, gave rise to the charge of 'foolishness (du'dba)' with which 'Umar is 

said to have characterized him. These qualities became patent at the beginning of 

his reign in acts such as

                                                 
219 Ibid., 3083-5. The parallel account, ibid., 3085-6, displays more literary dressing. 
220

 BaladhurT, Ansdb, V, 77; the isnad is omitted. In the version quoted by Ibn Shabba (Ta'rik h al-

Madina, 1211ð12) on the authority of the Basran 'Awf al-A'rabT, the intervention of Ibn al-'Abbas 

is not mentioned. Usama is then described as visiting 'Uthman and offering him the support of his 

people of Kalb to convey him safely to Syria. 'Uthman refused, however, to leave Medina. 
221

 Djai't rightly characterizes 'AIT as essentially a fighter (La Grande Discorde, 397). Caetani's 

description of him as passive and indolent is entirely mistaken. 
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his opening the treasury and handing out the money to the common people, as he 

had promised and as he was to continue doing throughout his caliphate, and in his 

insistence on deposing all of'Uthman's governors except Abu Musa al-Ash'arl, 

who had been chosen by the Kufan rebels. 

In his first sermon, as related by the Basran Abu 'Ubayda Ma'mar b. al-

Muthanna, 'All bluntly rebuked the faithful, hinting at instances in which they had 

inclined against him since the Prophet's death. He said that God had laid down 

two cures for this community, the sword and the whip, and it was not for the 

imam to display clemency regarding them; he might, if he saw fit, ask God to 

forgive their past acts; two men had gone before, then a third one had stood up 

like a raven whose only care was his belly; it would have been better for him if 

his wings had been clipped and his head cut off; if after their failures matters 

were to revert for them (to their state during the Prophet's life), they would be 

fortunate, yet he feared that they were now in a time of religious slackness 

(fatra); all he and they could do was to strive together. 

Abu 'Ubayda reported further that, according to 'All's descendant Ja'far (al-

Sadiq) b. Muhammad, he had reminded the faithful in this sermon of the elevated 

rank of the virtuous of his kin who belonged to a family which partook of the 

knowledge of God and rendered judgment according to His judgment; if the 

faithful were to follow them, they would be rightly guided by their insight; but if 

they failed to do so, God would ruin them through their hands.
39

 

The exact wording and date of this sermon are open to question. The tenor and 

contents, however, clearly reflect the style of 'All's speeches and public 

statements throughout his reign. It is likely that he set the tone right from the 

beginning. Blunt rebukes and harsh charges of disloyalty, lack of sincere 

devotion, failure to respond to the summons to the evident just cause, and 

occasional warm praise for acts of loyalty, were characteristic of his 

pronouncements. They tended to alienate many of his lukewarm supporters, but 

also to arouse the enthusiastic backing and fervour of a minority of pious 

followers. He left them in no doubt that they could find true religious guidance 

only through him and the Family of the Prophet and reproached them for having 

turned away from them. While blaming the Community collectively, he refrained 

from criticizing the first two caliphs whose general conduct he at times 
39

 Al -Jahiz, al-Bayanwa l-tabym, ed. 'Abd al-Salam Muhammad Harun (Cairo, 1367/1948), II, 50-2. 

According to al-Mufid, the sermon was quoted, aside from Abu 'Ubayda, also by al-Mada'inl in his 

books (Jamal, 125). A longer version of the sermon is quoted by Qadi al-Nu'man (Shark al-akhbar, 

I, 369ð73) who states that it was delivered two days after the oath of allegiance. According to this 

version 'All declared all land concessions made by 'Uthman null and void. This is not confirmed by 

other sources.  
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praised highly. In particular he seems to have admired the austere and stern rule 

of 'Umar and sought generally not to contravene the precedents set by him. He 

adopted 'Umar's official designation, Commander of the Faithful, but spurned the 

title caliph which in his eyes had evidently been depreciated by 'Uthman's 

pretentious claim to be the Vicegerent of God rather than the deputy of the 

Prophet. Only under 'Uthman had it become patent that the Community had gone 

astray. 'AIT severely censured 'Uthman's deviation from the straight path of 

Islam. Generally he neither justified his violent death nor condemned his killers. 

'Uthman had provoked the uprising of the people by his unjust acts and was killed 

in an act of war. Only when Talha and 'A'isha and their followers accused him 

directly of having been behind the murder did he turn the accusation back against 

them. 

'All's desire for a radical break with 'Uthman's nepotist regime was reflected in 

his determination to replace all of his governors. Only in Kufa did he reappoint 

Abu Musa al-Ash'arT, apparently on al-Ashtar's recommendation, even though 

Abu Musa's attitude towards the new caliph appears to have been reserved.
222

 

When the news of'AlT's accession first spread in Kufa, the governor counselled 

the people to wait for further developments. Sa'd b. AbT Waqqas' nephew 

Hashim b. 'Utba, who at the time eagerly proclaimed his allegiance to 'AIT in 

verse, stated defiantly that he did so without fearing his Ash'arite amir.
223

 Only 

when YazTd b. 'Asim al-MuharibT
224

 arrived with the order to receive the pledge 

of allegiance of the Kufans on behalf of 'AIT did Abu Musa, too, give his. 

'Ammar b. Yasir is said to have predicted that he would certainly break it.
225

 

For the government of Basra 'AIT appointed 'Uthman b. Hunayf al-AnsarT of 

the Banu Aws, a prominent Companion whom 'Umar had entrusted with the land 

survey of the sawad. When he arrived in the town, 'Uthman's governor 'Abd 

Allah b. 'Amir b. Kurayz had already departed for Mekka leaving 'Abd Allah b. 

'Amir al-HadramT, confederate of the  

                                                 
222

 Salih b. Kaysan's statement to this effect (BaladhurT, Ansdb, II, 230) seems reliable. Al-Ashtar had 

forced Abu Musa's appointment on 'Uthman and was generally pro-Yemenite. See also the report of 

Ibn AbT Layla (Tabari, I, 3172) according to which 'AIT told Hashim b. 'Utba that he had intended 

to depose Abu Musa but had been asked by al-Ashtar to confirm him. 
223

 Hashim b. 'Utba probably left soon afterwards for Medina to join 'All. He was with 'AIT when the 

latter set out to fight Talha and al-Zubayr in Basra. 
224

 Yazld b. 'Asim later became a leader of the Kharijites and was struck down with three of his 

brothers at al-Nahrawan (Tabari, I, 3361ð2). 
225

 BaladhurT, Ansdb, II, 213. Sayf b. 'Umar's story about 'All appointing 'Umar b. Shihab governor of 

Kufa, who then was prevented from entering the town (TabarT, I, 3087-8), is fiction. 



152 The succession to Muhammad 

 

 

Banu 'Abd Shams, as his deputy. 'Uthman b. Hunayf arrested Ibn al-Hadraml 

without difficulty and took control of the town.
226

 

For Egypt 'AIT chose Qays b. Sa'd b. 'Ubada, son of the unfortunate Khazrajl 

leader with whom 'Umar had dealt so roughly at the Saqifa and whom he had 

later driven out of his home town of Medina. It was an act of reparation towards 

the Ansar and must have been seen by the Qurayshite opposition in Mekka as 

confirmation of their fear that 'AIT intended to abolish their privileged status as 

the ruling class in Islam. 'AIT ignored Muhammad b. AbT Hudhayfa, to whom 

the Egyptian rebels looked as their leader and who was now in control of al-

Fustat. He evidently did not feel indebted to the Egyptian rebels, who had 

returned home, as he did to al-Ashtar and the Kufans, and wished to keep at a 

distance from them. He also ignored 'Amr b. al-'As, whose restoration had been 

demanded by 'A'isha on the grounds of his popularity among the army in Egypt. 

'Amr's leading role in the agitation against 'Uthman, based on motives of self-

interest rather than Islamic principles, could hardly have appealed to 'AIT. In 

general 'Amr represented the type of unscrupulous opportunist with whom 'AIT 

did not want to burden his reign. 

According to Sahl b. Sa'd al-Sa'idT of Khazraj,
227

 'AIT proposed to Qays b. 

Sa'd that he choose a military guard in Medina to accompany him, but Qays 

declined, stating that if he could enter Egypt only with a military escort he would 

rather never enter the country. He departed with only seven companions and 

reached al-Fustat without trouble.
228

He had 'AlT's letter informing the Egyptian 

Muslims of his appointment read in the mosque. As in his sermon in Medina, the 

caliph mentioned that the Prophet had first been succeeded by two righteous 

amirs who had acted in accordance with the Book and the Sunna. After them a 

ruler had taken charge who introduced innovations (ahdath) such that the 

community had found occasion to protest and reproach him. Now the faithful had 

turned to him, 'AIT, and had pledged allegiance to him. There was no mention of 

'Uthman's violent death and of the part played by the Egyptian rebels. 'AIT 

evidently did not wish to touch the divisive matter. The letter was written in Safar 

36/August

                                                 
226

 BaladhurT, Ansdb, II, 222. 'Abd Allah b. 'Amir (b.) al-HadramT was a maternal cousin of 'Abd Allah 

b. 'Amir b. Kurayz. His mother was Umm Talha Amal bt Kurayz (ZubayrT, Nasab, 147). 
227

 On Sahl b. Sa'd see Ibn Hajar, Tahdhib, IV, 252. He died in 88/707 or 91/710 and was fifteen years 

old when Muhammad died. He may well have accompanied Qays to Egypt, where he is known to 

have lived for some time and to have transmitted hadith (see Ibn 'Abd al-Hakam, Futuh Misr, 275-

6). 
228

 TabarT, I, 3235-6. Sayf's story about Qays' deceiving a Syrian horse troop at Ayla by posing as a 

refugee from Medina {ibid., 3087) is probably fiction. 
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656, about two months after 'All's accession, by his secretary 'Ubayd Allah b. 

AbT Rafi', son of a client of Muhammad.
47

 Qays then praised 'All as the best man 

after Muhammad and received the pledge of allegiance for him. 

A group of partisans of 'Uthman who had seceded to the village of Kharbita 

near Alexandria after the revolt of Ibn Abi Hudhayfa held out against Qays b. 

Sa'd under their leader Yazid b. al-Harith al-Mudlij! of Kinana.
48

 They informed 

Qays that they did not want to fight against him and would not interfere with his 

tax collectors, but they wished to wait and see how matters would develop. The 

governor agreed not to force them to pledge allegiance. Qays b. Sa'd's kinsman 

Maslama b. Mukhallad al-Sa'idl also rose, calling for retaliation for the blood of 

'Uthman. Qays assured him that he would not wish to kill him under any 

circumstances, and Maslama committed himself not to oppose him so long as he 

remained governor of Egypt. With these agreements Qays was able to collect the 

land tax throughout Egypt.
49

 

Muhammad b. AbT Hudhayfa and the Egyptian rebels against 'Uthman are not 

mentioned in the account of Sahl b. Sa'd. According to the Egyptian al-Layth b. 

Sa'd, Ibn AbT Hudhayfa left Egypt for Medina in order to join 'AIT when Qays b. 

Sa'd was appointed governor. Mu'awiya, however, was informed of his departure 

and set up watches. He was apprehended and brought to Mu'awiya, who 

imprisoned him. Later he escaped from prison but was pursued and killed by a 

Yemenite.
50

 Also according to al-Layth, he and 'Abd al-Rahman b. 'Udays were 

killed in Dhu 1-Hijja 36/May-June 657.
51

 

These are the most reasonable reports about the end of Ibn AbT Hudhayfa. He 

was accompanied by a group of rebels, among them certainly 'Abd al-Rahman b. 

'Udays, Abu Shamir b. Abraha b. al-Sabbah, and probably Abu 'Amr b. Budayl 

al-Khuza'T. They were kept by 

47 Ibid., 3237. The date of the appointment proves that the anecdote narrated by Muhammad b. Yusuf 

al-Ansar! on the authority of 'Abbas, the son of Sahl b. Sa'd al-Sa'idl (on him see Ibn Hajar, 

Tahdhib, V, 118-19), about 'Abd Allah b. Sa'd b. Abi Sarh's reaction to the appointment of Qays 

(Tabari, I, 3233-5) is anachronistic fiction. 
48 Nothing else is known about Yazid b. al-Harith. In the Egyptian sources Mu'awiya b. Hudayj, Busr 

b. AbT Artah and Maslama b. Mukhallad appear as the leaders of the seceders. 
49 Tabari, 1,3237-8. Maslama b. Mukhallad appears in the account as rising independently of the 

seceders at Kharbita. He may have joined them later. 
50 Baladhurl, Ansab, II, 408. Nasr b. Muzahim identifies the killer of Muhammad b. Abi Hudhayfa as 

Malik b. Hubayra al-Kindl (al-Sakunl) (MinqarT, Waq'at Siffin, 44). He was a chief of Kinda in 

Hims under Mu'awiya and a prominent military leader during his caliphate (see the references in 

Tabari, indices s.v. Malik b. Hubayra al-Sakunl; Ibn Manzur, Mukhtasar, XXIV, 74-6). 
51 Kind!, Wulat, 20. Al-Layth's mention here of Kinana b. Bishr among those killed at that time is 

erroneous.  
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Mu'awiya at Jabal al-Jalll near Him§, escaped, and were killed.
52

 Only Abu 

Shamir, proud scion of the Himyarite royal house of Dhu Asbah, disdained 

breaking out of prison. Mu'awiya released him, and he went along with the 

Syrians to Siffin, where he soon joined 'All's army and was killed in the battle.
53

 

Egyptian 'Uthmanid tradition narrated on the authority of Ibn 'Udays this hadith 

of the Prophet: 'Some people will revolt straying from the faith as the arrow 

strays from the game animal. God will kill them in Mount Lebanon and al-Jalll.'
54

 

Ibn 'Udays was thus made the transmitter of his own condemnation by the 

Prophet. 

52 Yaqut, Buldan, II, 110; Kind!, Wulat, 18-20. In al-Kindl's otherwise highly unreliable report Ibn 

'Udays, Kinana b. Bishr and Abu Shamir b. Abraha b. (Shurahbll b. Abraha b.) al-Sabbah 'and 

others' are named together with Ibn Abi Hudhayfa. Kinana b. Bishr was certainly not with them 

since he was killed later together with Muhammad b. Abi Bakr. On Abu Shamir see Ibn Hajar, 

Isdba, VII, 99; al-Hamdanl, al-Iklil,  ed. Muhammad b. 'AIT al-Akwa' al-Hiwal! (Baghdad, 1980), II, 

153-4; Ibn Manzur, Mukhtasar, XXIX, 12. Yaqut erroneously names Abu Shamir's brother Kurayb 

b. Abraha. Kurayb later made courtesy visits to Mu'awiya and 'Abd al-Malik, and died in 75/694-5 

or 78/697-8 (Ibn Manzur, Mukhtasar, XXI, 166ð8). 

The Banu Abraha were, according to Ibn 'Abd al-Hakam (Futuh Misr, 113) four brothers: Kurayb, 

Abu RishdTn, Abu Shamir, and Ma'dT Karib, who settled in al-GTza under 'Umar. A sister, 

Kurayba, was married to Dhul-Kala' Samayfa' b. Nakur, the chief of Himyar in Hims (HamdanT, 

Iklil,  II, 158). There is no mention whether Abu Shamir personally participated in the expedition of 

the Egyptian rebels to Medina. It is, however, not unlikely. His house was next to that of Shiyaym 

al-Laythl, father of one of the four leaders of the rebels. 

The presence of Abu 'Amr b. Budayl among those captured and killed is strongly suggested by the 

fact that his brother 'Abd Allah was calling for revenge for his brother 'Uthman (the kunya Abu 'Amr 

was frequently associated with the name 'Uthman) in the battle of Siffin (Minqarl, Waq'at Siffin, 

245). Ibn Hajar (Isdba, IV, 40) quotes a report according to which 'Abd Allah b. Budayl went to see 

'Ubayd Allah b. 'Umar when the latter came to Kufa and warned him not to shed his blood in this 

fitna. 'Ubayd Allah returned the warning, and Ibn Budayl answered: 'I seek revenge for the blood of 

my brother who was unjustly killed.' 'Ubayd Allah countered: 'And I seek revenge for the blood of 

the wronged caliph.' If this meeting indeed took place in Kufa, it would mean that Abu 'Amr b. 

Budayl was killed earlier than the others. It may, however, have rather occurred on the occasion of 

'Ubayd Allah's visit to the camp of 'All before the battle of Siffin (Minqarl, Waq'at SiffTn, 186). The 

mention of Abu 'Amr by al-Kind! (Wulat, 27) as destroying the houses of the seceders on the order 

of Muhammad b. Abi Bakr is, in any case, anachronistic. 
53 See below, p. 232. According to a report of the Egyptian Harmala b. 'Imran quoted by al-Tabarl (II, 

210-11), it was Abraha b. al-Sabbah who did not break out of Mu'awiya's prison. Abraha b. al-

Sabbah b. Abraha seems to have been the cousin of Abu Shamir's father Abraha b. Shurahbll b. 

Abraha and the senior member of the Himyarite royal family emigrating from the Yemen (HamdanI, 

Iklil,  II, 158-60). Abraha b. Shurahbll stayed in the Yemen in Wad! Dahr (ibid., 154). The mother of 

their grandfather Abraha b. al-Sabbah was Rayhana, daughter of the Abyssinian ruler of the Yemen 

Abraha (al-Ashram), and he, Abraha b. al-Sabbah, ruled over Tihama, the coastal land of the Yemen. 

His grandson Abraha b. al-Sabbah is mentioned in connection with the conquest of al-Farama in 

Egypt (Tabari, I, 2586-7), but is otherwise not known to have settled in Egypt. It is thus unlikely, 

though not impossible, that he was imprisoned by Mu'awiya. He was in his army at Siffin (see 

below, p. 235). 
54 Ibn 'Abd al-Hakam, Futuh Misr, 304; Ibn Manzur, Mukhtasar, XIV, 305-6.  
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In the Yemen 'AIT appointed the Hashimite 'Ubayd Allah b. al-'Abbas 

governor of San'a' and Said b. Sa'd b. 'Ubada, the brother of Qays, governor of al-

Janad.
55

 'Uthman's governors, Ya'la b. Umayya (Munya) al-Hanzall al-TamTml, 

confederate of the Banu Nawfal of Quraysh,
56

 in San'a', and the Makhzumite 

'Abd Allah b. AbT Rabl'a in al-Janad, had already left, some reports suggest, 

during the siege of 'Uthman's palace, with the intention of aiding the caliph. 'Abd 

Allah b. AbT RabT'a fell from his mount and broke his thigh before reaching 

Mekka.
57

 Both men arrived there with much money, and Ya'la brought a large 

number of camels which he had gathered in the Yemen.
58

 When Ibn AbT RabT'a 

arrived in Mekka he found 'A 'isha summoning the people to revolt in order to 

seek revenge for the blood of 'Uthman. He ordered a seat to be placed for him in 

the mosque and proclaimed that he would equip whoever came forth to avenge 

the caliph's murder. Hearing of his call, Ya'la b. Munya, who had arrived earlier 

for the pilgrimage, joined him in the offer.
59

 

'AlT's attempt to gain control of Mekka failed. According to Salih b. Kaysan, 

he wrote to the Makhzumite Khalid b. al-'As, whom 'Uthman during the siege 

had vainly tried to appoint governor as a popular candidate, naming him governor 

and asking him to receive the pledge of allegiance for him. The Mekkans refused, 

however, to swear allegiance to 'AIT; a young Qurayshite, 'Abd Allah b. al-

WalTd of 'Abd Shams, seized 'AlT's letter, chewed it up and threw it away. 'Abd 

Allah b. al-WalTd would be among the Qurayshites killed while fighting for 

'A 'isha in the battle of the Camel.
60

 

The town was now in open rebellion against Medina. 'A 'isha having given the 

lead, the Mekkan Quraysh pinned the guilt for the murder of 'Uthman on 'AIT 

and called for revenge in fiery war poetry. Safwan b. 
" Ibn Samura, Tabaqat fuqaha' al-Yaman, ed. Fu'ad Sayyid (Cairo, 1957), 42-3. For further references 

see A. M. M. al-Mad'aj, The Yemen in Early Islam 9-233/630-847: A Political History (London, 

1988), 150 n. 2. 
56 He was also known as Ya'la b. Munya after his mother (Ibn Hajar, Isaba, VI, 353). 
57 MufTd, Jamal, 231-2, quoting reports of al-WaqidT. It is to be noted that 'Abd Allah b. AbT RabT'a 

is here described as governor of San'a' and Ya'la b. Munya as governor of al-Janad. Ibn AbT RabT'a 

was riding on a mule outside Mekka when he met Safwan b. Umayya al-JumahT on a horse. The 

mule bolted, throwing Ibn AbT RabT'a off. Reports that Ibn AbT RabT'a died before reaching 

Mekka (Ibn Hajar, Isaba, IV, 64ð5) seem to be mistaken. 
58

 TabarT, I, 3102. 
5
' MufTd, Jamal, 231-3. Ibn AbT RabT'a was prevented by his broken thigh from joining the 

campaign to Basra. Ya'la b. Munya participated, and fled when the battle was lost. 
60

 BaladhurT, 

Ansab, II, 210-11. Salih b. Kaysan's further statement that 'All b. 'AdT of 'Abd Shams was at the 

time of 'Uthman's murder governor of Mekka is mistaken. 'Uthman's last governor of Mekka was 

'Abd Allah b. 'Amir al-HadramT who, according to Sayf b. 'Umar, was still in control of the town 

(TabarT, I, 3098). He was, however, at this time called to Basra by his cousin 'Abd Allah b. 'Amir b. 

Kurayz to govern that town in his absence.  
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Umayya b. Khalaf al-Jumahl, one of the grand old aristocrats of Quraysh and a 

leading enemy of Muhammad who had fled at the time of the conquest of Mekka 

rather than accept Islam and eventually had been given permission by 

Muhammad to stay in Mekka rather than move to Medina,
229

 addressed 'AIT: 

Surely your kinsmen, the 'Abd al-Muttalib, are the ones who killed 

'Uthman in incontrovertible truth,  

Out of wrongdoing and aggression, without a claim of blood revenge, and 

you are the most worthy of the people to be jumped upon, so jump.
230

 

Accusing all of Hashim, he evidently saw a chance of getting back at the old 

enemy allied with the Medinans who had humiliated Mekka in the time of 

Muhammad. 

Marwan b. al-Hakam, the man who had intentionally provoked the calamity in 

Medina, accused 'AIT: 

If you, 'AIT, have not struck the murdered man openly, you surely struck 

him in secret. 

He went on to assert that 'Ammar, who had killed the old man, and Muhammad 

(b. AbT Bakr) had both confessed to the crime, which made retaliation incumbent 

upon the people.
231

 'AIT had therefore cut off his own nose and left behind great 

evil; they had killed the man closest to goodness in Medina and furthest from 

evil; if he himself, so Marwan threatened, or Mu'awiya were to live out the year, 

'AIT would get to taste the bitterness of the crime they had committed.
232

 

HakTm b. Hizam asked who could give him an excuse for 'Ali, who had turned 

his face away as 'Uthman lay dead, struck by numerous swords in turn while but 

few supported him from among all the tribes.
65

 HakTm had, however, pledged 

allegiance to 'AIT in Medina and decided not to go to war against him. His son 

'Abd Allah joined the rebel campaign and was killed in the battle of the Camel. 

When 'AIT found his body among the dead on the battlefield, he commented that 

he had deviated from his father's conduct. HakTm, who failed to support 'AIT but 

stayed at home after pledging allegiance, was not blameworthy.
66

 Less convinced 

of
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 Ibn Hajar, Isaba, III, 246-7. 'All is reported to have been particularly hurt by the hostility of some of 

Jumah and to have, after the battle of the Camel, expressed regret that they escaped just revenge 

(BaladhurT, Ansdb, II, 261). One of the few non-Hashimite Qurayshites backing 'AIT, however, was 

Muhammad b. Hatib al-Jumahl (Ibn AbT Shayba, Musannaf, VIII, 705; BaladhurT, Ansdb, II, 250), 

born in Abyssinia as the son of an Early Companion. 
230

 Ibn Bakr, Tamhtd, 181. Safwan b. Umayya b. Safwan is to be corrected to Safwan b. Umayya b. 

Khalaf; for yutlab read tulib. 
231

 'Ammar is not known to have participated in the killing of 'Uthman or in the fighting. His 

'confession' may refer to his rejection of any claim of retaliation for 'Uthman. 
232

 Ibid., 180-1. 
65

 Ibid., 179 . 
66

 MufTd, Jamal, 393. 
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'All's complicity than the others was Sa'Id b. al-'As who spoke in his poetry only 

of three gangs (raht), evidently the Egyptians, Kufans and Basrans, who would 

get to drink the cup of colocynth for killing an imam in Medina in the state of 

ritual consecration (muhrim).
233

 

To place the full responsibility for the murder of'Uthman squarely on 'AIT, 

although he, in the words of Marwan, had 'not struck him openly', served the 

political ends of the Mekkan rebels best. For the real aim was not to avenge the 

death of the wronged caliph but to remove his successor from office and to 

exclude him from the shura. to be convened for the choice of the next caliph. 

Moreover, if 'AIT was the chief culprit, anyone backing him could, and should, 

be fought and punished as an accomplice in the offence which Caetani 

characteristically defined as 'the terrible crime of regicide'. 

In the war council which was, according to al-Zuhrl, held in 'A'isha's home, it 

was first suggested that they attack 'AIT in Medina. The proposal was quickly 

abandoned as it was realized that the Medinans were militarily more than their 

match. The idea of joining Mu'awiya in Syria was also discarded, mostly, no 

doubt, because Mu'awiya might have been able to impose his own will upon the 

projected shura. The decision to move to Basra and to mobilize Basran support 

for the claim of revenge was influenced by the argument of 'Abd Allah b. 'Amir 

that he could count on strong support there and by the material means he was 

willing to provide.
234

 Ya'la b. Munya contributed from the funds he had carried 

off from the Yemen. He is said to have given 400,000 dirhams and provided 

riding animals for seventy men of Quraysh. He paid eighty dinars for 'A'isha's 

famous camel after which the battle was to be called.
235

 

Talha and al-Zubayr now appealed to 'A'isha to join the campaign. When she 

asked them whether they were ordering her to fight, they said: 'No, but you will 

inform the people that 'Uthman has been wrongfully killed and summon them to 

restore a shura among the Muslims so that they will be in the same state as 'Umar 

left them, and you will conciliate between them.'
236

 'A'isha's presence was needed 

both because of her immense prestige as Mother of the Faithful and as a mediator 

between the two men who were rivals for the caliphate. 'A'isha had clearly 

favoured Talha before 'Uthman's death, but now she was presumably prepared to
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 Ibn Bakr, Tamhid, 180. Baladhurl, Ansab, II, 219, 221-2; TabarT, I, 3102. 
69 TabarT, I, 3102. According to Salih b. Kaysan, Ya'la provided 400 camels for the campaign 

(Baladhurl, Ansab, II, 222). The lengthy story attributed to a man of the Banu 'Urayna, who narrated 

how he sold the camel to a follower of 'A'isha and accompanied 

first 'A'isha toal-Haw'ab and then 'AIT to Dhu Qar (TabarT, 1,3108-11), is entirely fictitious. 
236

 BaladhurT, Ansab, II, 223. Al-Ashtar held that it was 'Abd Allah b. al-Zubayr who forced 

(iakraha) 'A'isha to go along to Basra (TabarT, I, 3200). 
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back al-Zubayr if Talha, because of his involvement with the murderers, were to 

be excluded. 

Probably late in Rabl' II 36/October 656 the Mekkan rebels set out, between six 

hundred
71

 and nine hundred men according to differing reports. On the way to 

Basra they were joined by others, increasing their number to three thousand. At 

Bi'r Maymun, Marwan, who was chosen to make the call to prayer, approached 

al-Zubayr and Talha and asked whom he should greet as amir. 'Abd Allah b. al-

Zubayr and Muhammad b. Talha each named his own father. 'A 'isha sent to 

Marwan: 'Are you trying to split our cause? Let my sister's son lead the prayer.' 

'Abd Allah b. al-Zubayr led the prayers until their arrival in Basra.
72

 

While they were staying at Dhat 'Irq, serious discord occurred among the 

Umayyads present. According to 'Utba b. al-MughTra b. al-Akhnas,
73 

Sa'Td b. al-

'As went to see Marwan and his companions and questioned them as to where 

they were going. This had presumably been kept secret in order to keep 'AIT in 

the dark about their intentions. The ones subject to their revenge, Sa'Td said, were 

right here on the camels' backs. They ought to kill them and return home. Marwan 

and his companions suggested that they were going in the hope of killing all the 

murderers of 'Uthman. Sa'Td now questioned Talha and al-Zubayr as to whom 

they intended to give the rule if they were victorious. When they answered: 'To 

one of us, whoever will be chosen by the people', he objected: 'Rather give it to 

the sons of 'Uthman since you are going out to seek revenge for his blood.' But 

they answered: 'Shall we pass over the chiefs of the Emigrants and hand it to their 

sons?' Sa'id declared that he would not 
71 This number is given by 'Abd Allah b. al-'Abbas (TabarT, 1,3105), who mentions among them 'Abd 

al-Rahman, son of Abu Bakr (read thus for Abu Bakra) and 'Abd Allah, son of Safwan b. Umayya 

al-JumahT. Safwan himself was evidently too old to join, and died shortly afterwards. His son 'Abd 

Allah later became a staunch supporter of'Abd Allah b. al-Zubayr. Ibn Abi 1-HadTd enumerates of 

the Banu Jumah participating in the battle of the Camel and surviving, aside from 'Abd Allah b. 

Safwan: his nephew Yahya b. HakTm b. Safwan, 'Amir b. Mas'ud b. Umayya b. Khalaf and Ayyub 

b. HabTb b. 'Alqama b. RabT'a {Shark, XI, 125). 'A 'isha's brother 'Abd al-Rahman evidently went 

along for her sake, but did not play a prominent part. 'Abd Allah b. 'Umar did not participate. 

According to Abu Mikhnaf (ibid., VI, 225) and Sayf b. 'Umar (TabarT, I, 3101) he also persuaded 

his sister Haf?a not to join 'A 'isha as she had at first intended. Although politically opposed to 

'AIT, Ibn 'Umar consistently defended him against accusations that he was behind the murder of 

'Uthman (see e.g. BaladhurT, Ansab, II, 99). 
72 TabarT, I, 3105-6, according to Ibn al-'Abbas. According to Salih b. Kaysan and Abu Mikhnaf, 

'A'isha rather decided that al-Zubayr as the older man should lead the prayer (BaladhurT, Ansab, II, 

225). 
73 'Utba and his brother 'Abd Allah were present no doubt in order to avenge their father. 'Abd Allah 

was killed in the battle of the Camel (MufTd, Jamal, 393^1). Also killed was their nephew 'Abd 

Allah b. AbT 'Uthman (so the name in MufTd, Irshad, 122) b. al-Akhnas b. SharTq. 'AIT is said to 

have commented on his death that he had tried to save him as he saw him running away, but his 

order not to harm him was not heard (ibid.-, MufTd, Jamal, 394).  



'AIT: the counter -caliphate of Hashim 159 

 

 

strive to take the reign away from the Banu 'Abd Manaf and turned back.
74

 He 

had, as noted, not joined the chorus condemning 'AIT and evidently saw no good 

in depriving him of the caliphate in favour of either Talha or al-Zubayr. Together 

with SaTd b. al-'As there left 'Abd Allah b. Khalid b. Asld; al-MughTra b. Shu'ba, 

approving his view, invited the members of Thaqlf present to turn back with him. 

The other Umayyads, among them 'Uthman's sons Aban and al-WalTd,
75

 

continued on together with Marwan, who was evidently concealing sinister 

intentions.
76

 

If 'Utba b. al-MughTra's report is reliable, there was after this setback a 

disagreement on where to turn and whose support they should seek. Al-Zubayr 

consulted his son 'Abd Allah who favoured going to Syria, while Talha consulted 

his intimate 'Alqama b. Waqqas al-Laythl who preferred Basra. They agreed, 

however, on Basra.
77

 

That al-Zubayr and his son would have liked to make common cause with 

Mu'awiya is not unlikely. Talha and 'A 'isha were, no doubt, opposed to any such 

thought. Mu'awiya in fact seems to have made overtures to al-Zubayr. According 

to Abu Mikhnaf's father, Yahya b. SaTd b. Mikhnaf, he wrote to al-Zubayr, 

probably when the Mekkan rebels were already in Basra, inviting him to join him 

in Syria and promising him recognition as caliph by himself and his supporters. 

Al -Zubayr tried to keep the invitation secret, but Talha and 'A 'isha learned about 

it and were seriously dismayed. 'A 'isha talked to 'Abd Allah b. al-Zubayr, who 

then asked his father if he intended to go to Mu'awiya. Al-Zubayr at first 

confirmed that he wanted to do so since Talha was opposed to him. Then he 

changed his mind; but, having sworn an oath that he would defect, he liberated a 

slave as atonement for breaking it and summoned the army to battle.
78

 

When the rebel army approached Basra, 'AlT's governor 'Uthman b. Hunayf 

sent Abu Nujayd 'Imran b. Husayn al-KhuzaT
9
 and Abu 1-Aswad al-Du'alT as 

envoys to enquire about their intentions. They met 

74 TabarT, I, 3103. 
75 'Amr, 'Uthman's eldest son, is not mentioned. He does not seem to have participated in the battle of 

the Camel. Sa'Td b. 'Uthman, however, is known to have also been present (Mufld, Jamal, 382). 
76 In the parallel report of Ibn Sa'd (Tabaqat V, 23ð4) Sa'Td b. al-'As is described as addressing 

the assembled men in public and then returning to Mekka, where he remained during the battles of 

the Camel and Siffin. 'Abd Allah b. Khalid's cousin 'Abd al-Rahman b. 'Attab b. AsTd was among 

those who proceeded to Basra. 
77

 TabarT, I, 3104. 
78

 BaladhurT, Ansab, II, 257-8. Al-Zubayr is said to have been greatly upset when his son, backed by 

Talha, opposed his proposal to distribute the money in the treasury of Basra to the Basrans in order 

to gain their support and 'A 'isha took their side reproaching him. He then threatened to join 

Mu'awiya (Mufld, Jamal, 287). 
7q

 A Companion joining Islam early or in the year of Khaybar, 'Imran b. Husayn had carried the banner 

of Khuza'a at the conquest of Mekka. 'Umar sent him to Basra to teach the people Islam (Ibn Hajar, 

Isdba, V, 26).  
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'A'isha and her companions at Hafar Abi Musa, a watering station on the road 

from Mekka to Basra,
237

 and were told that they had come to claim revenge for 

the blood of 'Uthman and to see that an electoral council was set up to decide on 

the succession.
238

 Abu 1-Aswad, known for his devotion to 'All, reported that he 

asked 'A'isha whether she had come on an instruction left by the Prophet or on her 

own opinion. She answered that she had made up her mind when 'Uthman was 

killed. 'We were angry at him for his beatings with the whip, his setting aside rain 

land enclosures (mawqi' al-sahaba al-muhmai), and appointing Sa'Id and al-

Walld governors. But you assaulted him and desecrated three sacred rights, the 

sanctity of the town [Medina], the sanctity of the caliphate, and the sanctity of the 

holy month, after we had washed him as a vessel is washed and he had come 

clean.
239

 Thus you perpetrated this offence on him wrongfully. Should we get 

angry on your behalf at the whip of 'Uthman and not get angry on behalf of 

'Uthman at your sword?' Abu 1-Aswad rejoined: 'Why should you care about our 

sword and the whip of 'Uthman when you have been confined for protection 

(habis) by the Messenger of God? He ordered you to stay in your house, and now 

you come knocking the people against each other.' She said: 'Is there anyone then 

who would fight me or say anything different from this?' Abu 1-Aswad and 

'Imran answered: 'Yes.' 'A'isha: 'And who would do that, perhaps the bastard of 

the Banu 'Amir (zanim Bam 'Amir)}' She meant 'Ammar,
240

 who had gone on 

record opposing retaliation for 'Uthman. Evidently worried that she had perhaps 

gone too far, she asked: 'Will you inform on me, 'Imran?' 'Imran reassured her: 

'No, I would not inform on you in either good or bad.' Abu 1-Aswad challenged 

her: 'But I will inform about you, so let us hear whatever you wish.' She hit back 

with the curse: 'O God, kill Mudhammam [her brother Muhammad] in retaliation 

for 'Uthman, hit al-Ashtar with one of Your arrows which do  

                                                 
237

 Yaqut, Buldan, II, 294. 
238

 Baladhuri, Ansdb, II, 225. According to the account of Abu Mikhnaf (quoting al-Kalbl), Talha and 

al-Zubayr wrote to 'Uthman b. Hunayf from Hafar Abi Musa demanding that he relinquish the 

governor's palace to them. Ibn Hunayf consulted al-Ahnaf b. Qays and Hukaym b. Jabala, who both 

advised him to call the Basrans to arms and to move against the rebels before they reached the town. 

The governor, however, wanted to avoid war and decided to send Abu 1-Aswad and 'Imran b. 

Husayn to ascertain their motives. That Ibn Hunayf at this time received a letter from 'All warning 

him of the rebels, as the account claims, is unlikely (Ibn Abi 1-HadTd, Sharh, IX, 311-13). 
239

 The three charges against 'Uthman and the three offences of his opponents mentioned here seem to 

have been 'A'isha's standard arguments. Musa b. Talha, according to al-WaqidT, reported that he 

witnessed her making the same argument 'in most eloquent language' just before the battle of the 

Camel when asked by the people about 'Uthman (MufTd, Jamal, 309ð10; BaladhurT, Ansdb, II, 

239ð40). 
240

 'Ammar was a grandson of 'Amir b. Malik of the Banu 'Amir al-Akbar b. Yam b. 'Ans and client of 

the Banu AbT RabT'a of Makhzum. 
240

 According to Abu 1-Yaqzan, the two armies merely faced each other (Khalifa, Ta'rikh, 183). 
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not miss, and confine 'Ammar in his pit for the sake of 'Uthman.'
84

 

'A'isha's curse of al-Ashtar revealed most strikingly the fraudulence of her call 

to revenge for 'Uthman. For al-Ashtar, as noted, had heeded her and 'All's 

warning against violence and was on public record for having been opposed to 

the murder.
85

 He was now anathema to 'A'isha because he had vigorously 

promoted 'All's election and had dragged her favourite against his will to swear 

allegiance to him. 'A'isha's fraudulent claim was next used to justify a flagrant 

aggression shattering the internal peace of Basra. 

On returning to the town Abu 1-Aswad advised 'Uthman b. Hunayf to resist 

the rebel army, and the governor agreed and called on the people to arm. 'Imran 

b. Husayn was evidently in favour of accommodating the Mother of the Faithful 

and stayed neutral in the battle of the Camel.
86

 As the rebel army arrived at the 

Mirbad, the market place outside Basra, and stopped next to the quarter of the 

Banu Sulaym, the governor and the Basrans moved out to face them. Talha first 

addressed them, repeating the case made by 'A'isha that 'Uthman had committed 

some reprehensible acts, had been asked to recant, and had done so. 'Then a man 

assaulted him who has robbed this Community of its self-determination without 

any agreement or consultation and killed him.' Some men who were neither pious 

nor God-fearing had aided him. 'Therefore we summon you to seek revenge for 

his blood, for he is the wronged caliph.' Al-Zubayr spoke in a similar vein, and 

then 'A'isha joined in with a forceful voice, stressing the need for a shura. 

The Basrans were left divided by this rhetoric, some saying that they were 

speaking the truth, others calling them liars. They began hitting each other with 

their sandals and then separated, one group joining 'A'isha. Hukaym b. Jabala, in 

charge of Ibn Hunayf's cavalry, gave the call to fight Quraysh, who would perish 

by their indulgence in comfort and frivolity. They were preparing to fight, but the 

night separated them. 

84 Jahiz, Bayan, II, 295ð6. Mudhammam, blameworhy, was a pun on the name Muhammad, 

praiseworthy. Al-Sha'bl gave a toned-down version of Abu 1-Aswad's report, suppressing 'A'isha's 

curses. According to him she asked Abu 1-Aswad to tell 'Uthman b. Hunayf, whom she called the 

freedman (taliq) of Ibn AbT 'Amir, that she had heard he wanted to fight her (Mufid, Jamal, 273-4). 

Why 'Uthman b. Hunayf would be called taliq of Ibn Abi 'Amir is not evident. 
85 See Tabari, I, 3200, where 'Alqama is quoted as telling al-Ashtar: 'You disapproved of the killing 

of'Uthman, what then made you go out to Basra [fighting for 'All]?' Similarly Ibn Shabba, Ta'rikh 

al-Madina, 1313 and al-Nu'man, Shark al-akhbar, I, 397. 
86 'Imran visited 'A'isha in Basra and criticized her for having left her home against the order of Qur'an 

XXXIII 33. 'A'isha apologized, suggesting that what had happened could not be undone, and asked 

him either to assist her or to hold his tongue. He affirmed that he would abstain from backing either 

her or 'AIT. She answered that she was satisfied with that from him (MufTd, Jamal, 310-11). 'Imran 

was, probably later, appointed qadi of Basra under 'Abd Allah b. 'Amir or Ziyad b. Ablh (Ibn Hajar, 

Isdba, V, 26-7).  
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The intruders used the opportunity to move to a better location at al-Zabuqa, near 

the store-house for provisions (dar al-rizq). 

Next morning the governor moved to attack them, and there was fierce, but 

inconclusive, fighting in which many were killed.
87

 Then a truce was agreed until 

'AIT should arrive. 'Uthman b. Hunayf was to retain the governor's palace, the 

treasury and control of the mosque, while the intruders were allowed to stay 

wherever they wished in the town and were to have free access to the markets 

and watering places.
241

 'A 'isha, Talha and al-Zubayr now decided to stay among 

the Banu Tahiya of Azd.
242

The agreement to wait for 'AlT's arrival was clearly 

unfavourable to the rebels, and Talha persuaded al-Zubayr to break it and take 

Ibn Hunayf by surprise. On a windy and dark night they attacked and seized him 

as he was leading the evening prayer in the mosque.
243

 According to the 

Khazrajite Sahl b. Sa'd, they then sent Aban b. 'Uthman to 'A 'isha to consult her 

on what to do. She first advised them to kill Ibn Hunayf, but a woman interceded, 

reminding her of Ibn Hunayf's companionship with the Prophet. She recalled 

Aban and told him: 'Imprison him, do not kill him.' Aban answered that had he 

known why she had recalled him, he would not have come back. Mujashi' b. 

Mas'ud, a Basran of the Banu Sulaym,
244

 now advised the captors: 'Beat him and 

pluck his beard.' So they gave him forty lashes, plucked out the hair on his head, 

his eyebrows and eyelashes, and put him in prison.
245

 

On the next morning there was disagreement between Talha and al-Zubayr 

about who should now lead the prayer. Al-Zubayr as the older man was then 

given precedence, and thereafter the leadership was alternated between them day 

by day.
246

 At dawn on this morning, 'Abd  
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 Sayf s story about Ka'b b. Sur being sent to Medina at this time in order to enquire whether Talha 

and al-Zubayr were forced to pledge allegiance to 'All and his return confirming their claim (Tabari, 

I, 3124-5) is fiction designed to cover up the treacherous breach of the accord by Talha and al-

Zubayr. There was, as noted by Caetani (Annali, IX, 85), hardly enough time for such a mission. 
242

 Khalifa, Ta'rikh, 183; Ibn Abi Shayba, Musannaf, VIII, 719. 
243

 Baladhurl, Ansab, II, 22-8. According to Abu Mikhnaf's account, it was rather the dawn prayer 

(Ibn Abi l-Hadld, Sharh, IX, 330). 
244

 Ibn Hajar, Isaba, VI, 42; M. Lecker, The Banu Sulaym: A Contribution to the Study of 

Early Islam (Jerusalem, 1989), index s.v. Mujashi' was a Companion of the Prophet and played a 

prominent part in the early conquests in Iraq and Iran. The report quoted by Ibn Hajar, however, that 

he took part in a raid of Kabul and plucked a gem from the eye of an idol there is legend. Under 

'Umar he was briefly deputy governor of Basra. In the accounts of Ja'far al-Muhammadl and Sayf b. 

'Umar, he is described as leader of the Basran volunteer force moving as far as al-Rabadha to bring 

relief to the besieged caliph 'Uthman (Tabari, I, 2986, 3009). 
92

 Tabari, I, 3126. 
246

 BaladhurT, Ansab, II, 228. According to the report of Abu l-Mallh (TabarT, I, 3134-5), 'A'isha 

ordered 'Abd Allah b. al-Zubayr to lead the prayer. Al-Zubayr b. Bakkar reported in his Ansdb 

Quraysh that 'Abd Allah b. al-Zubayr led the prayers on the order of Talha and al-Zubayr (Ibn Abi l-

Hadld, Sharh, XX, 114). 


















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































