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This thesis is a comparative study of three spiritual femaIe models recognized in

the Islamic tradition: Mary~ the mother of'lsi, Khadija. the Prophet MulJammad's

tirst wife, and Fatima, the Prophet's daughter. Although comparisons between these

three women occur frequently in the Islamic ütenture ofdifferent periods., this research

focuses on two works orthe famous exegete and historian Abü Ja'far al-Taban (d.

310/923), i.e.., Jâmi' al-BcP 'an Ta'wll al-Our'ïn and Ta'Ùkb al-Rusul wa al-Mulük.

ln the Hght oftextual analysis ofal"'Taban's depiction ofthese three women., il appears

that their images contnoute towards the formation ofan ideal type ofthe believing

Muslim woman. Maryam, Khadija and Fâtima are consistently characterized by their

obedience, motherhood and purity. This thesis analyzes aI-Tabari's commenls OD., and

understanding of: each ofthese mues. Il also argues that the comparison between these

three wom~ as fOlDld in al-Taban's wOlks, serves a wider religious purpose.

ParadoxicaUy, Khadija's and Fstima's comparison with Maryam allowed the carly

exegetes to establish Islam's CODtinuity with respect to the existing monotheistic

religions an~ al the same time, to affirm ils superiority over them.
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Ce mémoire entreprend l'étude comparative de trois modeles spirituels féminins

reconnus au sein de la tradition islamique: Maryam, la Mere de 'lsi (Jésus), Khadij~ la

premiere femme du Prophete Muf!.ammad et Fatima, la fille du Prophete. Bien que la

comparaison entre ces trois femmes apparaisse fréquemment dans la littérature

islamique a différentes époques, cette recherche se concentre sur deux travaux du

cêlebre exégete et historien Abû Ia'far aI-Taban (m. 310/923), Jimi' al-SaYln 'an

Ta'Wil al-OW"in et Ta'rlkh al-Rusul WB al-Mulük. A la lumiere de l'analyse textuelle de

la description qu'al-raban fait de ces trois femmes, il apparaît que leur image contn'bue

a la fonnation d'un idéal type de la femme musulmane croyante. Maryam, Khadija et

Fatima sont caractérisées de Maniere constante par leur obéissance, leur maternité et

leur pureté. Ce mémoire analyse les commentaires et définitions d'al-Taban sur chacune

de ces vertus. Ce mémoire révele également que la comparaison entre ces trois femmes,

telles que présentées dans les travaux d'al-Tabarl, répond a des motifs religieux plus

globaux. Parddoxalement, la comparaison de Khadija et Fatima avec Maryam a pennis

aux premiers exégetes d'inscrire l'Islam en continuité avec les religions monothéistes

déja existantes, et, en même temps, d'affirmer la préséance de l'Islam sur ces autres

traditions.
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INTRODUCTION

In their studies on the Qur'inic figure ofMaryam, the mother of lls8 (Jesus),

modem Western scholars have for the most part taken two main directions. l As migbt

he expected, sorne ofthese studies were conducted in a Christian-Muslim comparative

framework. a literature usually aimed at finding common ground for mutual religious

understanding. Maryam has also been, in and ofherself, the subject ofmore detailed

studies that discard the inter-religious comparative method to focus instead on the

significance that both normative and popular Islam have assigned to her image. Within

tbese two broad approaches, a significant amount of research bas been conducted on the

different aspects ofber figure: Maryam as a model ofpiety and purity, Maryam as a

madel ofemulation for Muslim women, Maryam as a popular saint, Maryam as seen by

the Muslim mystics, to name a few. My goal in this present research is not to add to the

Hst ofher Many incarnations, but rather, to apply an alternative approach to the study of

religious models like Maryam. This alternative approach - which 1am about to explain

- brings. in my opinion. new insights ioto the significance and impact ofMaryam in the

Islamic tradition.

In the course ofmy research for a previous study,l 1came ta realize that

Maryam was frequently referred to in conjunction with other prominent female figures

ofthe Islamic tradition - such as Rabi~a al-~Adawlya (d. 801). At first sight, Maryam,

the motbcr of 'lsi, and Rabi'&, the eighth century Sufi, would seem to have (ittle in

common. One is a scriptural figure oflewish origin, the bearer ofa new relîgious

1 These two approKhes are lIeredistiDpished for schematic ptRpOSeS. The bolIIIdaty that [ am
drawiDg is quite permeable. Most stdes ÇID be p1Ked in the spectI1m delimited by the extremes that the
two~hes repraeat.

2 L.~E1iD. BéDard, "Muy. tlle Mother ofJesus, and Ribi". al-Adawiyy. in tlle Islamic:
Tnditioa: A Comparisoll ofTwo Womea SaïDlS,~ CopcordiaJo."ofM. and Culture 12 (FaR
(998): 37.....8. A veniOD ofthïs article is iDc:luded iD tbis thesis U IR appeadix..

1
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message through her son ~Isi, and the beneficiary ofa prestigious place in the Qur'an.
The other is an Arab Muslim woman who lived sorne one hundred and fifty years after

the death ofthe Prophet MulJammad and who became a revered saint ofthe Islamic

tradition, especially in its mystical and popular expression. Vet, the famous Persian poet

Farld al-Din 'Attar saw enough ofa similarity to attempt to reconcile these two figures

in a poem praising RaDi'a in which the autbor presented her as "the second spotless

Mary."3 My previous researc~ therefore, consisted in pursuing the comparison between

the two women and in showing that their legends display striking similarities, which

appear to he essential clements defining the model ofthe pious woman in Islam:'

Research in English and French literature on Islamic popular religion has also

shown the existence ofcertain spiritual characteristics common to the figure ofMaryam

and other Islamic female saints. Louis Massignon, for instance, who has written most

notablyon Maryam and Fitim~ describes a situation in which these two figures are

assimilated ioto each other in a process resembling osmosis.s Taking a different

approach, Julian Baldick shows examples ofwomen saints revered in popular religion

"who seem to be a retlected image ofMary, the mother ofIesus."6

This relationship can a1so be round in textual and exegetical sludies focusing on

prominent female figures orthe Islamic tradition.. Denise Spellberg7 in her study of

three major femaie models orthe Islamic tradition - Khadija, Fatima and 'A'isha­

frequently brings to the reader's attention their association with Maryam. Jane Dammen

3 Mugueth Smith, Rapi". the Mystic pd ber Fellow S!ÎDts in Islam (philo Press: Amsterdam,
1974) 4.

" Similarities were foa iD their prenatal dediation to God, tbeir protection from Salau,
lllincies and tbeU bigla spiritual stat...

S Louis Musipon, "La notion de voeu et de la dévotion musulmane' Fâ,ima," in bis QEm
MiD!!!L cd. Y.Mo~ voL ( (Beiral: DIrai-Muret: 1963) 573-591.

6 Iulian Baldict. 11le legead OB RâIri"a oC8.-= Christian anteçedent~ Mœ6m Couaterputs,n
Religion 20 (1990) : 28. _

7 Deaise SpeDberg, 04Depic:tioas orlOlldij.. fÏlûDa, ad "A~isha iD t4mth-Ceatury Mas6m
Sources,niD Images ofWomep iD AsjID Litentures. cd.. Micbael HiDman (Texa: Litenture East & West,
1990) 130-148•

2
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McAulifTe shows in an article how 'ihe transference ofcharacteristics between Mary

and Fatima .... May he traced in the warks examined."8 The relationship between

Maryam and Fatima descnüed in McAuliffe's article is more ofa competitive kind of

relationship, especially in respect to the Shl'i tradition.9 A more equal relationship

between Maryam and female models from the Prophet's family can he found in Jane

Smith's and Yvonne Haddad's study, whicb reports on a tradition "in which the best

women of the worlds are identified as Mary, daughter of'Imrin; Khadij~ wife of the

Prophet; Fitim~ daugbter ofMutJammad; and Asiy~ wife ofPharaoh."10 Barbara

Stowasser also notices that "a numberoftraditions on the authority ofthe Prophet

establish that Asya and Mary!" Muhammad's wife Khadija bint Khuwaylid and

Muhammad's daughter Fatima are 'the best women ofthe worlds' and also the ruling

females in heaven."11

Although the modem scholars mentioned in the previous paragraph have laid the

ground-work for the study ofthe relationship between Maryam and other Islamic female

figures, this relationship still desetVes to he given greater attention as it is a productive

way oflooking at Maryam within the Islamic tradition. This is why 1bave chosen to

focus on the attempt at associating Maryam with other significant female models ofthe

Islamic tradition. This alternative approach, as 1called it earlier, confines the study of

Maryam to the religion oCIslam. At the same Ume, il aHows me to use a comparative

approach - a method which 1find stimulating and fruitful.

Raving established the overaU approach ofa study ofthis kind, its limitations

1 Ide McAulitTe, UCbosea ofAB Womeu: Mary and Fi'ima iD the Qur'ÏDic Exeg~~

Islamoc,stiapa 7 {l98l} : 28.
Same Il.olilsSlip.tale tbat Fitima bas a grealer SIal. than Muyam. Sec for iastanc:e the

exegesis of Abi al-Futùl! Rizi~ qllOted ÎD ibieL, 23.
la lue Smith ad Yvoaae Hlddad, '-ne YIJIia Muy in Ille Islamic: Traditioa ad

Commentary," The M1BUm World 79 (JuIy, October (989) : 179 D.. 86.
11 Barbua StowlSSef, Womep ip the OurlA. Trwlitiogs pl Igterpretllioa (New York: Oxford

University Press, 1994) 59.

3
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and methodology still need to he defined. It is clear th8t Maryam occupies an

exceptional position in the Qur'in. She is the only female mentioned by Dame in the

Muslim scripture and in faet has an entire sürs called after her.12 ln addition, one ofthe

verses devoted to her ISSerts that "0 Maryam, truly God bas chosen thec and purified

thec and chosen tbec over the women ofall nations."13 In a tborough study ofthe

analysis ofthe interpretation oftbis verse in Medieval and contemporary Sunnl and

Sbi'i exegesis, Jane McAuliffe alludes to the competition that existed between Maryam

and Fatima over this honorific tille. In ber analysis, Jane McAuliffe refers to a Qadit!

already mentioned above, which asserts lhat the four hest women are Maryam, Khadija,

Fatima and Asya. l4 Interestingly, other versions ofthis lJsditb have also included, or

juxta~ the name of 'A'isba, who is known in the Islamic tradition as the favorite

wife ofthe Propbet. lS Vet the comparison with Maryam is Dot limited to these three

prominent Islamic figures. For instance, in Muslim popular piety, MulJammad's mother,

Amina, is aIso compared with Maryam on the ground oftheir "immaculate purity."16

This briefoverview ofexamples ofcomparison between Maryam and other

female figures reveals the significance assigned in the Islamic tradition to the women

who were closely related to the Prophet MulJammad. The study ofail the women ofthe

Prophet's entourage who were compared with Maryam would however go well beyond

the scope of research for a master's thesis. Therefore 1have chosen ta limit myselfto a

study ofhow Maryam is compared with Khadija and Fatima. This choice is prompted by

the frequent references one encounters to the aforementioned 1JlIllitb which places these

three women on an equaI footing. It was ofcomse notOO eartier tbat 'A'isha and Asya

12 M.",.", (19).
t3 Al ~1JDriII (3):42.
14 McAuliffe, "Chosen.,. 22-
IS SpeIIberg, Polilics. Gepder. gel the bige Put: De Leg!CV of"A9 isha binl Abi Bakr (New

York: Columbia UDiversity~ 1994) 164, 169.
16 Smith and Hiddall une Vtrgin Mary," 174.

4



•

•

also have been mentioned in similarversions ofthe 1}llditb. Yet, 'A'isha is not included

in tbis study, since the traditions referring to Kbadija and Fatima outnumber those

which include 'A'isha, especially in the early sources. Besides, there exist already

several thorough studies ofthe figure of'A'isha, including discussions ofher

comparison with Maryam.17 As for 'ASiy~ 1have cbosen to exclude her from this study

as weil. The wife ofPharaoh is mentioned in the Qur'an in conjtDlction with Maryam as

"examples for those who believe."11 Yet, as far as the association between prominent

Islamic female figures and Qur'wc models is concemed. Maryam is "by far the most

pivotal."19

In Western scholarship, studies on Fatima are more abondant than those on

Khadija. The dimension tbat Fitima's image enjoys in the Shl'i tradition20 most

probably explains tbis discrepancy. Nonetheless, both these women are widely

recognized in the Islamic tradition as models ofpiety and as having exceptiona! spiritual

status. In her study on 'A'isha, Denise SpeUberg provides a significant amount ofdata

on Khadija and Fatima as depicted in the ninth-centmy textual sources. Her analysis

takes an interesting perspective, which she caUs the polilies ofpraise, by which she

examines the evolution ofthese tbree bistorical figures into spiritual models. Spellberg

demonstrates how the various competitive religious groups in the formative period of

Islam contnDuted to the emergence ofthese female models. Basing herselfon

biographical works, chronicles and commentaries on the Qur'in, she shows how each

group - Shi'i and Sunni - chose a woman related to the Prophet., i.e., Fatima vs. 'A'isha,

and made her its emblem.

Spellberg's study focuses essentially on the written sources available to modem

17 So: Nabi. Abbott, Aisba: De Beloved ofMoh'mmld 2d ed. (LoDdoa: Al Saqi Books. 1985).
See &Iso Deaise SpeIIberg's book, !&IE!.

11 Al-Tqnm(66):ll-l2.
19 Spellberg, I&.IEL 8.
20 On lms issue, see J. Mc:Aulïtre·s article UChoseD.w

s
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scholarship op until the end ofthe DÎDth century.. In the eentury that follow~ the new

religion went through a phase where the 1}sdit1ls in circulation were collected and

subjected ta intense scrutiny to determine their veracity. Among those who were Most

heavily involved in the process was the famous exegete and bistorian Abü Ja'far

MulJammad b. Jaiir al-Taban (d. 310/923), who is especially known for two ofbis

worles. Jimi' al-Bam 'an Ta'w11 al Ow'in (referred in this thesis as IIWt) and Ta'Ùkh

a1-Rusui wa a1-Mulük (referred in this thesis as Ta'Dkh). In these two works, al-Tabari

compiled in a selective fashion a significant amount oftraditions from the lime

preceding bis own. As a matter offset, Al-Taban's works are among the early 10lh

ceotury sources that "preserve for us the broadest cross-section ofearlier histarical

wriliog and which therefore mast Cully represent the aneient historieal tradition."21 This

aspect ofal-Tabarl's works makes them a valuable source for understanding how the

perception ofMary~Khadija and Fatima evolved between the niDth century, which

Spellberg has analyzed, and the time ofal-Tabaii. The works ofal-Taban are also

central to my inquiry since they contributed so greatly to the shaping of later SlDlDl

exegesis. As Hmnphreys assert~ "so great was the prestige ofthe classical compilations

[including al-Taban's works], and 50 compelling were the interpretations tbat they

proposed, tbat MOst ofthe texts written earlier simply ceased ta he copied or read in any

systematic way, though it is clear th8t Many titles were still available (and occasionally

studied) down to at least the Tft 1131ft century."!2

This study williargely consist iD an analytical and comparative approacb to

specifie passages from the two main works ofal-Tabarl- his Iatm and bis Ia'èkh.

This will be especially evident in the second chapter, whicb will focus on al-Tabaii's

21 R. Stephea H1IIII(Ihœys, IsI're ffistory. A fnmçwork for lDquiry (MiDaeapolis: Bibliotbeca
Islami~ 1988) 73.

nlbi~ 72.

6
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presentation ofMaryam. His description ofher can he found in bis commentary on the

following verses: Al 'lmrirJ(3):3S-38; Al 'lmrirJ(3):42-47; aJ-Njs8(4):lS6~ Il1-Niiâ

(4):171, al-Mi'jds (5):76, Msrylll11 (19):16-29, Bl-Anblyi(21):91, a/-MU'miDÜD (23):50,

and aJ-Tatrim(66):12. Given tbst wc stilliack full-Iengtb, abridged translations ofthe

Tafstr in European languages (despite the extraordinary efforts ofPierre Godé23 and the

late JohnC~), 1have had to rely in the case ofthe verses œlated to the stOIY of

Maryam on the Arabie text oftbis wor~ for which 1have provided my own English

versions.2S When Oeœ8Sary, 1bave supplemented tbis with information from a1-Taban's

Ta'rlkh.. as translated into English in the HistotY ofaI-Tabad project under the general

editorsbip ofEhsan Yar-Sbater.

The final chapter (Chapter Three) will examine al-Taban's description of

Khadija and Fatima. The information on these two women is essentially drawn from the

aforementioned History ofal-Tabad. This cbapter a1so iDcludes an analysis ofal­

Tabarl's commentary on AI 'Imrin(3):42, which is ofparticular significance to our

endeavor in tbis cbapter to analyze the comparison between Mary~ Khadij~ and

Fatima.

However, the analysis ofthe second and third chapters are preceded by a chapter

focusing on the scholarly contnDution ofal-Tabarl. The primary goal ofthis chapter

(Chapter one) is to arrive at an understanding ofal-Tabarl's thought, since the present

thesis relies heavily on passages drawn from his two major works. The first section of

23 AI-Tab~ Commentaireda Corag. abridged, traIISlalaI, aad lDDotatat by Pierre Godé, 5 vols.
(paris: Éditions d~Art Les Heures ClaiJes, 1983-).

24 Al-Tabui, ne ColDlllelllary of lbs: Our'ÏIL abridged, lruslated, and auotated by J. Cooper
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1987).

2S For lhis aspect ofthe stady, [lm peatly iDdebted to my feUow stwleat Khaleel MobllDlDld
(ph.D. sUldent at the lDstitute ofIslllllÎe Stadia, McOiIl University) for bis help ad revisïou. The
Arabie texlS usai for tbis truslatÎOD ue drawa tiom the compilatioa hy Riyïd Abi WIIMfi ad Mihaal­
Malaki eatitled ~lsi wa-May.. Ii aJ-Ow'ip wa aJ-.Tafsir(Ammïa: Dïr al-SllIriq, (996). la tlûs
compilatiOll, the editors relied OB the 1978 editjOR ofal-Taburs J.6 al-Bayig fi TamI al-Ow'ïn
published ia 8eirut by Dar al-Ma·rifalil-Tilti·••a al-NISIar•
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this chapter, based on secondary sources. will present the aspects ofal-raban's

biography lhat are available 10 us and relevant to understanding bis personality. In the

Iigbt orthe infonnation gathered in this 6rst section, aI-Tabarl's alleged pro-Shl'1

leaninra will he examined, siDce there is a possibility that a1-Tabarl's presentation of

the Prophet's daughter. Fâtima. may have been influenced by Sh'i'1 preference.

The second goal ofChapter One is to provide a basic outline ofthe state of

!slamic scholarship prior to al-Tabaii's time, for this thesis is also concemed with

situating al-Taban with respect to the direction taken by carly Muslim scholarship.

Section two ofthis chapter, therefore, will focus on aI-Tabaii's Tafslr, its methodology,

and the place the work holds in the development ofthe genre. Moreover, it will present

al-Tabarl's Ta'tikh, its methodology and its place in the Islamic historiographical

tradition during the first three centuries ofIslam. The first chapter will make use of the

secondary literature available to date, and will be illustrated with al-Tabarl's own

comments on the respective topies.

The thesis will close with a concluding chapter in whicb the argmnents

developed earlier in the study will he tied together and suggestions for further research

made.

26 R. PueI, ~Al-Tabaii.ft ÎIl Epcyclopsdia oris'. 1- cd. (Leideo: E. J.B~ (934)•
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CHAPTER 1: The Scholarly Contnbution ofal·Taban

Tracing the biographical elements ofaI-Taban's Iife is similar to solving a

mystery in which the detective is confronted witb clues varying in tbeir reliability and

consistency. Although we would expect tbat aI-Tabarl's works, such as Dhayl aI­

Mudhayyal in which he discussed bis tcachers, migbt disclose substantial

autobiographical dat, al-Tabarl's extant works actually provide little personaI

infonnation.27 They are at best revealing orhis scholarly personality. Tbese works only

hint al the authorities and scholars witb whom he MOst probably had contacts; indee~

the depth ofhis relationship with them remains uncertain.

A few ofal-Tabad's contemporaries mentioned him in their works. One ofthem,

Abü Bakr AQIIlad b. Kimil (260-350/873-962),21 who knew al-Taban personally,

dedicated a monograph to him which was used by later biographers. An obituary notice

was al50 written by Abü MuiJammad 'AbdalIih b. AQIIlad b. Ia'far aJ·Farghint (282·

3621895-972), a former student ofal-Taban who undertook a continuation of81-Taban's

Ta'dkh. Alhird monograph of importance for al-Taban's biography first appeared some

three hundred years after bis death. The work is by the Egyptian scholar aI-Qitli (568­

646/1172-1248) and is entitled AI-Tabdr fi Akhbir Mubammad br Jarlr.29 These works

have Dot survived, as far as we lmow. Their contents can only he partially traced in the

works of later biographers, who drew MOst oftheir infonnation on al-Taban from them.

Il cannot he guaranteed but only assumed that these later biographers preserved

rr Al-Taban. De Historv of aI...Tabui: GepenJlDtmduetiop gel From the CreltiOD to the F1ood,
ed. Ehsaa Yar-8halef, tnœ.. by frmz Rœeathal (Albay: Stuc University oCNew Yart Press. 1989) 5.
Roseathal points to the fld "Il the complete texl orthe Dhayl aI·MudhmaI is 1ost. Ibid. 89. Al-Taban,
TIte History oral-TI.: Bjomphies ofCogmaniops pdDeirSuccessop. tras. by Ella Landau-­
TISSCIOD, (Albay: State University oCNew York Press, (998) coatlÙlS ID. iDcomplete formoCtbe Db.yl
al-MwiIImal For a discROIl OB tbe history oftbis work lIld ils tille, see Ella LaDda...Tasseron's
"lIItroduetiOD~to Biographies.

:za RoseDthal's "Foreword~ to al-Tabaii. GegeraI Igtroductjoq.. 7.
29 IbicL, 8.
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accurately the material fumished by the original biographies. Therefore, it is important

to keep in mind tbat the information we possess conceming al-Tabaii was compiled at a

lime when his fame had already been established and his stature already somewhat

idealized. It might even he said that the literature in which we fmd most ofour

infonnatioD on major Islamic scholars, the biographical dictionaries, yield too much of

"an astonishingly complete and exact self-image oflhis group''lO to he necessarily

historically accurale.

Al-Taban became such a respected authority in the fields to which he

contributed that many references are made ta him in the literature ofthe subsequent

centuries. Yet it seems lhat most ofthe later biographies rely on the earliest sources on

a1-Taban which are still available to us, such as the Ta'rlkh Ba&hdâd (History of

Baghdad), by al-Khalm al-Baghdidi (392-463/1002-71), the Ta'rlkh Maâma Dimashg

(History ofDamascus), by Ibn •Asikir (499-571/110S-76), and Kitib Irshïd al-An") IIi

Ms'rifat al-Adib (Dietionary ofLeamed Men and Litterateurs), by Yiqüt (d. 626/1228­

9). These works are the main sources for the secondary Uterature on al-Taban to which 1

refer in this chapter. The content oftheseso~ unfortunately, remains too

impersonal and insubstantial to provide the detailed biography ofa major petsOnality

that we are to expect today. As Humphreys asserts, "the aggregate data derived from

(the biographieal dictionaries) can be given Iife and substance ooly when il is tleshed

out from other sources."31 One way in which tbis can he done is by attemptîng to

reconstruct the outward cîn:lDDstance5 ofthe scholar's ure in order to comprehend the

character and development ofbis thought. In what follows, therefore, 1will provide a

briefoutline ofthe historieaI and political context in whicb a1-Tabari lived and worked.

30Hump~ IJIamic Hîstorv. 187.
II Ibid., 192.
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A) Elements for a BjQcnmb.v ofal-Tabarl

a) ThepoDticaJcon/ext ofBI-Tabarl's lime.

In al-Taban's Iifetime., the'Abbisid rulers had begun to show signs ofdecline.

The 'A1ids, although originally in favor ofthe dynasty, were beginning to challenge the

legitimacy ofthe latter.J2 As the direct heirs ofthe Prophet tbrough the descent of 'An

andFit~ the'Alids argued for the legitimacy oftheir own right to exercise power

and constantly threatened the'Abbisids. The 'Alids aJso accused the 'Abbisids of

financial excesses, especially in Baghdad The'AUds drew support from the most

economically and socially deprived segment ofthe population. The 'Abbisid rulers tricd

ta repress the emergiDg power ofthe'AIids., and for the most part they succeeded Yet

the'AUds managed to control sorne bastions in peripberal regions and to occasionally

destabilize the central power. During the period in question, the greatest ofthe'Alids

uprisings was the Zanj rebellion in lower Mesopotami, which began in 2551869 and

lastOO for IS yeus. Il was followed 500ft thereafter by the Qarmatlya movement which

began in 2861899.33

Tabaristanll the region where al-Taban was barn, was among the regîons where

resistance to the'Abbisids was fiercest.34 The remoteness and inaccessibility ofthe

EIbmz mountain on the south and ofthe Caspian Sea on the nort~ kept Tabaristan safe

ftom conquering Muslim armies for a long time. Il was partially overwhelmed by the

Umayyad Sulaymin b. 'Abd al-Malik (96-99n15-717). It remained as such until it was

12 AbdulbderTayob, "IsllIIK Historiognphy: the Case ofAl.Tabui's ~Tatrikhu-Rœul watt_
Mulült.t on the Companions orthe Propbet MulJlIDIIIad" (pb.D. thesis, University ofMic:bigm Ana Arbor,
1989) SI; Musilall G. S. Hodgsoa, DeVell. orIsI.. CoDscieDF pd ffistory ip • Worid CiviUptioD:
Theagc" Age orIsI... voL 1(Chicago aacl LoadoD: ne University ofCbicago~ (974) 260,
372.

n Tayob, "Islamic Historiography," S2. Hodgsoa, Veptpre.. 498-488; 490-1.
34 CL HUIl't, "ülristÏD," iD Epm:lopaedia orIsI.. (" ed. (Leidea: E. J. Drill. 1934); Tayob,

"Istamic: Historiognphy,ft 54•
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fully conquered by the armies ofal-M~{132-153nS4-775). Even then it did not

completely come under the full political control ofthe'Abbisids, and therefore it had to

he reconquered by al-Ma'mün (198-2181813-833).lS

Yet in the ninth century, Tabaristan attracted the attention of'Alid partisans

who increasingly moved into the area from 247/861 under the leadership ofMultammad

b. Zayd. The area came directly into the orbit of'A1id influence after the'Alid uprising

led by YalJyi b. 'Umar in Kufa in 250/864, was crushed by the'Abbisids. The

combination of'Alid activity in the area and the socio-political grievances ofthe

Tabans proved disastrous for the'Abbisids. The 'Alids round a willing audience for

their caU and very soon established an independent state in Tabaristan. They look over

the city ofAmul- where a1-Taban was born - in 250/865,36 i.e., sorne years after aI­

Taban had left the arel.

The 'Alids were not the only opponents ofthe'Abbâsids. Moreover. the

,Abbisid rulers in place also faced tbreats ofrebellioD in the very center oftheir power,

Baghdad. It seems tbat tbis cosmopolitan capital was retlective ofthe instabilities ofthe

wider empire. For example, not only did the'Alids find some support there, but 50 did

the ijanbalites, especlally after Alpnad b.lJanbal (164-241/780-855) had stood up to the

inquisition (mi/pla) ofal-Ma'mÜD. Among Ibn lJanbal's foUowers were many prominent

Bagbdadi scholars and poUtical activists.11

3S Huan, "Tabuistïa"; Tayob, "Islamic Historiopap)ayt" 55.
36lbid.
37 Tayob, "IslllDic HistOJÎOllaphy," 56.. Two oftbese scbolm ue bown a Abi Bakr al-KIIaDâl

(d. 3(11923) and Abi M",!unmld al-Barbùiri (d 3291940-1). But il seems that the bulkoflbD fJanbal·s
foOowen were probably yu.g lDeIl witho. DY tJaeological traiDiDg who paJticipated iD the lJubaiites
iDsurrectiou. See Hodpo~ VeptuR.. 389-92. For fùnher information on this subjce:t. see Gaston Wi~
BagbdM Metropolis orthe Abbajd CaIipbIte. trIDs. Seymour Feiler (Norman: University ofOklaboma
~ 1971).
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b) TIle Ststus ofScboJars l/Ddcr tbe 'Abbisids•

,Abbisid society was mainly divided into two broad classes, the roUng class

(ébiMa> and the ruled (&imma). Just where !slamic scholars fit into tbis scheme is bard

to say, for generally, "they are Deither a SOCio-ecODOmiC class, Dor a clearly defined

status group, nar a hereditary caste, nar a legal estate, nor a profession."3& They did not

quite belong to the masses because oftheir literacy, and their familiarity with the

religious sciences. but tbey nevertheless sometimes benefitted from their support. On

the other band, tbey were not ofthe ruliDg class either, even thougb the latter hoped to

gain their favor and win their support for the legitimacy oftheir power.39 Moreover it

was not unusual to sec that sorne Islamic scholars take up an occupation, such as

commerce, to ensure tbemselves an independent incorne and devote themselves to the

study ofreligion.40 Politically, scholars could be allied with the'Alids, the l:Ianbalites or

the'Abbisids. At any rate, the Islamic scholars did not fonn a closed and cohesive

group, despite what one might he 100 to conchJde from the unifying picture that the

biographical dictionaries tend to give oftheir group. They did though play "a crucial

role io the processes by which social communication was carried on," and, thereby,

contnôuted to "the integration ofsociety ioto a working wholc."41

Therefore, the political, social and historical context ofthe late ninth century in

whicb al-Tabarl grew op and won renown as a scholar could not have failed to impact on

his life and career, and tbus provides a background against which to measure bis

achievement.

33 Humpbreys, Islamic Wstory, 187. For a discussion OB the ·Il1MDi~ the religious scbolus of
Islam, see his Chlpler 8, '4A Cultural EUte, the Role and SIIl18 orthe "...iJin Islamic Sœiety,n 187·
207.

39 Tayob. &4lslamic Hislotiograplly," 70-71, 75, 77.
040 Bayyim J. Coke&, 1'he ECODOIDic Backgrouad aad Seculu Occupalioos ofMuslim

Jarisprudeats ad Tnditiollists iD the CIasaical Period orIslam (UDlil the Middle orthe Efeveuth
Century," lourDai orthe Economie gel Social History orthe Origt 13 (l970) : 32.

41 Ira.~ Lapidœ, MIlS. qties in the [ater Middle Ales. (Berkeley: Ulliversity oCCalifomia
Press, 1967) lOS. Qmted ia Humpbreys, IsIIJIiç Hillary, 201•

13



•

•

c) The Biographyofa/-TabBii.42

Al-Tabaii was barn in AmuL the principal capital city ofTabarist~ in 224­

5/839. Little is actually DOwn about bis family. Information about al-Taban's mother is

seant. On the patemal side, Rosenthal deduces from the Arabie genealogy ofhis father

tbat bis patemal family members were probably Muslims who migrated to Amui and

settled there al sorne carly date. His father, Jarir, was a man ofproperty, although he

was not rich. As long as he live~ he provided his son with an income, and al-Taban

inherited his sbare ofthe estate after bis father's death. The modest degree offioanclaI

independence which aI-Taban enjoyed throughout his life enabled bim 10 travel while

yet a studeDt, and il gave him some freedom to follow bis scholarly and moral ideals

when he was an established scholar.

Al-Taban was a precocious chil~ as is commonly reported ofscholars in the

biographical dictionaries. It is said that he knew the Qur'in by heart at the age ofseven.

served as prayer leader when he was eight, and studied the traditions ofthe Prophet

when he was Dîne. Seeing his son's gift for leamin~ al-Taban's fatherencouraged him

to leave home "in quest ofknowledge," which al-Taban did when he was 12 years of

age. Al-raban studied in al-Rayy (the site ofpresent-day Teheran). There he stayed for

five years~ receiving his basic intellectual formation. Among his teachers was Ibn

lJmnayd (d. 248/862), one ofthe traditionalists whom aI-Taban most frequently cites in

his worles. From Ibn ijmnayd, al-Taban received instruction on the historical works of

MulJammad b. Is~ïq (dO' ISo-21767-9), the famous author orthe Sim.oU Th~ after his

pilgrimage in 240/855, al-Taban set out for the main intellectual center ofhis day,

42 The most thomugh and detailed biography oCal-TabaR tut 1was able to tnce ia western
scholanhip is that fo1md iD F. Rosenthal9 s "Foreword" to al-Tahiti, Genenl IgtroductiOlL 3-134. UoIess
specifiedot~ my referenees to the tàctual aspects oCal-Tabaii's liCe are dr&wa tiom Roseatbars
study.

43 It CU be us..... th.., lblt al-TabaD's iDterest in bistory emaged carly iDfûs liCe, u we
sball dùcua below•
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Baghdad. with apparently an intention to study with Ibn lJanbal there. But this famous

scholar had died shortly before al-Tabad's arrivai in the city. After a short stay, aI­

Taban (eft Baghdad for Basra and Kuf~ where a number of ramous authorities lived and

t8Ugbt. Al-Taban probably spent less thm two years traveling in southem Iraq. His

retmn ta Baghdad is thought to have t&ken place in the year 244/858-9 or thereabouts.

Soon after bis arrivai., he accepted a position as tutor to a son ofthe waiiT 'Ubaydallih

b. y &\tyi b. Khiqin.

At sorne subsequent date~ al-Tabarlleft once again to pursue further studies in

the countries located at the west ofIraq, and especially Egypt as bis ultimate goal. Al­

Tabarl's journey a1so included visits to Syria and Palestine. Beirut was an especially

important stop because it gave him the opportunity ta study with al-'Abbis b. al-Wafid

b. Mazyad al-'Udhii al-Bayrüll (ca. 169-270n85-883), who instructed him on the

variant readings (lJurüJj orthe Qur'in according ta the Syrian school. Finallyal-Taban

arrived in Egypt in the year 253/867. There he met a Dumber ofscholars and perfected

bis knowledge in l}M6tb science and legal mallers. The number ofscholars he visited

throughout tbis trip'" reveals the degree of iDteUectual research which scholars such as

al-Taban pursued their "quest for knowledge.''4S

As is apparent from our account to tbis poinl~ MOst ofwhat we know ofthe

person ofal-Taban is related to bis religious and scholarly lire. The lechnical and

impersonal character ofhis warks rcveal al best the relatioDships he had with bis

sourceslteachers, which may be attested by cross-references. Little is kno~ though~

about aI-Taban's other relationships. Rosenthal relates an auecdote that anly alludes to

44 For the 1dIDeS of the scbolars 11-Tabad eIICOUDtered darillg bis travels, see Roseath.rs
"Forewonl? to aI-Tabui, Gepenllptrodœtiog. 20-30.

45 For ID IDIlysis of!.Idm- ~iTm. see G. H. A. Iuyaboo. M1IS6m TnditioD. St_es iD
Chroaology. ProVeDance pd Authon. ofEuIy Hadith (Cambridge: Cambridge University~ 1983)
66-70.
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"a lifelong fiiendsbip between fellow students."46 This may be about aIl "we can expect

to galber from sources that usually tended to disregard personal aspects of

scholarship.~7Al-Taban probably never married....

The impersonal tone ofal-Tabarl's biography is nevertbeless typical ofthe genre

as it existed in bis day, for the idea ofa biography as perceived al the lime ofal-Taban

was apparently different from that ofour present-day perception. As Hmnphreys points

out, "as for writing about one's personallife and inner experience - the very stuffof

biography as wc know it - that was crude and indiscreel, it was simply Dot done by

people who cared about their dignity."49

The aecounts ofal-Tabarl's Iife also stress ms intellectual and pious personality,

siDce even the personal data available points to a devout lifestyle.so For instance, aI­

Tabad was very diet..conscious. His diet, for wbich we have a disproportionate amount

ofdetat1s, il seems,S1 was clearly based upon the views and practices ofconlemporary

medicine, in which he was quite well-versed. Moreover, his appearanee projected the

eleanliness demanded by religion and society, just as il reOected bis inner purity. His

daily routine was rigorously maintained, a faet which suggests that "he led a highly

~ Rosentbal·s "Foreword" to al-Ta~ General Introduction. 31.
47 Ibid•

... Rosentbal repods ID lDeaiote that sugests tbal al-Tabui might bave bad a 50' bUl
Rosentbal COIICludes that the evideace is iDcoIIelœive. RoseDtbal's "Foreword" to al-Tabui, General
IDtroducti9D, 35-6. Al-Taburs krmyt\ Abila·rar. may weB correspoad to the Anb custom ofanributiDg
a lalIIy. U ID hononry title, ahhough the pcISOn docs Dot bave clùldreD.

49 Humpbœys, lslamic Hîstorv, 192-
50 Il is diffie:1dt to assess whet:ber tbis penoall data is eDtirely paine or whetber it represents

ID effort to present al-Tabari as the ideal image orthe Islamic Kholar. as suggested for instance by la1ïl
al-DIa Suyiql (849-91111445-1505) ia bis!!sÎJl. Af:conIiDg to MaIuDoud Ayoub, neQw'm Pl its
Interpreten.. voL 1 (Atbay: State UDiversity ofNew York Press, 1984) 25, WSayuti gives tbree essential
qualific:atioas orthe m.rassir. Fust the mMfaurmœt bave 50.. raitb ... must strictly observe the
precepts ofIslam. He mllSl avoid erroneolll views and spario. trlditioos ad mœl take seriolllly bis
tœl, wbic:b. is the BookofGod. Sec:oad, he m_ bave a good pwpose, tbat is, bis aim shoald be only to
serve God and DOt to acq1Ùe wealtb and prestige. A good murauirmlBt thereCore he totally detached
from tbe world.. Tbird, • IIIIÛ&tSÙmust lit: ID alllbority OD tbe scieaces ofthe Arabie: language.ft

SI RoseIlthars "Foreword" to al-Taban, GenenilptroduetioD. 4O-f2.
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disciplined life.''S2

Another example ofal-Taban's rectitude was bis refusai to accept donations

beyond what he actually thought he deserved. His biographers a1so teU ofnmnerous

instances when he refused a gift because he was unable ta make a countergift ofequal

value. This attests to bis highly ethical personaIity. But it a1so shows bis desire to

remain independent and free from obligation to those in authority who would provide

him bis Iivelihood. A1-Taban apparently never accepted a position in the government or

in the judiciary, as would have been naturaI for him as ajurist. Several anecdotes and

biographical notes indicate al-Taban's strong conviction tbat religious scbolarship look

precedence over political prominence. From his biographical accounts, it appears that

aI-Tabaii's main concem was ta immerse himselfin the study of the Islamic religious

sciences and the writing ofhis works. Nevertheless, aI-Taban probably augmented his

living by tcaching and giving legal advice. For, even though the massive amoUDt of

work al-Taban accomplished during bis lifetime (most probably produced without the

help ofa research assistant) was certainly due to an exceptional inteUectuai ability,

adequate material conditions would bave played an important mle.53

Al-Taban spent the rest ofhis Ufe in Baghdad as an independent scholar, with

the possible exception oftwo visits to bis homeland. As a scholar, al-Taban specialized

in three fields: legal theory, Qurinie science and history. Ali three subjects imply a

thorough understanding orthe science of1}aditb. Other disciplines such as poetry,

prosody, Medicine, and to a certain level arithmetie and algebra were known to him, too.

Yet the field ofknowledge tbat appears Most in his wode, besides the religious sciences,

is language. He knew Arabie and Persian and was well-versed in grammar and

lexicography, wmeh allowed him to malee frequent assessments ofthe vocabulary used

51 lbid., 43.
S3 See the secoad section ofthis chapter, '"'al-Tabari's Litenry ProdŒtioa," for ID overview of

bisworb.
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in the Qur'in.

As ajurist, al-Taban at first considered himselfto he a Shifi'ite, and was

affiliated with that school for a period often years. Eventually, though, bis own legal

research set his legal thought apart ftom the other sc:hools ofhis lime. The naturaI

development ofal-Tabarl's legal thought (ed him ta round a separate legal schoo~ the

"mad1JJJab 11lIiii"S4 Il was, bowever, never strong enough, original enough or popular

enough to gain a following in the highly competitive and politicized world ofthe major

legal schools. For by the lime ofal-Taban, certain ofthese schools, such as the

fJanafites, Milikites, and Sh8fi'ites, had become tirmly entrenched an~ as history was

to show, could no longer he displaced. Yet al-Taban's legal position might explain, in

part, the struggles he experienced with the }Janbalites. }Janbalism was the latest ofthe

legal schools ta emerge and must have found itself in a precarious position. Thus

lJanbalites May have seen in al-Taban and bis followers potential rivals.ss

Even on the occasion ofhis death, which took place on Shawwil 27,

310/February 17,923, the biographies retnind us ofthe religious integrity which al­

Taban maintained throughout bis life. Just before his deat&, al-Taban is reported ta

have given an ultimate instruction ta his friends and students: "My advice for you is ta

54 Ella Lllldau-Tasseron fouad ia YiqÛl's Inhid a refeœnce that points to the fKt tbat al:rabari
fo_d his OWD sc:hool ofla. ad "declued everyoae who alIItndids bis views to he ID iDfidel [AI-
Tabari] states that he would DOt Kcept the testimoDy oC or trœt tnditioas traasmïtted by people who
held Qldui, Sh1~i,or Khïriji dodriD~ DOC would he aœept (legal) arguments bued OD reIS01lÏng.99 EUa
Lllldau-Tasseroa. remarb that tbis statemeot is "ofID extreme nature." Landau-TISSeIOIl·s
"Introduction" to al-Taban, Biomphies. xix. This statement is quite sarprisiDg silice a1-Tabui iDcluded
in bis worb Sh1~l Aurhon ad others ofdiff'ereat persuasions. Ibid. xx. Rosentha. cAUliously states that
~amiDg • sect or sclloolafter the ratber of the foUDder wu a C01DIDOD pndiœ.. Witb respect to"J~"
il is clear that Deilher Tabui's givea aame BOr tbe Dame ofhis co.try oforilÛl would bave made a
distinctive desigaalion for tbe schooL Il is DOt 1aIowu, however, wbea tbe IllIDe "Juin'" was iDtrodw:ed,
IlOt is there aay precise iDformatioa as to wheu abc oUlside world beau to look at raban u the fouader
ofbis tDMl1lIJ.6." RoseDthal"s "Forewonl" to al-Tabui, General IntroductiolL 64.

'S ID œrrobontioa ofthis idea oflivalry betweea the IJlDbalites and al-Taban, Roseathal points
out to the fact tut "'abad is aReged to have expressed tbe opiaioa that he did DOt tbiDlc ofllm IJaabal u
a j1Rist•.•bUl rather as ID ïmportlDt ,ta6lblCbolar." Understudably, such a statemeat muid have led to
riots ifit wu everexpressed in publie. See Roseathal's "Foreword" to al-Tabui, General Introduction.
70.
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follow my religious practice and to act in accordance with what 1have explained in my

books - or something like ittft says the reporter. who then adds: "Then he repeated the

confession offaith and mentioned God Many times. He wiPed his face with his band and

used il to close his eyes. Wben he let go, his spirit had left his body.ttS6

d) A/-TabarlllDdthe SbI'a: llD Assessment ofthe PoJemic.

Al-Taban is commonly seen as a traditionalist who operated within the

boundaries ofthe emerging mainstream or "orthodox" Islam. Rosenthal asserts that "in

general, Taban is descnDed as unswerving in his faithful adherence to the orthodox

views orthe ancient Muslim scholars in most ofbis dogmatic views (juil

mad1Ji1Jibibi)."57 His monumental works, such as bis IIWI and Ta'rlkb. served as a

basis for later Sunn. exegesis. Vet we find in the biographical accounts ofaI-Taban

mention ofalleged pro-Sbi'i positions.

The ~Alids, as the Shi'is were al50 called al the Ume ofaI-Taban, had their claim

to power on the basis oftbeir direct connection with the Prophet througb Fâtim~ bis

daughter, and ~AH, bis cousin and son-in-Iaw. Among their beUefs was that the

continuity orthe Muslim community was to he ensured lhrough the presence ofan

authoritative spokesperson on behalfofthe divine will.~I They saw in 'Ali the

embodiment oftbe 6rst true imâm. He wu able to hold tbis primordial status as he was

thoughl to have acquired the full 'ÜJD necessary to guide tbe consciences and the lives

oftruc Muslims.s9 Based on the tradition ofGhadir Khumm, which expressly states that

the spiritual leadership ofthe Prophet was passed to 'Ali, the 6Alids saw in Fâtima's

husband not just one orthe tirst four Caliphs, but the figure with the unique authority to

56~ 79.
51 Ibid.~ 61.
SI Hogdsoa, VePtuœ. 3n.
59 Ibid.
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lead the Muslim community. Shl'ism developed its own doctrines and forms ofpiety in

the face ofthe unfulfilled promises ofthe 'Abbasid rufers. A person's Sb1'i tendencies

or leanings could therefore be deduced from any statement suggesting the superiority of

'Ali over the three preceding caliphs. It is on this point that al-Taban's position appears

to he ambiguous.

A1-Tabari occasionally gave lectures on the virtues ofthe Companions orthe

Prophet and the Caliphs. It is reported th8t he gave a particular lecture orthe virtues

(fBt[B'i/) of'Ali after he had heard a scholar denouncing the veracity of the !}aditb

Ghadir Khumm. Commenting on a1-Tabarl's book ai-Fadi'i1. a biographer smnmarizes

the event as foUows:

ODeorthe scholus in Baghdad hld d«1ucd the Ghacftr Khumm (episocle) to he UDtne becaœe, he
said, •Ali b. Abi Talib WlSïn Yemea Il the timewheo tb.: MessengerofGod WlSaI GhldirKhumm.
la alDfIZd.wwijpoem CODtailliDg desc:riptiODS ofeac:b place lDd station (in Arabi, CODDected with
the Ptopbet'sbiognphy [?~ tbat maninserted the foDowiDg Iines aUudiDgto the significanceofthe
tradition ofObm KhUIDID:

nea we passed by Ohm Khumm,
Subject to a large D1IIDber offraudaient statemenU
About •AB and tbe illitente Prophet (al-umm[iD.

When Abü Ja'f. leuncd aboat it, he stuted on a discussion of the virtues of'Ali b. Abi Tafib lDd
meatioDed the vU'ioœ receDSÏODS orthe tnditioa ofKh1llDllL Many people Oocked to listen to (his
lectwes on) tbe sabject.
Some extremist Sm'ites, who 1IIIIeeIDÏDgly slllldered the CampanioDst came tOletber. So Tabui
stlJ1ed (to wrïte) on the virtues ofAbü Bakr lIId 'Umar. neu the •Abbisids ami him about the
fM/i'ilof aI-.Abbïs.dO

Al-Tabari's defense orthe Ghadir Khmnm tradition was Iater appeaIed ta by

Shi'i scholars such al-T~i and evoked the reprobation of later Sunni exegetes such as

Ibn Kathir.61 Yet his bibliographical sources as a whole show that he was equally

concemed to defend the preeminence ofaIl the first four caliphs..

60 Rosenthars "Fon:wonl" to 11-Tabari, Gepenl IntrodŒti9IL 91-92.
61 lbid., 92. la bis Bidâ)'!, Ibo Kathir form....es bis ailicism ofal-Tabui u follows: "(TabUi)

coacerncd himselfwith the tndition ofGbldir IChUlDlll ud composed two volames on the subject. In
thasevol~ he reportai the vario.. reœasioas IS tbey Wete tnDSmitted ad by wlloaL His dise1BSÏOll
is a mixed bl( ofvaluable ad wortllless, soUDd ad 1ID9OUDd iafolDlltioD. This is in keeping witb the
c_om ofIIII1lY '.0111 scltolm who (merely) report the information tbey bave ofa subject mcI mate DO

distiDctiOD belween wbat is 101IIICl aad what is weak.ft Q1Iotcd fiom ibieL, 92-3•
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Al-Tabaii was accused ofShl'i leanings on another occasion as weil. The

interpretation ofQur'wc verse a/-Mi7idll (5):6 usually distinguisbes the Sh1'i point of

view ftom the Sunn1 on the issue of"wîping" or "washing" the feet during the ritual

ablution before prayer. Based on bis grammaticalanalysis ofthe verse, aI-Taban

concludes in favor of "wipin&" although he stresses the faet that wiping and washing

are one process. Despite bis final pica for the correctness ofthe Sunnl view, he was

accused in some circles ofsympathy towards the Shl'a. Il has been suggested that al­

Taban's double stand on this issue is more symptomatic ofa generaI attitude of

compromise between "bis scholarly instincts and the religious practices which he felt il

necessary to uphold at ail costs."62

Al-Tabarl's Shl'i inclinations were also advanced on the basis oftwo verses by

the well-known Shl''i poet Abû Bakr al-Khuwirizml (ca d. 383/993). The verses refer to

the alleged poet 's familial relationship with al-Tabari - supposed to he a close as tbat of

nephew and UDcle.61 The verses assert that the 1alir family (banüJariJ) were 'Alid

extremists (rifit/iJ through the female lineage ( '811 kali/aIJ), while al-Khuwirizmi

himselfwas a riRl/iby patemal inheritance. As aI-Taban's main biographer Yiqüt

suggests, these verses may have been the creation oflJanbalite polemic.64

Allegations ofal-Tabad's aIlegiance lo the'Alids ofhis fief seem even less

probable in view ofthe facl that bis assertion orthe virtuousness ofthe tirst two caliphs

resulted in bis having to lcave bis bome town to escape'Alid rescntment, despite bis

having grown up in Tabaristan. Al-Tabari had most probabLy left Tabaristan before the

,Alids became 51rong in the are&. Moreover, al-Taban showed throughout bis lire Ihat he

was cautious ofany obligation. On one occasio~ in response to accusations ofJahmite

inclinations and extremist pro-'Alid vïews.. &1-Tabari was forced to issue a denial ofhis

62lbi~ 57.
63 Roseathal COIK:I1Ides th.. il would be cbronologicaDy impossible. Ibi~ 13.
64 Ibid.
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interpretation ofthe Qur'inic verse II1-Mi'idB(S):64.6S Herc ag~ the issue might have

been triggered by al-Taban's hostile relationship with the ijanbalites.

Given the historical and political context ofthe time in which al-Tabaiilived.

the accusation of pro-Sh1~asympathies was an easy weapon against personal

adversaries. AI-Taban's struggle with the lJanbalites might he seen as a consequence of

hisjudgement in mattersoflaw and his refusai to recognize Ibn }Janba! as ajurist. Just

as he had on the issue ofthe correct way to wash the feet dming rituaI ablution, it seems

aI-Taban was compeUed to tûe a position in the face ofpolitical polarities, not sa

mucb out ofstrong partisan conviction. AI-TabarI was a scholar weil aware ofthe

politicai and religious tensions ofhis time. He was aIso a scholar with a strong desire, as

we bave~ for political independence and religious integrity. His account orthe

history ofthe Companions in bis Ta'rlkh takes ioto careful account the differing

positions taken by the ijanbalites, the ~Aliels and the ~Abbasids..66 a clear reflection of

bis concem to reach a compromise on sensitive issues. The raet lbat he cites ShI'!

sources in bis warks"may signify that his pursoit orthe 'science ofthe tradilionists'

( 'ilm Ill-riji/) arose ftom a broader ioterest than usuaL"67

In short, the evidence for al-Taban's so-called pro-Sbl'1leanings is

circumstantial, whether be at legal. political or religious leveL Questions ofan 6 AIid

bias will therefore largely be discounted in our analysis ofthe figure ofFatima in al-

Tabaii's works.

B) Al-Tabarl's Literary Production.

As has been mention~ al-Taban was an unusually prolific author. Sorne ofhis

6S For more detai& 01l tbis episode in bis üfe, see ibid., 59.
66 Ibid., 79.
67 Ludau-Tuseron's "latroductioat't to a(••-rabarl, Biographies. xx.
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works were tirst "dictated'" to bis students. as is hinled al in the aforementioned report

on the genesis ofthe Fadi'i1,61 and were Most probably read back ta him for bis final

approval. In bis lime. dictation was a common way ta copy down texts.69 Al-Tabarl also

wrote many ofbis warks in bis own hand. Il is related that he wrote fourteen folios a

day from the time he entered puberty ta bis death at the age ofeighly-six. One report

relates tbat al-Taban wrote forty pages a day for forty years.70 Whatever we May think

ofthe veracity ofthese reports. they al lesst illustratc his contemporaries' admiration

for bis intellectual productivity.

Establisbing an exact bibliography ofbis warks is rendered difficult not only by

its sheer volwne, but also by al-Taban's reluctance to give tiUes to bis worles and, when

he did, his ineonsistency in recording them.TI Many ofhis books (not ail ofwhich are

preserved) are referred to by himselfand by later biographers under varying tiUes.

usually alluding to the genre ofthe works. Al-Taban wrole significant and authoritative

worles in Many diverse fields. Indicative ofhis pious natme and religious etbies, al­

Taban began the writing ofa treatise ofthe AdaO al-Nuffis (The Proper Ways of

Spiritual Behavior) but this work remaiDed unfinished at his death. Among the legal

works attributed to him, bis IGtib Latlfal-Qawl fi al-Bayin ~an u§m al-Ailkim (The

Book orSubtleties Concerning the Exposition ofthe Principles ofLegislation) seems to

have been bis main text on juristic methodology.72 Only parts ofhis Ikhtilifal-Fugahi'

(Divergent Opinions ofthe Jurists), an exposition oflegal thought, have survived to our

day. As can be expected from a traditionist (mul!lIdditb) andjurist (faql1J), al-Taban aIso

wrote on 'iIm a/-Fiji/, the biographical science conceming the transmitters oftraditions.

61 On this issue, see .bove.
69 Al-Tabaii, De Copppeatary ofthe Our'in. vol l, trInS. by J. Cooper (Oxford University

Press, 1987) xi.
70 Roseath.rs "Foreword"to al-rabari, GegeraI [ntroduetiOlL 32.
71 Ibi~ 80.
72 Cooper's "lDtrodactioà' to al-Tabai, Omppegtuy, xi. This \YOrk is DO longer extaot.
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He also wrote on the administration ofjustice, and on ethical conduct.73 Another ofhis

writings, namely bis Pib aI-Oiri'ït wa-Tanzll al:Our'ïn (The Book ofRecitations and

ofthe Revelation ofthe Qur'in) was generally considered the standard work on the

subject. The enmneration ofa few ofhis works as such does not emaust the list of

disciplines on which he wrote, for he had a widc range ofknowledge and interestS.'4 His

most significant works however remain bis IIfm and Ta'rlkh. The nmnber ofavailable

copies and editions of these two works attests to their importance. The following

section will he dedicated ta the presentation ofthese two works. An understanding of

thciT respective approaches is intrinsic to the analysis that will he offered in the two

following cbapters

a) limr al-Sayin 'MD Ta'wiIAyal-Ouèin (T/Je Comprebensive Exposition oftbe
Interpretation oftlJe Venes oftiJe Qurin.).

This work belongs to the typically Islamic genre of tafsir. Given the essential

place attn"uted to the Qur'ân and its interpretation in the shaping of Islamic thought, it

seems appropriate to begin with an outline ofthe history oftbis literature up to the time

ofal-Taban. Tracing the origins and the development ofthis interpretative discipline is

problematic, as it emerged from a period oflslamic bistory which is rendered more

obscure by the scarcity ot: what modern scbolarship considers, critical data. In addition,

the development of tafsiris întimately United with issues that are beyond the scope and

purpose ofthis study, such as the question ofthe origin and reliability of I}aditb

73 Ibid., xii.
74 For a complete Iists ofms worb, see RoseDthal's "foreword" to al-TabarL General

IntroductiOlL 80-134•
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literature. Tbese issues have been debated by major Muslim and Western scholars9

7S and

the secondary literature on the subject shows a variety ofstands on the matter, ail of

them quite successfully argued. Yet the point here is not ta give an exhaustive account

ofthese positi~ but rather to examine the material necessary for understanding the

scholarship and iDtellectual trends that afTected al-Taban as he undertook the

composition ofhis TafSir.

1) BrielHistoryofa Genre.

The necessity to understand the Qur'in and interpret it dates back to the Ume

when it was revealed, Le. during the Prophet's lifetime. Besides being considered as the

miracle that testified to MulJammad's propheth~76 the Qur'ïn was also the prophet's

principal guide for new religious ethics and rituals and for a world view for bis

community offollowers. The Qur'ân itself states that the revelatioD was made in Arabie

to facilitate ils understanding by the Arab people. In his introduction to his Tafsar, 81­

Taban says that "this is quite clearly stated in the Revelation ofour Lord where He

says: 'We have sent it down as an Arabic Qur'in; baply you will understand' (Yüsuf

(12):2), and 'Truly il is the Revelation ofthe Lord ofail Beings, brought down by the

Faithful Spirit upon your hem, that yon May he one orthe wamers, in a clear, Arabie

tongue'" (III-Sbu '.vi(26): 192-5).77 Then al-Taban adds, "il is clear that there will he

found in the Book ofGod which was revealed to His Prophet MulJammad, those

" For the most Î1IIpOItlDt westera views iD Ibis IRa ofresean:b, Bee the warb ofsuch scbolars
u 1. Goldziher9 1. SçblÇh~ f.S~N. Abbott9 1. WlDSbro~ M. Cook, G. Iuynbon and 1. Burton. A
receDt reftectioD OD SOUle ofthese views is foaad iD Fred Leemh. WOriIÜ1 and Early Development of the
lmuTnditio,ft iD Appm.:hes to the BidON orthe Ipterpretatiog orthe Ou(m. ed. Andrew Rippin
(Oxford: C1areDdoa Press; New Yott: Mord UDivenity Pras, 1988) 13-30.

76 Helmut Gitj~ Dae Ow'ïq apd its Exegesis. Selected TexJs witb Clusical apd Modena MlIIlim
lDtemretMiOPS, ttIDS. and ed. AlCord Welch (Loadoa ad HeaIey: Routledge & Kepn Paul. (976) 31.

Al-Tabari, Commeptary. Il. la bis UlllSlatiOll, 1. Cooper œes A Arbar~ts Eagtish trlDSlltiOD
orthe verses orthe Qur'ïa. See Ibid., xxxiv-xxxv.
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rhetorical devices which are to be found in the speech ofthe Arabs.''71

Still, accounts ofthe Prophet otTering explanatioDS to the 8vid questions ofthe

new Muslim converts are ftequently reported. The qsc6t1J Iiterature relates cases in

which the Prophet's contemporaries asked him about issues rangiDg from basic rituaI

and behavioral maUers to more obscure ones, such as the Qur'ânic prophecy regarding

the Last Judgement.79 Wc can therefore accept that some type ofexegetical activity was

required in the Ume ofthe Prophet, and that bis heing physically present facilitated tbis

kind ofexchange and inquiry. The Prophet's aDswers and cxplanation in reply to the

questions posed by the carly Muslims concerning the meaning and application ofthe

Qur'inic verses constitute the initial stage of taJSùscholarship understood in ils widest

sense.

Now, modem western views appear to depart from the traditional Muslim views

on the history ofthe early development of tafsirafterthe Prophet's death. According to

Muslim sources, the absence ofthe Prophet caused the young community ofMuslims to

tum towards the Companions, who bad kno~h_ and lived with the Prophet. The

companions, in effeet, became the legitimate and aecurate transmitters ofthe Propbet's

words and deeds. The information from tbese transmitters was tben passed on to the

neX! generation, to be registered in writing by the followiDg generation in the Ume of

the dynastie change from the Umayyads to the ~Abbâsids.1O At (east, tbis is what we are

lcd to believe on the basis ofthe earliest tsfslr works available to us which date back no

further than 210/81S'tIl i.e., more than a hundred and eighty years after the death ofthe

Prophet. These works claim to refer to a mixture oforal tradition and early writings on

the subject ofexegesis, and thus't suggest the existence ofa linear and straightforward

71 Ibi~ 12.
19 LeemIluïs. urmkTnditioa,1'J 13; IoIua 81111011, AR Iptroductiog to Ille Hldilb (Ediabargh:

Edinb..p U1üversity Press. (994) 19.
80 Leemhuïs. "'TmkTnditi~ n 14.
Il A dale on wbicll J. WasbrouP lIId ft. Birkelllld seem to agree, IS iDdicated iD ibid.y 15, 16•
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account of the transmission ofexegetical l}adith going all the way back to the

Companions. Muslim scholars ofthe ninth century were weil aware ofthe faet that the

proliferation of fzBt1itb that occurred in the 700s~ also implied the putting into

circulation of forged /JaditIJ, Le., the support ofa text (maIn) on the basis ofa made-up

isnid. In the following halfcentury,11 the institution of iSDiddeveloped a system of

evaluation in orderto establish the reliabi1ity ofthe transmitter.. Therefore, the isnid. if

f01Dld 'SOUD~' was thought to guarantee the authenticity ofthe maIn it supported. u:
however, the reliability ofan authority could he challenged. the authenticity ofthe main

could also be contested What was not questioned, though, was the institution of iSDid

itself:1J In other words, most ofthe Muslim schofars did acknowfedge the possibility of

forgery within the institution ofthe iSDid, but did not eonceive that the institution as a

whole could he a forgery.. This is the point at which modem Western scholanhip departs

ftom Muslim scholarship.N

On the historicity ofthe claim that the authors ofthe lale second and third

Islamic century transmitted the material ofolder authorities, Leemhuis writes that

"independent source material from this farst phase ofexegetical activity, that may verify

or falsify that view, is virlually non-existent.. AIl we know about the carly period is from

later ascriptions. But whether or not these claims are vaUd cannot be checked, because

no objective criteria can be applied."'IS Thus a widc spectrmn ofpositions have

devcloped in the West on the possibility ofwhetherthese claims are historically

aceurate.. The most positive view is held by F.. Sezgin, who argues that the

reconstruction ofold material on the basis orlater works, such as Ibn 'Abbis' exegetical

activities~ is possible to a certain extent and suggests that the ninth century reports dil!,

12 Juyuboll, Musljm Trlditiog, 75.
IJlbid.
101 H..phreys, IslmJic History, 15.
as Ibid, 14•
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in fact, base their transmission on tangible materiaL W. M. Watt expresses the view that

the basic framework of /JaditlJ and its extensions are on the whole reliable.16 J.

Wansbrough argues for the opposite view'7 in consideration ofthe fact that "extant

recensions ofexegetical writing here designated hagadic... are not carHer than the

date proposed to mark the beginnings ofArabie literature," and tbat "a long period of

oral composition and transmissi~ or possibly oforal delivery from notes is commonly

supposed to have preceded the redaction ofmore or less fixed text.''8& This position,

initially held by Goldziher, reveals the existence ofan opposition, in the early stage of

Islam~ to a certain kind of tafsiJ; subjective and even mythological. which was indicated

as tsfslr bi'/-TB y. On tbis issue Birkeland takes a new stand: there was no such

opposition in the early stages ofIslam. For him, I}aditb or SlIIHIB and ancient poems. as

weil as sound reasoning (n Y> were regarded as self-evident means ofinterpretation.

Aceording to Birkelan~ it was only in a later period, tbat the 'u/lI11li'. seeking

legitimacy for the emerging Islamically-inspired consciousness, developed the genre of

traditional exegesis, and that other modes of interpretation were looked upon

negatively. Other modem Western scholars19 also note that material ofa different type

entered into the early development ofnarrative exegesis, i.e.., as stories about the liCe of

MulJammad stemming from theq~and biblical accounts from Jewîsh and/or

Christian circles or converts - usually referred to as isri'i6yit.~

In any case, the multiplicity ofargmnents and positions presented onder the

rubric ofWestem scholarship demonstrates the Dascent Muslim community's self­

conceptions before these conceptions came to he incorporated into a more unified

86 W. Montgomery Watt, Egly ulm Collectai Anieles (Edinburgh: EdiDburgh Uaivenity
Press, 1990) 21.

17 His views, and those ofbis former students P. Cmne and M. Cook, are CODSidered eJltreme by
some scOOIm. See, for ÙlStance, Wlt~ EarIy Isle 13-14.

81 QlIOted iD Leemhuis, " TmirTnditioD," IS.
19 Such u iD luynboll, MœliJg TnditioL 74, ad Leemhuis, 6&T.tiiTTnditiOll," 27.
~ See below formoredetailsoftlûs bodyof6teratare.
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Islamic framework. In corroboration ofthis ide~ modem scholarship appears to agree on

two points. First, "lJaditlJcriti~ mainly confined to isnâdcritici~ came too late ta

become an adequate tool for sifting the material lhat could genuinely he ascnôed to the

oldest authority ofits isnidfrom that which could Dot thus he ascribed."91 And second,

"opposition from pious people from the end orthe first ceotury AH to [the] type of

narrative tBfsirmay later have been reinterpreted as having directed against tafsir bi'l..

rayor tafsirthat was oot properly ma'!bIÜ(traditional)."92

From the late second century onwar~ the perfection ofthe science of /Jaditb., and

in particular ofexegetical traditions. allowed the emergence ofQur'aoic commentaries

based on the compilation ofthe extant traditioDS. This is a form ofexegesis which is

denoted in Arabie by the phrase talSùhi.. 'l-ma't1JÜT. This traditional Qur'inic exegesis

was primarily develOPCd in the etnerging Sunni Isl~ and was marked by such names as

MulJammad b.}Jmnayd aI-Rïii (d. 248/862) and al-Muthanni b. Ibrihùn aI-Amufi (d.

after 240/854). The climax ofthis trend ofcompilatory exegesis is commonly attributed

to al-Taban on the ground that he brougbt together the entire breadth ofthe material of

traditional exegesis extant in bis Ume. Yet al the same time. bis :rarm marks the end of

the tren~93 as it opens exegesis to a more critical and scholastic endeavor. Cooper

asserts that, after al-Taban, "a great deal more theo(ogy and pbilosophy was introduced

and accepted, and the Traditional material collccted by Taban was pared down to more

manageable dimensions by a critical approach to the sources and the transmitters."'JM

Although not related to our topie, mention needs to be made here œgarding the

taiSlrliterature written outside the Sunnl tradition. The Shi'a also developed their own

corpus oftraditions, extending back to 'Ali b. Abi Tilib. Theirexegesis. based on the

91 IuynboD, Mw6pJ TJldjtiog. 75.
92 Leemiluis, uTmùTnditi~" 29.
93 Gitje, Ow'ip apd ils Exegesis, 34.
9C Coopers "IDtrod1I:tioa" to aI-Tab~ Commsplgy. xxiv.
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distinction between tstiirand tB'~95 explores the inner meaning (bi!in) ofthe Qur'an.

This trend is noted as early as the ninth century with authors sueh as 'Ali b. Ibrihlm al­

Qunmù (d. 328/939), a contemporary ofaI-Taban. The ~üfis also developed their own

style ofexegesis which also emphasized the inner meaning ofthe Qur'in. This type of

tatSirforms a body ofteacbings concemed with the spiritual intuition to he gained

through Meditations on the meanings ofthe Qm"in. and can he round in warks such as

the commentary ofSahl al-Tustarl (d. 1611778). Later on, the sayings ofearly masters

were compiled. as in the case ofAbü 'Abd al-Ralpnin al-8ulam1 (cL 41211021).96

2) A/-Tabtu!'s IIfBrMetbodoJogy.

Here again. we are confronted with the contrast between Om' present-day

conceptions ofscholarship and the type ofscholarship which marks the worles onder

study. Our present-day scholarship demands that a great emphasis he placed on

methodology and tbat methodology should he clearly spelled out before undertaldng any

research. This is not to imply tbat al-Tabad was Dot concerned with methodology. Quite

to the contrary, he was very well-aware ofmethodological issues as sball he seen later in

this section. Vet al-Tabad's methodology is not explicated in ways familiar to us. It

must therefore he retrieved &om direct and indirect evidences spread throughout his

worles.

In the Introduction ofhis IIfm, a1-Tabarl stresses the importance ofknowing

and understanding the Qur'in, "which will abide for [all] lime, will remain constant

throughout [all] ages and epochs, and will endure the passage ofthe months and the

yelIS, its light becoming more brilliant as time goes by, and more radiant as night and

95 AclistiDdioa that al-Tabui did DOl mUe.. He coasiden:d these two words syaonymo-, u
sbows for ïnstlDCe theditrereo.t versioas ofthe tille ofhis IIf!k.

96 For ID overview ofthese ueacIs, see the followillg worb: Cooper's "lDtroductioa" to al­
Tabarl, CoqImeatary; Gilj~ 0.-. and ils Exgesis; Ayoub, O-ran and ils iDterpreters.
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clay succeed cach other."91In~ in the tight ofthe preceding quotation, it can he

asserted that al-Taban perceived the Qur'in as a universal guidance,9I "the reciter of

which will gain abundant provisions [for the next world] and a magnificent reward."99

Although the QlU" in was revealed in the language ofthe Arabs, so that the Prophet

might "explain clearly to men what is sent forthem,'" (aJ-NsJ,/(16):44) another verse

suggests the existence ofclen and ambiguous meanings. The verse in question (Âi

'fmriD (3):7) stipulates thst "He il is Who bas sent down to thec the Book: In it are

verses basic or f1Dldamental (ofestablished meaning) (mul}kamiJ) ; they are the

foundation orthe Book (umm a/-kitaD): otbers are allegorical (mustasbaDibit). But

those in whose heart is perversity follow the part thereof tbat is allegorical~ seeking

disco~ and searching for ils hidden meanings, but no one knows ils hidden meanings

except God. And thase who are firmly grounded in knowledge (sl-risiklJÜIl)IOO say: 'Wc

believe in the Book; the whole of il is from 0lU' Lord: " and none will grasp the Message

except men of understanding."

The majority ofour clues to al-Taba11's methodology are to be found in bis

commentary on tbis verse. Bere, al-Taban first presents a prelimiDary explanation ofthe

meaning of iyât mul}kllRlitand iyit mustBSlJa1Jibit. The fonner are verses "which are

fortified (a/JkamDa) by clarity (baya) anddetail (ta4i/j,"IOI while those ofthe latter

types are described as "similar in vocal utterance, ditTering in meaning."IOZ He reslricts

the mustBSbibmii verses to a very smalt fraction ofthe Qur'in, basing his judgement on

97 Al-Tabui, Commept"", 6.
9& ne concept ofEversal guiduce is ICtually a ceatral assertion oC the Qur~ ÏIl itseIt: See for

iDstuce the followiDg Qur'ÏDic: venes: "AlI~im(6):15S; .Naf/(16):44, 64; MarymJ(l9):97; M­
Lukmill(3l):2-3; .tl-ZIIIMr(39):41; .I-Tdwir(8l):27-28; .tl-Uil(92):I2.

99 Al-Tab~Commeptuv, 8.
100 See for a discœsiOD ofthe plaruing oelhisseat~ 1. Mc:AulitTe, "Qunnic: Henneaeutics:

The Views oCal-Tabaii lIId IbIl Katbir," in Awo!clIes to the llistorv orthe !Plemet.lion orthe 0!r'ÏD.
ed. Andrew Rippia (Oxford: CIIreDdoD Press; New York: Oxford Uaivenity Press, 1988) 54.

101 Ibid.., SI.
102 Ibid.
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the inherent nccessity ofeverything contained in it. After he proceeds with a lengthy

classification oftraditions on the subject, which shows its importance in bis cyes, he

states his own position. according to which three categories ofverses may he

distinguished.

[Fust.] Imowledge of interpretation of SOOle of Ihe QurÏD cu he aUained O8ly lbough the
explaalion giveu by the Messenger. This is the interpretaliOD ofwh.lever contaiDS vuious modes
oCHis COIIIIIIUd. [•••] (SecoDdly,] Ille inlerpretation OC[IOIIIeOlher -.cts) is kDowa only to God.
the One, the Omnipotent. This is wbltevercontaias information about future dates and limes, such
as when the Hour ofResurrectioD win begin. when the last tnmp will he 5Ounded, wben Jesus, the
son ofMary, win come down and 50 00. [••• ) [Thirdly,Jeveryone who knows the language in which
the Qufin WIS sent dowa lmaws the interpretation of[some ofits upeetsj. They ca establish its
desinential inflexions (i·rib), they Imow the thÎDp œferred to by essenti.l and unambigllOus Dames
in il. and the thiDgs qualiJied by specifie attributes; DOne ofthem are ignorant.laJ

Contrary ta other traditions, which maintain that a mu1)kam verse may he

distinguished from a mutssba7JiJJ one in that the lauer is Hable to more than one

interpretation, al-Taban bases his understanding ofthe classification on the very

possibility ofinterpretatioD itsel[ Thus, while the meaning ofthe mu1)kamverses are

accessible ta the 'uJlJl11i~ those ofthe mutasb.1Jib ones are comprehended by no one,

except God Himselt: Thus,

TheCODllDeDtalormost successf1lliDreadiDgtheirutb is [...] [fintly] the01lewith tbeclarest proof
oC[aD] that he ïnterprets lDdcommeatat~tbeone wbose iDterpretatioD goes bacltto the Messenger
ofGad aIoae to the exclœiOllofthe n:st ofbi! commaily, tbm. Traditions œliably attributablc
to mm. eitber Ibmugh lJl exteasive traasmissiOD, ••• or otherwise thmugh a trIIISIDissioa by
righleoœ, reliable persoœ, _. orotberwise Ihrougb. lraDSlDÏSSioo by righteoœ, reliable penons, ...
or becaœe of ID indicatiOD establislûD.g their tnIlb; ad [seœnd1y] tbe one with tbe most correct
demuostnlion for [ail] that he ïnlerprels aad explaiDs, Imowledge ofwbicl1 he CID .uain from the
laoguage.IIM

As cao be expected, al-Taban draws bis iDterpretatioD ofthe Qur'in from the

corpus ofthe B!JJ al-l}lIditb.,105 and discourages any tentative iDterpretation of tmirbi-I

ra}; for as AI 'fmrin (3):7 suggests, such endeavor willlead one astray. Even if

103 Al-TabaL CoappeDtary, 33. ne wonls iD square bnckets botb here and elsewhere in my
'laolltioas tiom Cooperts version were supplied by the original traIlSwor. ne ellipses enc:losed iD square
bnckets iDdicate the ten that 1have (eft out IS 1IIDsessary to the sease ofthe uguweot.

leM Ibicl
t

40.
lOS HodPJllt Veptan; 385.19.
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commentators, using their own personal judgementt were to reach the same conclusion

as th8t which '6is correct before God." they would find themselves al fault, for they

would "not speak as a person who knows lhat what he says about il is true and

correct."l06 ClearlYt in al-Taban's eyest the reliance on traditions is the necessary

condition that can validate one's interpretation.

This attitude is retlected in al-Tabarl's sources. In accordance with the standard

beliefofbis time tbat tafsùoriginated with the Companions and their Followers, aI­

Taban quotes from the four urightly guided" caliphs, as weil as from 6A'isha, one orthe

Prophet's wives.107 Howevert al-Tabaii also extensively quotes traditions on the

authority ofIbn 'Abbis (d. 66/688). Considered ta be the father oftraditional exegesis,

tbis companion is Camous for baving attained an exceptional degree ofknowledge ofthe

Qur'inic text and its interpretatio~ as weil as excelling in fields such as pre-Islamic

history, magbizl(military expeditioDs), Bq•• and pre-Islamic poetry. According to
•

Muslim sources, Ibn 'Abbis wrote bis own commentary on the Qur'an.101 He is a1so said

ta have allracted a Dmnber ofCompanions and students to come study onder him in

Mece&, and is therefore traditionally thougbt ta have been the founder ofa Meccan

'school' of tmir. His followers, often cited in al-Tabarl's commentary, were 'Ikrima (d.

I05n23-4), Mujihid (21-104/642-722), Sa'id b. Iubair (45-95/665-714) and 'Ali b. Abi

Rabih (d. 114-15n32-3).

Another Companion important as a source for traditionaI exegesis, and thus for

al-Taban, was 'Abdallih b. Mas'üd (d 321652-3). Like Ibn 'Abbas, Ibn Mas'Ud

SPeCialized in exegesis, but is not Keorded the same elevated rank as the former in the

eyes ofposterity. Ibn Mas'üd 'school' was based in Kufa., and those ofbis pupils whose

reports are quoted by al-Taban include 'Alqama b. Qais (d 621681), Qatida (60-

t06 Al-Tabaii. Coggpeptarv, 35.
107 Ibid., xv.
101 Oitje. Prig gel its Exegesis, 33•
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118/680-736), lJasan al-8~ (21-110/642-728) and IbrâIiim al-Nakha'i (46-96/666­

815).

Al-Tabaii's other sources inelude members ofa Medinan 'school' whose founder

is usuaIly taken 10 have been the Companion known as Abu'I-Mundhir (d 18/637 or

30/651), who was a Jewish rabbi befme embraeing Islam.. Al-Taban quotes from a

nmnberofhis Medinan followers. ÏDeluding Abu'I-'Aliya (d 9On08 or 96n14)" al-Rabi'

b. Anas (d 139/753). AI-Taban also quotes otherCompanions, such as 'AbdaIlih 'Umar

(d. 73/693). laid b. Thibit (d 45/666), Anas b. Milik(d. 91-3n09-II), Abü MÜ5i al­

Ash'aii (d.. 42/662) and Abû Hurayra (d.. 58/678 or 59/679).109

The abave mentioned sources Conn the bulk ofwhat we migbt cali the early

exegetical tradition. It must he noted. however, lhat al-Taban does not appear to apply

himself to the critieal study ofindividuai traditions,1
10 an attitude more common with

laler scholars. Rather, al-Taban declares bis goal in writing bis Tafstr as heing

to SurplIS aU olller books OD tbis subject.1D an oftllis we sball saate wIaa1ever Ç(JlISCIISlIS bu çome

dowo to us where there bu beeD agreeaal CODCefDiDg [the bookofGod], u weU u disagreemea.t
wbcretbis basoccwred, establisbiDgtbereuoDÎDgofe1Ch ortheliIclIoolsofthougbt IDIODg tbem."111

On tbis hasis, Cooper suggests lbat aI-rabari was "primarily an encyciopedist,

concemed to preserve as much as he could, and only secondarily a systematizer."112

The traditions cited in al-Taban serve several different purposes. In sorne cases.

passages in the Qur'in are illustrated or explained on the basis of asbab a/-nuzü/. or

occasions ofrevelatioD.. Another kind of"historical" commentary wu supplied by the

so-called Isri10yit. stories taken from Jewish and Christian source material.. In this

respect. al-Taban's major source is Ibn Is~iq, who wrole a tlm:e-vohnne wode on pre-

109 Severa!oC these a..boIs are lbo"t to bave compiled tbeir OWD 1.tSirsiD. wrïtten form.
However, the questiOD ofalllheaticity oftbac compilatiOllS hu beeD a COIItJOvenial one, as was seeD in
the precediDg sectioD.

110 Coopers "lDtroduetioa" to al-Tablri, Cogpgeatuy, xix..
III Ibid., 9.
112 Ibid., xiv•
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Islamie bistory, the early life ofthe Prophet MuI}ammad and the Prophet's Medinan

period. This work survives in the recension ofIbn Hishim (d 218/834) under the tille

Kitib ~1J8t Rasül AlIih.1lJ Al-Taban quotes Ibn Is~iqll" frequently, especially nom his

first volume.us

Another aspect ofaI-Tabaii's commentary is bis interest and expertise in

lexicography and grammar, and particularly in the important question ofthe seven /Jurüf

and qiri'it ofthe Qur'an. The amounl oftraditions and discussion he dedicates to these

subjects in the Introduction to his TafSir is significant. He subdivides this material under

four headings: 1) "the conformity of the meanings ofthe verses ofthe Qur'in to the

meanings ofthe speech ofthose in wbose language il was sent do~"2) "expressions

common ta both Arabie and the languages ofsorne other divisions ofmankind." 3) "the

Arabie dialect in which the Qur'in was sent down. and 4) on the meaning ofthe words

ofthe Messenger ofGod 'The Qur'in was sent down ftom seven gates ofparadise.' nl16

These sections precede even al-Tabarl's classification ofthe types ofverses to he found

in the Qur'in and bis assessment ofthe CompanioDS and their FoUowers. Al-Tabarl's

emphasis on linguistic analysis was a major resson for the stature that he enjoyed in the

bistory of tmir.

Al-Taban W8S, moreover, well-aware ofthe fact that the traditions do not always

concur with one another; thus, he is scrupulous about reporting the different points of

view in cach case. He fonnuIates bis own opinion on the matter, although not

systematically, and sometimes without giving any reasons. His opinions usually talte the

113 This work hlS been tnaslated iD English. See A. Guillaume, De Lire orMU.mm": A
TIIDsiatiOD ofIbn IsbN's ~tnl RœUl Any (LoDdoa: Oxford University Press, 1955.)

(U See Bext section for more detlik ua tbis ••oor.
liS This book is DO loDger =ttan•. Bowever, becluse al-Taban qmtes fiom il 50 exteœivelyt bis

Ta'tikh is 1 sipificaal SOEe for retrieviDg the coateats oflbu Is~ïq's&nt boot. See GordoD Newby,
The Makifl orthe Lat Prpphet (Columbia: Univenity ofSoath CIroIiD. Press, (989).

Al-Tabari reports tbis tradition OD the IlIthority orIba Mas'. and Abi Qiliba. Al-T.b~
Commegtuv, 29.
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fonn ofa paraphrase ofthe preferred tradition. For this reason., J. McAuliffe asserts that

al-Taban's IIfm is "far more than simply a collection and compilation ofthe extant

exegetical material. ft is a carefully structured wotk which evinces considerable insight

andjudgement."1l7 Its value to subsequent generatioDS may he seen in the statement: "If

a person has to go to China to obtain a copy ofMulJammad b. Jarlr's TafSir. it will Dot

have been too much [effort]."UI

b) T,'nKb "-8_WI'!-Mulük (HiSlory oftbe Messengers IIl1dKiDgs)

The various conceptions ofhistory that emerged in the early period of Islam are

overwhelming in theit diversity and compIexity. Berc again the development of the

historical genre is intimately linked with that of l}atlitb. Moreover, the boundaries that

separate historical writing from the genre of tllfsirare porous. As much as the

interpretation ofthe Qm'in implies a certain sense of(religious) history, the historical

works ofearly Islam are not Cree from exegetical considerations. Perbaps the complexity

ofthe genre is due in part to the faet lbat il draws upon the pre-Islamic cultural

heritage, which 50 influenced the fonns and content ofnascent Islamic historiography.

The presence ofnon-Muslim sources in carly Islamic historiography is also to be ooled.

Al-Tabarl's Ta'Ùkh retlects this diversity ofconceptions ofhistory, yet the significance

ofthe work derives not so much from the fonn it takes as &om the material he was able

to gather and preserve - making him the greatest single source of infonnation for much

ofthe carly period ofIslam.

Al-Tabar1~ s presentation ofhistory belongs to a genre that was already

established by the time he wrote the Ta'dkh. It is, therefore, helpfuI to understand early

117 McAulitT~ "Hermeae1ltîcs," 48.
III AlnÎ lJïmid al-Isfui'iDi (cl 41811027). ((uoted iD Cooper's "lDuodactîoa" to aI-Tabari,

Commegtuy, xiv.
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Islamic historiography, sinee it retlects heavily on al-Tabaii's work. Sînce retracing tbis

field is an immense task that goes beyond the scope oftbis study, 1willlimit myselfto

drawing the major Unes ofthis development ooly. As 1wiUlater touch upon the figure

ofMaryam, 1will pay particular attention in what follows ta the material related to the

history ofthe Abrahamic tradition. Moreover, because 1williater he touching upon two

members ofthe Prophet's family, 1wiU aIso focus on the maleria! dealing with

MulJammad and his Companions.

1) Place ofthe Qur'in iD ElUly IsllllDic Historiognpby.

The Qur'in is certainly not a history book., at lcast iDsofar as we understand

history today. To say the least, the historical information that the Qur'in contains lacks

in precision.119 Vet, the Qur'in strongly suggests a sense ofhistory that demarcates

itself from the pagan Arabs' world view. From what we can infer from later sources, the

tribal sense ofUme was punctuated by great events which served as landmarks for

dating events.12O Through the mening ofraiding expeditions and hattles, staries and

genealogi~ the tribal Arabs were able to CODStantly revive their past. In contrast, the

revelation ofthe Qur'in provided Arabs with a sense ofhistory whose purpose and

design was orchestraled by God along a linear time-frame. The world had a definile

beginning and is moving towards a definite end - the Day ofJudgement. The actions of

aIl people, who are given a certain freedom to let, are known to Gad and observed by

Him. Their performance ofgood and evi1 deeds will he remunerated in terms ofreward

and punishment in tbis world and in the hereafter. Examples ofGod's sending

messengers to guide nations abound, and an empbasis is put on the dreadfuI

1191t is iDterestiDg to DOte thll the word t. Dk1I is DOt speçifiWly meatiODed iD the Qur'ÏD. See
FraDz RoseDthal, A History ofMœ6tg 8jstoriomplty (Leidea: E. J. BriO, (968) 183.

120 A. A. Dm, The BiseofWstorigl WritiDg Amogg the Arabs.. ed. ad tnDs. Lawrence Coand
(PrillCetoa: PriacetOD Ulliveaity Press, 1983)
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consequences suffered by those who went astray. The prophets are said to belong to the

monotheistic (biblicaI) tradition which started with the creation ofAdam. MulJammad,

as understood by Muslim~ is presented as belonging to tbis prophetie tradition and is

believed to be the final Prophet ofthe Abrahamic lineage, i.e. the "Seai ofthe Prophet"

(aJ.A1}zB1J (33):40).111

Whether this new conception ofhistory was perceived as such by the

contemporaries of MulJammad is difficult ta know. Sorne reports maintain that the text

ofthe Qur'in was gathered only al a 18ter period,l22 and that the question ofthe

historicity of I!aditbdoes not aUow one to confinn whether the Prophet's exegetical

comments look on the form and content they are purported to have done - although il

seems plausible that the Prophet would have legitimated his status in accordance with

bis divinely ordained insights. In time, however, it came to he seen in tbis way by the

scholars of religious science. At least it migbt he suggested that a dualistic view of

history bonowing from the Qur'inic and tnôallore existed for some time before the

Qur'inic viewpoint ofthe scholars of /Jafitbrose to 8 dominant position in historical

writing.1:D

The Qur'in is thus a major focus ofcarly Islamic historicalliterature. First, there

is the material known as IISba1J lll-nuzU/which provides the 'historical' context and

occurrence that prompted a partieular revelation.l2A Second, there are elaborations in the

form of /Jadilb in whieh MulJammad interprets, explains or expands on a particular

Qur'ïnic verse. These two sourœs are also fimdamental ta our knowledge ofthe lire of

the Prophet. Although the Qur'm does Dot give a chronologieaI account of

121 FtIDZ Rosenlbal, "The IDO-=ace ofIhe Bib6cal Tradilioa on Mœlim Historiographyt~ in
Historias ofthe Middle Elst, ed. 8emanl Lewis..P. M. Holt (Loadoa: Oxford UDivenity Press, 1962)
37.

122 Sec the iDvestilllioas oftlûs topiç published by 1. Wasbrougll, P. Croae ad M. Cook.
123 Dûri, Riss oCHistorical Writiw. 22.
120& ne reliability ad lùstoricity ofthese OCCISÎOIIS is doabted by modem Western !llClaolars. See

AJldrew RippiJl for a (100?) caUlioœ positioa 0Il tlte sabject•
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MuJJammad's life and exploits, it is used by eariier historians to illustrate an aIready

known outline ofeventsO'l2S The Qur'in thus provided a religious rationale and

framework to their emerging hisloryO' Nevertheless, tbis emerging sense ofhistory did

nol come from the Qur'in alone.. The Qur'an might have inspired il, but other

constituents have shaped carly [slamic historiography, as we shall DOW sec.

2) Non-Qur'iDic Constituents ofEar/yMuslim Historiognpby.

As far as pre-Islamic history is coneemed, eariier autbors focused primarily on

the lives and deeds ofthe Ancient Prophets. As we saw earlier., the Qur'in contains Little

in lhe way ofhistorical faets" although specifie referenees are made 10 biblical figures.

Thus, a body ofmateria! which centered on Biblical evenls and figures, mostly inspired

by the Judeo-Christian traditions, became significant for carly Muslims, as it gave

substance to the Qur'inic biblical stories and clarified obscure Qm'inic statements. In

facl, a nmnber ofCompanions were said to have been engaged in investigating Jewish

and Christian Sc:ripturesO'l26 Among thase mentioned most often in iSDidsare Abü

Hurayr~ 'Ali, Salmin al-Firasi, Ibn 'Abbis and Zayd b. Thihil. In the following

century, tbis type ofmateriaJ grew quickly in sizeO' The general designation forthis

material is isrB7Ryit, a term lhat apparently came into common usage beginning in the

first century. Significantly, it is usually Don-Arab Muslims, mllwa/is, who are credited

with having brought tbis type ofmaterial into consideration. As G. Newby asserts,

"more and more mllwll1ispenetrated the ranles ofthe q"and brought with them a

stock ofstories which were useful to them in expIicating the Qur'in and a methodology

which contributed to the development ofIslam's own tradition ofcommentary and

us Wally EulyIs'. 19.
126 Gonloa Newby, wrafsir Isra'iliyat," iD Jomal orthe America Agdemy ofReliliolL. 47

(l979) : 686.
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history."121

With the beginning of'Abb8sid rule, this body ofmateriallost favor amang

scholars. This corresponds to a period oftime when scholars' consciousness oftheir

distinctive Islamic identity was growing at a theologicallevel. AIso al this time, the

doctrine was heing developed that the Qur'in was the interpreter ofprevious Scriptures

- and not the other way around.l21 As Nabia Abbott aptly summarizes, "the

comparatively tolerant attitude Ihat characterized the tirst century yielded - for ail and

finally, about the middle ofthe second century -to ail but complete prohibition of(the

use ofnon-Mulim sources)."129 The isri76yit traditions then came to supplement the

genre ofQi~Bi-ABbiyi'. the legends ofthe Prophets.1n al-Tabarl's writings, more so

in bis Ta'rlkh than in bis Tafsir,l30 traces ofthese traditions appear. Their purpose

appears to confum Islam's position as interpreter ofail past rcvelations.

Early Istamic historiography was also intluenced by ils pre..Islamic Arab

heritage. The tribal Arabs recounted their history through ak1Jbir, i.e., stories and

anecdotes which focused on remarkable figures and events covering various aspects of

their culture.131 One type ofak1Jb6rwas known as the iyim(the Days), which consisted

ofaccounts ofthe Most important battles the tnDe had fought. The aldJbirwere

eventually incorporated within an Islamic framework. For since the emerging Islamic

conception ofthe past considered it as Part ofthe Unseen,lJ2 the past could therefore

only he faithfully accounted for through the reports ofeye-witnesses. The importance

given to the concept ofdirect witnesses was incorporated by later scholars who

preferred 10 rely on iSD8ds rather than apply other methods ofhistorical criticism. Al-

1%71bicl,689.
121 Oa tIüs issœ, see Watt, Early isis 77-85; J.-M. Gaudeul et R. Capar, Utfextes de la

tnditioa mIBuimme coacemaat le Idrifdes Écrit~"Islemnçbristjga 16 (1980) : 61-104.
129 Qmted iD Newby, '7afsir Isra'iliyat," 691.
lJO Ibid., 688.
131 Tayob, '1slamic Historiopaplly," 1L
132 Ibid., [5-6.
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Taban wrïles,

For DO knowledge ofthe bistory ofmeIl ofthe put and ofrec:ent meu and events is attain.ble by
tbose wbo were DOt able to observe them md did DOt live in thm lime, except tbmugh information
IDd trasmissioD provided by iIlformants ud trillSlDiUeI5. This Imowledge clDDOt be brought oat
br reISOa or prodŒed by iDtemal thought processes."llJ

Therefore, carly Islamic bistoriography kepl the fonn ofthe aJdJbir. but the

sklJbiis content changed1J4 Thus instead oftribal accomplishments, early Islamic

historiographers focused on the prophets ofancient times, and the words and deeds of

Mu{1amma~and had a greater concem for dating and chronology.lJ5

ln reeountîng the life ofthe Prophet M~ammad, early Muslims emphasized bis

military campaigns and the Companions' expeditions. The mllgbiZigenre emerged out

ofthis tendency. This materia! emerged in Mediua in conjunction with the study of

/Jaditb.. and was also passed along by ward ofmouth amongq~ storytellers.1J6 As it

developed, the msgbiZicame to refer to the entire perlod ofthe Prophet's mission. The

historians active in Kufa andB~ two main centres ofArab tODaI settlement during

the tirst two centuries,lJ7 were on the other hand IIkJJbirl)7Î14 philologists and

genealogists. Their primary Cocus was the exploits ofthe tribes. These exploits bad been

transmitted in the fonn of a1dJbirand also poetty - an important means ofcultural

Arabie expression whose place in carly historiography one sbould not underestimate.

The IJaditb scbolars and historians ofthe thint century were therefore faced with

133 Al-Tabaii. Gepegl IplroduetioL 170. f. Rosealhal COIIIIDCIIts that ~he stress OD the
suprelDlq' ofmteDect ad reuoD (61111} WIS the halImarkofthe MUiakallim1ÏD. the pbilosophical
theologilDS oflûs IICt who med with coasidenble success at the lime to asert themselves, lIId il is thm
iDtroduclioa of 6M/liDto the MœUm view ofthe worlel tbat Tuai attempted to reject wbile defeadiDg
the supremacy oftnditioa," IbicL, 158.

134 ln Bise ofHistorical Writjp& A. Dm argues that two 6s:hools' ofbistory Wete iD

jmapositioa for a wbile: the Medina 6 scbool' adapted the form ofdllbiru • meaDS to express thm
aew lûstoricaliDt~ aad lhe Inqi 6 9Cboor coaliDœd the tnDal veniOD ofdJbir, specifically detaili1lg
the exploits ad geaea10lies ofthe Arabs.

us Tayobt "Islamic Historiograplay," 22.
136 Dtïri, Bise offfistorical Wrililll, 23~
137 lbicI., 42.
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an incredible amount ofmaterial. They undertook the selection and criticism ofthis

corpus with various degrees ofcriUcai rigor. They also applied the new criteria of

veracity and reliability that the science of1}.ditll had developed. Al-Tabaii's Ta'iikh in

faet cornes at the climax ofArab historical writing and is retlective ofthe trends

mcntioned above. This is especially attested by the large Dmnber ofsources he uses, of

which we provide a briefaecount below.

3) SOUTCeSJa II1ldMetiJodoJogyofa/-T.bariJs TB 'à1dJ.

The m.gbiZimaterial was transmitted by prominent followers ofthe

Companions orthe Prophet. Among those mentioned by al-Tabarl is the !}sditIJ schofar

and jurisconsult 'Urwa b. al-Zubayr (d. 94/712). Later examples include such scholars as

'Abdallih b. Ab1 Bakr b.lJazm (d. 130-3Sn47-S2), 'A$im ibn 'Umar b. Qatïda (d.

120/737), and M1Ù)ammad b. Muslim b. Shihïb aI-Zuhrl (d. 124n41). Theirevidence,

which casts light on the origin and scope ofhistorical writing. established the

framework for magbiZiwriling, and was exposed by Ibn Is~iq and later aI-Wâqidi (130­

207n48-823). Arnoug the BldJbiriyüDcited in al-Tabaii, we find the Kufans Abü

Mikhnaf(d. 157n74), 'Awana b. al-lJakam(d. 147n64), Sayfb. 'Umar(d. 180n96),

N~ b. MtuiI)jm (d 2121827) and the Basran a1-Madi'inl (do 135-225nS2-839). The

outstanding geneaIogteal aecomts included those ofAbûYaq~ al-NassaDa (d

190/805), bis son Hisbim b. MuI)ammad al-Kalbl (d. 204/819), M~'ab a1-Zubayrl (d.

233-36/847-50) and al-Haytham b. 'Am (do 206/821).

As a source for isri76yit materi~ the Yemenite scholar Wahb b. Munabbih (d.

110n28) is to be especially noted. His AI-Mubtadi' added to the Muslim materia! other

lare that Wahb had gained tbrough bis contacts with the s1JIa/-kitib and by reading

131 My iDvestilalioa mto the 90UIœS al-Tabari œes is drawalMiDly from the exteasive
information that Diri ha gathered OD the subject iD bis Bise ofHistoric:a1 Writillg•
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their scriptures. The faet lbat AJ...Mubtadi' was also referred to by the title Isri'lDyit39

shows the focus of its contents. Among the otber scholars on whom al-Tabaii relied and

who transmitted DOD-Muslim material were Müsi b. 'Uqba (d. 141nSS) and Ibn ISQiq,

with special attention given to the latter. Ibn IsQiq wrole a tbree-volume work divided

as follows: the Mubtadi', on the history ofthe period between Creation and

MulJammad's cali; the Mah'ath. on the mission orthe Prophel Muttammad; and the

Machâzl on the Prophet's military campaigns and raids. In bis writing, Ibn Is~aq

combined malerial from the isri'iRyit materiaL lJaditb rePOrts and papular qi~~ Ibn

ISQSq was criticized in particular by later scholars for his dependence on isri'iRyit

malerial. Wben Ibn Hishim undertook the edilins oflbn Is~iq's wor~ he left out the

Mubtadi' and eliminated poetic citations.l40 This is quite indicative of the low 51atus

accorded to the isri'iDyat material as the methods ofestablishing reliability and

veracity were gradually perfected in the science of !lBmth.

The next generation ofhistorians included the younger contemporaries ofal­

Tabari. Their works retled~ on the one band, the DOW well-established practice of

critically examining the extant material and, on the other hand, the more universal

dimension lhat their conception ofhistory had come to incorporate. Alpnad b. Yattyi b.

lâbir al-Balidhuri (d 279/892) wrote two important books, the Eutw al-Puldin

(Conquests of the Provinces), and the AnsaD al-Ashrïf, (Genealogies ofthe Notables).

Al-Ya'qübi (d. 284/897) wrote a Ta'dkh consisting ofa comprehensive synopsis ofa

universal history, which begins with the Creation and surveys the histories ofother

ancient nations. Two examples oftbis type of universal history can aIso be round in the

works written by Ibn Quiayba (d. 270/883), Kitïb aI-Ma'ïrif, and al-Dlnawan ( d

139 Newby, "'-a&ir lsI'a'iliyat,ft 686.
140 Wau, Euly Islam, 22, Diiri. Rise orHistorigl WritiDg. 36.
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2821891), AI-Akhbir aI-Tiwïl.141

Thus, the concept ofuniversal history found in aI-Taban's Ta'Ùkh was not an

innovation, but rather a growing trend ofwhich he was the most weIl..known

representative. Al-Taban's extensive riJ}la RIa/ab aI- 'ilm (quest for knowledge) in his

youth acquainted him with the diversity orthe Muslim historical sources. Contrary to

ms T.fslr, al-Taban drew from a widc variety ofhistorical accounts for bis Ta'Ùkh. It is

obvious that aI-Taban intended to compile the entire corpus ofArabie historical

material up to bis lime. As he himselfsays,

ID tbis bookofmille, 1sbaU meatioo wbatever informatioo hu reached us about lOogs tbroughout
tbe ages from when our Lord begu the creation of His creatioa to its IDDihilatioD. There 'Nere
messeogers seat by ~ làDgs plaœd iD authority, or calitths established iD the calipbal
successiOD-142

Yet al-Taban did not blindly accept the content ofany accounL The value orthe

traditions was assessed in relation to the strength or ils i~71id Interestingly, once the

iSDidproved valid, a1-Taban absolved himselfofany re8pOnsibility for the contents

(matn) orthe tradition - an attitude which was also retlective orbis lime. Al-Taban

wrltes:

This book ofmine may (he foUDd to) coataiD JODIe iDformatioa. meatioaed by us OB the authority
ofeertlÏJl men orthe put, whicb tbe radermaycIisapprove ofad the ütener may find delestable,
bec.use he cu find notbiDg solllld ad DO real JDeIIÙDg iD it. 10 such eues, he should kDow tha. it
is DOl 0'" rault that sucll iDformatiODcomcs to Iaim. but tbe fault ofsomeooewbo ttlllSlDÎtted to as.
We bave merely reported it u it WIS reportai to lB.[43

Fina11y~ al-Taban established in a final fonn the concept ofhistory as an

expression ofDivine Will. Whereas bis Qur'in commentary expressed the will ofGad

14[ ne seœadary 101EeS 1bave coasulted for llùs chapter Ge DOt clear about al-Taban's
indebtedDess to tbe iistOrilllS oChis tilDe.. This may be becaœe at the time ofaI-Tabui, u we have seea.
sc:holars maiDly reliai on f-tll for bistory ntber tbllllûstorias. Moreover, pvm that scltolm at tll..
lime most fiequeatly œed otlaer worb withoUl giviDg !hem tùII credit, it is diffieult to say to what ex.teDt
al-Tabat coasulted aad relied upou tbeworb ofbis coatemporaries.

[42 Al-Tabui, Gepqallgtrod!ctiop, 170.
1411bi~ 168•
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through His words. bis Ta'dkh "elucidates the will ofGod through the activities of

mankind."144

144 Diià, Rjse ofHjstorical Wrilia, 159.

45



•

•

CHAPTER II: Al-Taban's DepictionofMary~ the muslim.

In the title ofthis chapter. the initial "ln" orthe qualifier muslimis intentionally

written in lower case. In the writings ofMost Western scholars, the Arabic noun islim

and the active participle ofthe same root - muslim - are eitber spelled out in italics or

written witb the tirst letter in upper case. This distinction refers to what Jane Smith

caUs the "horizontal plane" in understanding the word islim, conveying the idea that it

is "seen both as the expression ofiDdividual submissioD and as the name of the group of

those who have submitted."loiS In the eyes ofthe carly traditional Muslim commentalors.

islim connoted both these aspects at once, "but with the overriding emphasis heing on

the former personal aspect."I46 On the individuallevel, islim means for al-Taban "the

deeper persona! surrender ofthe heart in the fuilest sense ofwhich il is understood as

lmin (faïth)."141 ThUS., in tight ofthis distinction, Maryam cannat be called a Muslim in

the institutionalized sense ofthe term, for she is a pre-MuI)ammadan scriptural figure of

Jewîsh origin and ofoutstanding importance ta the Christian traditian. l48 Yel, in

keeping witb bis conception offaitb and the then well-established understanding of

submission to Gad. al-Taban corroborates the Qur'inic account ofa young woman who

submits ta the will ofGad, i.e., who is mus/im,149 by marshaling a vast number of

145 lue Smith. Ag Historieal gel Semaptje Study ofthe Tgm ~Islïm' P Seen jn a Sequepçe of
Our'in ~taries(Missoula, Montma: Seholan Press, (975) 226.

Ibid., 231.
141 Ibid., 219. JaDe Smilh wrïles aboUl al-Tlbaii·s conception orfailh that "the obedient

submission lbollt whieh al-Tabari hu coasisteally beeD talkiDg is expressly related to tbe sincere
devotion (ikJJJ~) orthe iDdividuaL" Sec ibid., 63. lae Smith aIso explaiDs that al-Tabai is Dot
putieuluty conœmed with Ihe distiDcliOD betweeu. isIMD lDd ;"w, bec.use he UDderstlDds t6lIto he Dot
50 mœh the religion ofGod u the service towlRls Gad. Sec ibid., 7S-6.

14 For a detailed study on Muy iD the Christilll tnditiOD, see Mariaa Waner, AJone orAil Rer
Se!: the tR!b !pd the Cult orthe VRlip Muy (New York: RaIIdomHo~ 1983).ne verses ~(28):S2 ..S3 svgest the possibitity ofbeïDg a mllflim .v.t l.lelue. They
read: '7hose to whom Wc SCIlt the Book hefore this. - they cio be6eve iD this (RevelatioD); And when it is
recited to them, they say: "We believe thereiD, for il is the Trulh from Olr"Lord: lDdeed we bave been
1D1IS6Jœ(Bowiag to Gocl's Will) fioIIl before 1lUs.' tt la bis traaslatioll ortlle Q-'iD. Y\BlIf"Ali
collSisteDtly writes the Anbie puticiple Dl.1im1S Mœlïm, tll. implyiDg both the iDdividul and
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I)sditbson the subject.

Al-Taban's account and bis views on the figure ofMaryam are found mainly in

his commentary on the Qur'in. The Qur'in clearly grants her an especially high status.

In il, she is the only woman identified by name and the only one after whom a SÜTa is

titled (sn 19). In the whole ofthe Qur'in, 70 verses referto her in one form or another.

Sbe is mentioned expücitly in 34 ofthese, including 24 times in relation to her son

'lsi.150 Her story appears mainly in Al 7mrin (3):3547 and Maryam (19):16-34 in

correlation with the story orthe birth of 'Tsi and the announcement ofhis prophethood.

The SÜTa MsryBID is said to have been revealed during the Meccan period and the stÏrB

Al 'lmrinduring the Medinan period.1.51 She is aIsa referred to by al-Taban in his

Ta'rlkh.. a1tbough to a lesser extent. His approach in the latter work is more narrative

and chronological than in his Qur'inic commentary, aIthou~ as we have already

pointed out, both works rely on carlier traditions as sources. Il is therefore interesting ta

highlight the similarities and ditrerences between the two works. Equally interesting is

the variety ofaccounts on Maryam lbat al-Taban records. Thus al-Taban's works

provide not onlyan understanding ofthe Qur'inic figure ofMary~ but also a range of

traditional views that circulated about Maryam up to bis time.

Because Maryam was seen as belonging to the sIJJ1I1·/dtsD (people ofthe

commuoal meaiDp oftlle term ID_lia 1have male ID 4:'tCeptiOD to bis renderiDg iD the previously
quoted verse to teflect the iDdividaai submissioa to tbe win ofGod befote the commuaity ofMalims
eveo existed.

The uaivenal aspect of islim descnW above fiDd its OIÏBÏJl with Abnbam. IS is suggested by
.J-&q..(2): 130 "'And who t... IWay from the religion ofAbnIaam but sucb u debue Ihm souls with
foUy?" CommeDtiDg oa tbisv~ al-Tabari writc:s that "la questïoa fait allusion aa Juifs et aa
Cllrétieas qui préfèreat respectivemeDt la tnditioll juive et la tnditiOD cllrélieue à la Soumission
fOlldameataie. Po.,ot, la Tnditioa d~AbnIIam esll. ReIiIÏOll p1ft (ba.Dy.) et saille (lIIIRi1Sl.).
Dieu - exalté soit-il- • dit: "'AbrabIDl a'était Di 1IIlIai( ai lIB CbréIiea mais ua pur (,.__) et •
so1llDÏS (mBlillMJl)." (Cor. 3967.)" Sec al-Tabari, CommeptIjJe, voL ~ 108.

ISO Smith aad HaddId, "The Vttgin Muy," 162.
151 Stowaser, Womep.. 72.. For motedetails oa the 8bib HlIZIÏlofthesevenes, sec below.
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book)152 and because her story is Iinked with theological considerations~ it is necessary

to proceed with some preliminary remaries on aI-Tabar1~s position regarding Cbristians~

before moving on la bis depiction ofMaryam.

A) Preliminary Remaries on al-Tabarl's Views on Christians.

Al-Taban does not demonstrate in bis writings any interesl in the communal

situation ofhis lime; hence there is no internai suggestion ofoutside influence in bis

commentary on Mary~ and more generally on Christians. As J. McAuliffe wriles on

the genre of tafsir, "it is &equently difficult to detennine from internai evidence aIone

whether a commentary was written in Anatolia or Andalusia, whether (the) mufassir

(commentator) had ever seen a Mongol or a Crusader or had ever conversed with a

Christian or conducted business with one."153 Ofal-Tabari in particular she adds that

"bis glance does not tight upon the Christian community ofthe late ninth-century

Baghdad."154 This is Dot to suggest that al-Taban was oblivious to bis contemporaries.

The previous chapter indicated the existence ofpolitico-religious tensions tbat, to a

certain extent. influenced or~ at least, oc~asioned bis writiDgs. For instance, Dominique

Sourdel writes ofa passage in a text entitled $ari1} aJ-SUDDa(The Purity orthe Sunna)

and attdbuted to al-Taban, that il represents "'un témoignage précieux sur les positions

théologiques essentielles défendues par aI-Taban en même temps que sur le climat

politic~religieux qui régnait alors à Bagdad et qui dut influencer directement la

manière dont se trouvent explicitées ou au contraire passées sous silence quelques-unes

152 This~ÏDic: expressioll mers lOIIICtimes 10 Jews lIlCl Christias together, or iD SOlDe venes
to Christiaas atone. See Abdelmajid Charfi, ~iaaity ia the Qur'ïn Commeatuy ofTabui,n
~6 (1980): 107.

Jane MeAuliff~ Oa(ïgjç Christi... Ag Malysis o(CIu!jcaI gel Modem Exegesis
(Cambridae: Cambridge University Press, 1991) 3>6.

1'34 Ibid.
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des idées de l'auteur."lSS These i~ however, no sign ofinter-religious influence in bis

IIfiiL even insidiously, that might serve as a henneneutical element. His accounts in

the Ta'iikh on 'hi and Maryam are no more explicit on the matter. Ifany context is to

he fOUD~ theœfore, il must he looked for the intellectuallegacy which he inherited In

fact, the method of tafslra/-ms 'tAür to which aI-Taban commits himselfis not

propitious to the inclusion ofcontemporary materia! as argumentative elements. Rather..

through the science of IJaditb and its corollary the iSDidinstitution, "the eyes ofthe

exegetes look back. focused upon seminal tboughts.. figures and incidents in the nascent

period ofIslam and theif authoritative representation at subsequent historical stages."156

We are therefore justified in looking back at two major events in the Prophet's

lifetime, each involving encounters between the Muslïms and Christian communities.

Interestingly, these two events are recognized by Muslim exegetes as the asbaD a/-DUZü/

(occasions ofrevelation) ofthe stiiurelating the story ofMaryam.lS7 One iDvolves the

tirst Muslim migration to Abyssinia.1n the year 615 - two years after the Prophet's

mission became public and seven years before the fligbt to Medina (Mjra) - sorne cighty

Muslims emigrated to this Christian land to escape from persecution and aslc fOf the

protection of their fellow monotheists.l~B Before the migration took place, a IJaditb

quoted by al-Taban on the authority ofSa'id b. Jubayr relates that the Najishi, (Negus)

or king ofAbyssinia, bad sent a delegation ofbis Christian subjects to the Prophet, who

in tum recited to them passages from the Qur'ân.I~9 The verses ofslÏr1l Maryam(19) are

said to have been revealcd to impress "upon Negus Islam's status as a mODotheistic faith

and consequently, bis obligation to protect the Muslim migrants in bis realm against

[55 Dominique Soanlel.. "Une profession de foi de l'historiea al-Tabui," Revue des études
isllllliques 2 (1968) : 178.

i36 McAuliffe, Ou(Îllic Christil!lS, 35.
157 StOWU5et9 Womep.. 72; De Lire orMulap"pl. ISOff lIId 270ft
UIHod~Vegtun; 170.
I~ MçAuliffe, Our'ÏDic Clujstiags.. 20S. This ~ldith is foa iD 11-T&bul'S C:OlDIIIeDtary OD M­

Mi~id.(S):82-3 .
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their pagan Meccan compatriots."160 The /Jaditb goes on to say that the Christian

delegation immediately convert~ and that on their retum home, they recited passages

ofthe Qur'in to their king, who also CODverted.

Accounts ofIbis episode vary, bowever. Another 1)sdit1J fram Ibn 'Abbas

suggests that a group ofMeccan pagans reached the Abyssinian king befote the

Prophet's followers, and warned the king against them. Yet the Najishl remained

willing to give the Muslim deputation a hearing and asked them about 'lsi and Maryam.

The leader ofthe migrants is reported to have said: "He [Mul)ammad] says that Jesus is

the servant ('sbd) ofGod and the word (kalimB) ofGod. which God cast into Mary, and

His spirit (TÜlJ). About Mary he says that she is the virgin (sl- 'adJui' aJ_batül)."t61

Another aspect ofthe Muslim relationship with the Abyssinian Christian community

reveals the ambivalent position ofthe carly Muslims (and the Qur'in) towards

Christians.162 Commenting on a/-Bllqara (2):115 and Al &Jmrin (3): 199,163 al-Taban

mentions a l}atlit1J on the authority ofQatida whicb relates that the Praphet, upon

hearing the news ofthe death ofthe King ofAbyssinia. urged his followers to "pray for

Y01D' brother who has died in another country."16ol His followers objected that he was

neither a Muslim Dor bad he ever performed bis prayers in the direction orthe qibllL In

answer to these remaries, Al &Jmrin (3): 199 and a/-Baqlll'B (2):115 are said to have been

revealed.l6S

160 Stowuser, Womep, 72.
161 MeAulitTe, Ou(iDic C1gjsti_ 20S. McAulitTe says iD llûs iastmce that "he closcst

Qur'ÏDic equivaleat to Ja·C.rs declaratiOD would he sin .Il-Nisi~(4):171,wbich both Mœlim ad
Western IC:bolus date as Medina, i.~ weO ailer the AbyssiDiID emigratioa."

162 For a detailed study 011 tms issue, see McAuliffe, OurWc Christiags. See aIso A. Chufi,
~1Ili~."

163 Al-&q..(2):115 reads""o God beloag the Eut met the West: whitbersoever yet~ thete
is the Preseace ofGod. For God is AIl-PervldiDg. AIl-KnowiDg.ft Al "ImritI (3):199 reaIs ...ADd there Be,

cedaillly IID08g the People ofthe Book, thase wlto believe iD Gad, Ûl the revelation to 1Ou, ad iD the
revelation to them, bowiDg iD bumiJity to God: They will DOt seIl the Sips ofGod for a miserable laiD!
For them is • œwanl 'Niall thm Lord, ad God is swift in 1CC01IIt.ft

164 McAuliffe, Our'Îllic ChristilllS. 161; al-Tablli, Commegtlin; voL 2, 38.
165 Al-Tabar\ Cqpnnegtaire. vol 2, 38.
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The second event illustrative ofthe Muslim..christian encounter in the time of

the Prophet took place in 10/631, i.e., one year after the recapture ofMecca by the

Prophet. At the time a series ofdeputations from the tnDes and communities ofthe

IJijiz and Najd came to an undetstanding with the emerging Muslim power.l66 M.

Hodgson writes that "an important part ofYemen, where Sâsinian control seems to

have become weak during the wars, submitt~ notably the Christian town Najrin."167

The comm1DÙty ofNajrin sent a delegation to Medina to negotiate with the Prophet.

Upon tbeir arrivai, the Prophet let them enter ioto the mosque where he subsequently

reproached them for believing in the divinity of 'Tsi and encouraged them instead to

convert to Islam.lA As they began to argue about Gad and the Messiah, "Gad revealed

the beginning ofSura 3 (Ai 'Irnrin) about that and clarified th8t Jesus was created as

was bis mother before him."169 Following the suggestion ofAl 'Irnrin (3):61,110

MulJammad summoned them to submit to an exercise ofmutual execration171 whose

final judge would he God. The (oUowing day, the Christian delegation renounced the

challenge. StiU refusing to convert to Isl~ they nonetheless acçepted a compromise

which stipulated that tbey would pay the jizyB(tu imposed upon the ab!al-IdrSb) in

exchange for their protection by the Muslim stale. ln

What comes through in the early exegetes' and historians' presentation orthe

166 Hodpoa, Veptun;. 194.
167 Ibid.
161 Louis MlSsipoa, "La Mubabala de MédiDe et l'hyperdulie de FI1ima," Opera Minora, ed. by

Y. Moubanç, voll (Beirul: Du al-Marcet: 1963) S55.
169 Slowuser, Womeg, 72.
170 AI 'Imrill (3):61 te8ds "IfIllY one dispUles ia tbis matter witb th~ DOW Ifter (full)

Ialowledge hlth œme to thec, say: "Come! Let 111 galber togetber,- our sons and your~ our women
lDCl your WOIllCll, oanelves ad yourselves: then let lB eamestly pray, ad illVoe the curse ofGocl on
those who lie!n

111 This eveat iavolving the early M1II1ïms with • Christi. coDlaumity ofNajlÏll is œually
referred to as havi_g beea • mrJ6ij. (ordea1), wllieb L Masipoa clcsaibes IS~ rite spécial de
malédietioa coaditÏOllDeUe réciproque." See Masipon. "M1Ibabala," 550.

172 TheirjizyaWIS to take the fonn of jllll.{Jumeats~1000 ofwlùch were to he provided twice
1 year. Formore details OB t" see MlSSigDOlI, "Mlibahal." ad aI-Tlbari's COIIIIDeIItary OD SnAl
'lmriIl(3):61, ia bis Qmpp'1ire. voL 3, 106•
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Muslim encounter with Christians is its correlation with theological assertions. In faet,

siirB MsryllllJ (19)9 which is said ta have been revea1ed in the context ofa sympathetic

relationship with the Abyssinians, emphasizes the miraculous conception and birth of

Maryam and '1si. Siirs Al ~lmriD (3), which was apparently revealed in the eontext ofa

more hostile encounter with the Christians ofNaj~ stresses the oegalion of 'lû's

divinity. As Stowasser asserts9 "post-Qur'inic Islamic exegesis ... came to PerCeive the

main purpose ofaU ofthe revelations on Mary as divine clarification ofthe truc natures

ofJesus and Mary in orderthat theircreaturedom he but anothersign ofGod's Oneness

and Omnipotence."l73

This theological attitude was indicative ofthe growing belief in the early period

oflslam that the Qur'in was to serve as the interpreter ofail previous scriptures. By the

time of81-Taban, there was 00 doubt that, in case ofdivergence, the Qur'in was ta be

the criteriOD ofveracity for theological issues. In the eyes ofal-Taban, Gad's

revelatioDs had been sent one after the other, 50 that the latest ofthem was the one to

he followed. As al-Tabarl writes,

La lOi des Juifs coasistait à stea tellir fermemeat à la Thora et à la TnditiOll (SUDDI) léguée par
Moïse el ce, jusqutà la veaue de lésœ. Lors de la venue de Jésus, celui dtentre eux qui suivait la
Thora et laTtlditioDde Moise et qui De les laissait pIS PO"suivreJésus, celui-li était perdu. QuaI
à la foi du Chrétien qui cODSiste ~stell teair fermemeat àItÉvlDgile et àsuivre les Voies instituées
par Jésus, eUe est agréée pu Dieujœqutà la veaue de MulJlIIIIDId. Celui dtenlre eux [auquel est
parveau Il Prop.élie} et qui De laisse pIS 1.Tndition de Jés. et l~vlDgile, celui-là est perdu.174

Al-Taban's IItm includes numerous references to the idea that the previous

revelatioDs had been atJected by taJp7fordistortion. The definition ofthis ward is not

straightforward, although it can he said that it refers to a variety ofreproaches against

the BbJ llI-fitsD. Al-Tabad's charges against the BbJ lIl-kità1Jcan in fact he grouped iuto

four categories: they do not believe in Gad; the Christians lie about MulJammad; the

Christians claim that the Messiah is the son ofGad; and the Jews lie about both Jesus

173 StowlSSa', Womep. 72.
17~ A1-T~ Commeptaire. voL l, 192. From d-Tabm's COIIIIIIeIltary OD .J.&q..(2):62.
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and MuI)ammad175 AI-Tabaii's commentary on Mary8DJ (19):34, for instance,

smnmarizes the types ofChristians that were present at the time ofIslam's birth, the

reproaches that were made against them, and the position ofIslam in relation to them.

While commenting on this verse, aI-Taban cites a IJaditb from Qatida th8t reads,

The cbildreo ofIsrael got togetber, lDd selected four groups. E-eh selected tbeir most Ieam~
and they debated about Jesus after ms beiDg taken up. One of!hem said: God came to the eartb,
ad resurrected t&ose whom Hec~ caused to die tbase whom He chose, ad thea Weill bact
op to the Heavens. These are the IKObeans. The third one said: You have lied. Theo two ofthem
said to the third one: You give your OI'iDioll. He said: He is the SOD ofGod. These ue the
NestorilDS. The two said: You bave lied. Theo one ofthese two said to the other: Give your
opinion on the matter. He wei: He is tbe tbird ofthe triaity - God is a~ He CIsi) is a~
and bis motber is a Gad-and tbese are the Isri11iyit, the Dngs ofthe Christians. ne Courth said:
Vou bave 6ed. He is the servant ofGod, lIId His messeager, His spirit, and His word-1IId these
Be the lDusliJDs.

Yet, in accordance with certain Qur'inic verses,116 al-Taban states in bis

commentary that not ail the Christians were unbelievers, and includes among the

exceptions those like the Negus and his foUowers who "confinn the Unity ofAllih, the

angels, the books, the messengers and the last clay, apart from MulJammad (peace ...)

and that criterion (furqiD) which he brought."l17

In any case, in the eyes ofal-Taban, llsi and Maryam were in no way

responsible for the distortion. Rather, the corruption ofGod's revelation resulted from

their followers. For instance, as Mi~ida (5):119 suggestS,11l '1sa is blameless in Gad's

sight ofthe Christians' claim that he smnmoned them to worship him and his mother

apart from Gad, "forbis religion was none other than submission to Allâh."179 Similarly,

175 MeAulitre, 01lèÏDiç Christi... 194. A more detailed epitome ofthe cbarges is given iD
Cbua WChristilDity," 109, 13S.

176 Sœb verses iDclude AI &lJDriD (3):199, Mi'id. (5):82-83, Y.II.(lO):94, h·d(l3):43, N4lJ/
(16):43, Allbiyi'(21):7, lsri~(l7):l07,Z...-w<43):45. For an lDalysiS ofthe COlIIIDeIltaries made on
these verses, see A. Charti's article, ·"Christianity," lIld IlDe McAuliJTe's book, Our'ïpiç Christi•.

177 Charfi, "ChristilDity," 137, quotiDg d-Tabui.
171 Al-MiYth(S):119 rads: ...ADd beItold! God will say: ·0 Iesus the SOD orMuy~ Didst thou

say .10~ wonhip me ad my matller u gods iD derogation ofGod~?He will say: "Giory 10 Thee!
Nevercoald [ say what Ibid DO ript (to say). Hid [ laid sach a tbing, Thou woUist iDdeed have known
Ît. Thou Ialowest what is iD My beut~ tho.... 1laIow DOt wltat iD~ for Thou Imowest iD full an tbat is
biddea."

119 Charfi, M(]aristilllity," 135, quotiDg al-Tabui•
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Maryam is blameless ofthe accusations that are made against ber by ber people.

Commenting on a/-Nisa (4):156,110 al-Taban wrltes that "tbey utteredagaiDs! Mary a

grave fa/se chargemeans: because oftheir lies against her and their accusations of

fornication (iiDa). And tbis is the gravest charge for tbey slandered her with tbis, doing

50 without evidence, and not clear proof: And 50 they slandered ber with baseless

accusations."Ill

B) Mmam, the Motherof'Isi. in al-Tabarl's Presentation.

In this section. 1propose to follow verse per verse al-Taban's commentary on

the Qur'inie passages regardiDg Maryam. The verses under consideration are Ai 'fmriD

(3):35-37; 4247; aJ-Nisi(4):156, 171; aJ-Mi'ida(S):76; Maryam(19):16-29; aI-ABbiyi

(21 ):91; al-Mu'miDÜD (23):50; and a/-Ta/pim (66):12. As a rendition ofthe entire

commentary would be long and unnec:essary, 1will translate al-Tabarl's own words only

when il is relevant to 0lU" subject.. The rest 1will summarize.111 This commentary

contaius in addition detailed grammatical and linguistic explanations: these will not he

rendered bere, unless they are helpful 10 understanding the image ofMaryam. Elements

from the Ta'dkh will he added in the fonn ofCootnotes when il is judged relevant to

underline similarities and reveal divergences. The following accounts do Dot pretend to

be exhaustive, but rather, inclusive ofinfonnation depicting the image ofMaryam.

Al ~1mrBD (3):35-37113
: /Jt:jold! • WOIIMII of'1JDrü uid: "() lIJYLotd! 1do detliule .'0

110 This verse is quoted helow iD the followiDg sectioa.
III ~Isi wa.Ma)'IIIL 149. In the followiDg pages. the passages referriDg to ~Jsi wa.Mgyam are

the n:suIt ofmy own tnaslation.
112 For the som:es ased iD Ibis readitioa see the IDtrodaetioa oftllis present study.
III The commeatllY OB the venes AI ~.1mrD(3):3S-37 is to he foBl iD voL 3, 156-157 ofthe

BeïnII, 1978 editiollofal·rabaii's I!f!k. Forœasoas ofspKe, in tbis chapter, [wingive thc page
refereuœ to the wort ~Isi w..Maryam..
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TIee rd.t is ÏllIIIY WtJlllb for Tly spa:i.JSI:IViœ: So MXepf 'lia oflM: for no.1Jem:at ad
Dowal .0"'61 ~

WhIJ sie wude6vered, SIeaid: "0 illYLonl!1JeIIo1d1..de6ven:x/or. fem.Je cjjld!"-Alld
GodDew llest Vlt., *' jMl6to.p, fOlfj-"AMI_wise is de 11I* Iüe de FemMe. 1 j.ve
.mJal1lt:rM.", ad1COIIIIIltJIItl je,adk o/'Tqlù6 10 71yJllDttJ&lio. Iiotlll1Je EYil Olrc;
IleRejœletl "
Riplpa:io.lydid11erL«dM:t:tf111Ier: He lIJMIe jer6'OWi. ,m'yBd"''''Y: To tlle cm:
oFZdmyi..de auiped. Every tiJDe tII.t Ile t:IIterrJd (jer) cbUlber 10 see 11er, je Forllld
_awliedwillS"tsaœ. Heuid:"OMMY! WJc.œ(t:tJIIIe/I6) lm10yo.rSjeMid: "FIOID
God: ForGodpmYidt!s s8fltsoce 10 W_III He plusea willlo. IlJe&flm:. ..

Beho/d! A woman of'ImriJr. Al-Taban presents the womll11 of '/mrin as the

mother ofMaryam and her Dame is lJanna.l14 Ber husband l Imrin is a descendant of

Sulaymin (Salomon), son ofthe prophet nawud (David).ll5

omyLord!1do dedicale lIIIto 11Jec wbat is iD my womb for 11Jyspecial service

(mlÛ)arrariD). Al-Tabaii writes that this section ofthe verse means Maryam's mother

dedicated her child ta the exclusive service ofGod. He dwells in particular on the

explanation ofthe tenn mui)arrariD which means for him "free &am the occupations of

tbis world."116

For Thou bearest IlIldknowest alllbiDgs. Al-Taban paraphrases this injunction as "You,

o Lor~ are the aIl HeariDg ofth81 which 1say and ask, and the All-Knowing of that

which 1intend within my inner self: and what 1want, nothing ofmy atTairs - the secrets

or the declared - is hidden &am you."117

Al-Taban next goes on to explain the çirçumstances thal led ~8DD' the mother

ofMaryam, to malte ber dedicatiOD. The story has il lbat Zakarlyi and ·Imrin were

married 10 two sisters. The wife of ~Imrinwas old and barren. One day, she saw a bird

114 Elsewheœ sbe is sUd to he the sister ofE1izabet, who is the wïfe orZabriyi and Ihe 1DOlher
orJohn the Baplist (Yatlyi).

Ils ne geaeaJogy or~Imrïn is folllld • such iD al-Tablrrs Ta'rikIL Seeal-Tablri. The Wstory of
al-Tabut. De Ancien. Kiagdoms.. voL 4, lODS. by Moshe PerlmaDD (State University ofNew York Press,
1987) 103. IaterestiDgly, iD this ICCO_. MII)'IDl is said to be capged 10 Josepb, wbose genealogy is
similar to ~Imrïn's.ney both are descelldaDts ofSalomoa ad David.

116 ~Jsi wa-Mpyam.. 42.
117 Ibid.
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feeding its young, the vision ofwhicb awakened in her the desire to bave a child•

Consequently, she prayed God to graut her a chil~ and soon after that became pregnant.

To show her gratitude towards Gad. she dedicated ber child to His service. 'Imrin

bowever died during ber pregnancy.

Theo a series oftraditioDs from Ikrima, Rabi' and al-Suddi are cited which insist

on the fact tbat lJanna thought she was expecting a male chiId.

Andnowise is tbe male like tbe rems/e. According to al-Taban,

the male is sttooger in service, ad more uprigltt in sucb. ABd it is Dot proper for the female in some
conditions to enter the temple lIId to render service to the chun:h, becaœe ofthat which aftlids ber
ia terms orher moDthfy period and post-putam impllrity.la

And1commendberBIldberoffspriDgto Tby protection fivm the Evil ODe, tbe

Rejected. In commenting on this line, al-Tabaii cites two /Jaditbs, ooe from Abü

Hurayra and another from Qatida, which assert that every child bom on the Earth is

touched by Sat~ except Maryam and her 500.119

He made bergrow in purity (nabs/iD) IlI1dbelluty (/)lISllIlin). A1-Taban chooses ta say

tbat God made her grow "perfectly."190 His statement is corroborated by a 1}aditb from

AbüAmr.

To tbe care ofZakariyi Al-Taban recounts thst,

Zakariyi &Iso look cbarge orher ICCOrdiDg ta the obügatioa imposed on bim by Gad, doiDg 50 by
cating lots wlûch God chose for him. AIlcl the silO .hich he showal to bis oppoaeDt, lIId which
mlde him the wortbiest oCthem ad that bis positioa WIS ÏIICOalestable wheu tbey cut Ibeir lots
- is bued on lhat wbich hu beea rellted 10 lB tbat Zabriyi and bis oppoaeots c:oacemillg
Muyam, wben tbey debated as ta wbom !he woald he with, tluew tlleir DiII.s iD tJle river Jordan.
Some orthe sages say the Oint oflabiiyi stuek 6rm aad tbal the .aler c:ould DOt dislodge it,
and tha. the Rùlts ofthe otbers were KWept away. GocIID1de tha. for Zakuiyi that he wu the
most deserviDg ofthem. Others way that Zabriyi's Oint rose to the surface while tbose ofthe

181 Ibid.
119 ln bis Ta'nkb. al-Taban iDcludes a story that relates tbat Satan wu aot a.are of the birth of

"lsï. Whea he heard &boat it tiom a group offripteaed deviJs, he Oew ta 6ad where the eveut hlll
oa:urred. &4IbIis wanted to approach it fiom &bave. But the ange!s' heads aad sbouldels that reached up to
heavea were over il. He thea tried to IelCh il fiom aader the earth bal tJle IDgeIs' Ceet wcre tùm.Iy
eatreached below-Iower tlla IbDs expected. neœupoa he tried to enter amoag them. but sboved him
Iway.ft So: al-Taban. AlcieDt KiDcdoms, ilS.

190 "lsi wa-Maryam.. 44•
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others sunk witll the Oow ofwaler aad were swept awaYt and tbis wu a siga tbat he wu the
most deservÎIIg ofthe people to ber. Whicbever cue it was, there is DO doubt lblt il wu a
decisiOD from God in ZabiiyiYs ravour over bis opponeuts that he wu the most deserviDg of
them to (Muyam·s guardimsJüp).191

A !Jaditb from al-Suddi records th8t this mode ofselection ofa guardian for a newcomer

in the service ofGad was a habit ofthe time, and that after Zakarlya was chosen. he

took ber to the sanctuary. At this point, al-raban cites several 1}stOtbswhich tell the

story in similar terms. In one ofthe IJ.tIitbscited, though, there is no mention orthe

casting oflots. Rather, Zakarlyi. being the closest relative, naturaIly took charge of

Maryam when her mother died.l92

Every lime mat he enleret!(/Jer) chamber(mi1}ra1J) 10 see ber; be foundbersupplied

witb SUSICDIl11ce. Al-Tabari writes that the food round WÏth Maryam came from Gad.

According to certain 1}adilbs, this food consisted ofwinter fruits in the summer and

summer fruits in the winter. Another f!stfitb ftom nm Isqiq says that Zakarlyi found

more food than the amount he had initially brought to Maryam. According to this

f!aditb, il is said tbat Maryam was initially entrusted to Zakarlyâ after the death ofher

mother. It is only later, after Zakarlyi announced tbat he could no longer take care of

her due to economic difficulties, that a casting of lots took place to find her a new

guardian. A carpenter by the name ofIaiij was chosen.

The use ofthe tenn mjfJraD is significant enough to inspire al-raban to define it, in the

course ofwhich he emphasizes the great status Mary enjoyed. He desaibes it as "the

front place ofassembly and prayer place, and it is the most important part ofthe

assembly place, and the most honoured position, the most noteworthy and 50 il is too in

the mosques."t93

The foUowing verses (AI 'lmrin (3):38-41) recOUDt the announcement ta

t9l ·lsi w.-MUYIIIL 45.
192 This is the version given iD al-Tlbui~s I!:iWl- See al-rabuL ADcjept KiDgdoms, 103.
193 .1si w.-Muyam.. 48•

57



•

•

Zakarlya ofthe conception ofhis son YalJ.yi. Zalcatiya is quoted as praying to God for a

chiId. Theo the angels come to announce to him the good tidings ofYal)y~ who will

become a righteous prophet. NotiDg bis old age and the bmenness ofhis we, Zalcatiyi

wonders about the likelihood ofa pregnancy. To Zalcatiya's surprise, the angels answer:

'1)oth God accomplish what he willeth." (Ai f/mrin (3):40). Sa he aso God for a sign.

He is then told that he will he stuck speechless forthree daYS.IM This passage is

followed by a series ofverses touching again on Maryam:

Ai '/mrü (3):42-47195
: BeIIoId! ne usels laid: "() Mary! Gad batb clIoseD thce ad

p.Iied Ibee--cltosea tlace above t'e womea or.n uliODS.
"() Muy! wonlaip tby Lord devoatly: prostrate tbyse~ ad bow dowa (iD pnyer) \Vith tllose
wlto bow dowa."
Tlûl is pllt ofthe ticliDp oftbe thiDp -.eea, whie" We reval.to tbee (0 Apostle!) By
iupintioa: Do. wu IlOt wit. them whca tbey eut lots willl urows, u to wbic. of them
sboald he cbUJed witla the eue ofMuy: BOr wu tho. with tIIcm whca tbey dispated (the
poi.t.)
BeIaoId! The uselsllid: "0 Muy! God PVet. tbceIl'' ticliBp of. WOId froID mm: lais .ame
will be Christ Jes., tbe lO1l ofMary, bcld iD boaoar ia tm world ad tbe Hereafter aad of(tbe
COIIIpI1lY 01) llaose aeuest 10 God;
MJle .hall speak to the people ia clai1cllloocl ad iD mat_ty. AIId he .hall he (oC the compay
of tbe ripteo..ft

Sile laid: MO my Lord! How"aIl bave a lIOIl .bCII 110 DIU bath to.lled mer He said: "Even
10: God createtlt wll.l lae willeth: w" He 'allI dc:creed • PlaD, He saith to il, ~Be: ad il is!

Al-Taban suggests that this passage, iDtroduced by 0 MII1Y! GodbllS CiJoseD

tlJee, is the continuation ofthe story told in Al '/mrin (3):33-34196
•

Cbosen Ibee lIbovc tbe womeD oflI1J DllIiollS. l97 Al-Taban explains that Maryam's

election to such a statœ is due to herobedience (tifa) to God's WUI. Al-Taban then

cites a 1}1ICiit1J from 'Abdallah b. la'far b. Ab1 Tilib wbich asserts that the best women in

lM 1do DOt provide al-Tablli's COIIIIDCIItuy OB these venes, siDce they Ire DOt diRdly
concernai with MIryam.

195 Al-Tabal's COIIUDeDluy OB tbese verses cu he follDd ia the 1978 cditioa oflais I!JiL vol 3,
179..209 orin "hi w.·Maa.. 68..73.

196 Al"1IDriIt(3):33-4 rads "God dicl clloose Adam lIId Noah, the family ofAbrahmI, ad the
ramily oC"1mrin above ail people, - oflSpria& oae oftheother: ad Gad heareth and Imoweth an thiDgs."

197 The fan readitioa ofal-Tabari's commeatary OB this pbrue is pen ia Chlpter~
Sectioa C.

58



•

•

Paradise, according to the Prophet, are Mary~ the daugbter of 'Im.rin, and Khadija,

the daughter ofKhuwaylid. Anotber 1)aditiJ ftom Anas b. Milik says that the best

women in ail the worlds are four: Mary~ Asiya (the wife ofPharaoh), Khadija and

Fatima. A third 1)adit1J from Ammir b. Sa'd, reports tbat the Prophet said that the

superior excellence ofKhadija over the women orhis community is comparable to that

ofMaryam over the women ofthe worlds.l91

Our author goes on ta say lhat Maryam was addressed by the angels verbally

(slJiJibBD). He cites a I}BmtIJ from Ibn IslJiq lbat gives the context in which Maryam was

addressed by the augets. Il was white she was out (ofthe Temple) to fetch sorne water

that the angels came to announce ber lbat she had been chosen. Then, "when Zakaiiya

heard tbis, he said: Truly the daughter of'Irnrin is eminent."I99 In this I)Btlitlt, Joseph is

referred ta as a young man whose parents had aIso dedicated him to the service of

Goo.200

o Mary! worsbip (uqnÜ1i) tby Lorddevout/y. Al-Taban cites ditTerent sources to

explain the meaning of uqnUli According to sorne, tbis means ta "extend your prayer.."

as in a,iDa/-ruküd. Others assert that it means "devate yourselfooly and sincerely to

yourL~" as in aJdJJi~i li llIbbiki. Others say that it means "ohey your Lord" Al­

Taban's preference is for the last interpretation.

Andbowdown (iD prayer) witb tbose who bow doWD. For al-Taban, "the bow (rukü,

and prostration to God (sujüdJ Mean humility (klJusbü, and submission (Idllxfû, to Him

in obedience and servitude ."201

Theo, al-Taban smnmarizes the interpretation ofthe verse AI ~1mrBD(3):43 as follows:

19& The discœsioa ofthcse .afithwill be the purpose ofChapter m oftllis present study.
199 ~lsi wa-Maryam, 68.
200 IDterestiDgIy, Joseph is the maïa protagooist iD MarylDl-s story u telated iD ù-Tabari's

TI'iikh. See especialIy the cbapter -ne story ofJes1B Soa ofMuy ad His Mother' iD al-Tabari, AŒient
JÇjDt!doItt 112-120. ne !lame co.lext is retaiDed.

l &Jsi Wl-Muyam. 69.
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o Matyam! Devote yourself to the wonhip ofyour Lo~ solely for His pleasure, and submit to
obeyiDg Iaim. ud to servitllde aIoDg witb those who bave submitted to mm fiom His creatio~

tbanldDg mm for tbat wbich He bas bestowed upon you tiom having selected you lDd purified
you from imparity ad baviDg preferred you 10 the wamen ofthe worlds ofyour time.2m

This (dbi/ika) isplUt ortbe tidiDgs oftbe tbings unseetr. Al-Taban says that dbilika

links the story ofMaryam and 'lsi with those ofA~Noah and Abraham~ just as the

verse Al 'lmrin(3):33~2OJ which precedes the story ofMaryam~ suggests. In view ofthis

fact, their stories must belong to those revelations conceming tbat which is hidden and

which ooly the abla/-/dtBD and the monles knew about.

Wbicb Wc reveaJ IIDto tbee (0 A~1Ie!)by inspiratiorr. Al-Taban says that this verse

alludes to the fact that the Prophet was umnii(illiterate) and tbat he obtained

knowledge ofwhat is hidden directiy from Gad. This attest, therefore, to bis prophetie

mission. The revelation ofwbat is hidden also allows the Prophet~ al-Taban explains. to

eut short the affirmations ofthe detraetors among the aIJJaI-IdtaD.

TiJou wast not witb them wben tbeycast lots witll arrows, as to wbicb of(hem sJJould

he cbarged witIJ the care ofMary: Nor wast tIJou witb tlJem wlJen lbey disputed(the

point): al-Taban slUllDlarizes at tbis point what he had already said in his commentary

on AI 'lmrin(3):37.

o Mary! Godgivetb tlJeeglati tidings (yub&sJJsJùru) ofa Word(h/ima) ûom Him. The

bulk ofthe commentary on this verse is concemed with the meaning of the word kalima.

Al-Taban interprets tbis verse to Mean that God announces the good tidings to Maryam

"on His part" (buslJrimin JiDdiln). The good news is that Maryam will have a son whose

name is 'Jsa, the MessiaIJ, SOD ofMaryBlll. Al-Taban, subsequently, gives other opinions

on the subject. Aceording to Qatida, bikalimBtiD minbusignifies the word bm (be).

AccordiDg to Ibn 'Abbas, it means the name that Gad gave to 'ls8. Theo al-Taban

summarizes bis position as foUows:

202 Ibid.
203 Verse quoted Aboye.
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The most correct is, iD my opiDiolly the fiat view which is that the IDgets gave Muyam the
tidiDgs oC"Jsj from~ the Exahed, iD bis propIIetbood and tbe Word wbicb He orden:d la be
attered to ber. which is that God wauld create ûom ber a child witboat • male parellt or
sperm.2CN

His Dame wiU he Christ Jesus, tbe SOD ofMary. Al-Taban comments that "the praised

one told His worshipers about the attnüUlion of 'lsi and thst he was his mother

Maryam's~ negating thereby tbst which the heretics ftom amongst the Christians

ascribed toG~ be He prai~ about sireship toG~ and thst which the Jews maligned

bis motber with tiom amongst the Jews."20S

The foUowing comments concem the status of 'lsi and bis prophetie function.

Commenting on be sballspeak 10 people ÎD cbUdboodBI1diD m8lurity, al-Taban says

that God alludes here to the integrity of'lsi's mother and to 'lsi's early ability to speak

as a praoforhis prophethood.

Sbe sllid: 'U myLord!How sbs/llbave ason wben no man bath toucbcdme?'·He says:

"Even so. "Al-Taban explains tbat:

What the Praised ODe lIIeIDS by tm is tbat Muyam, wbea the alels said ta ber Godgi"ellJ t1Jee
glMllidiDISof. Wonf lioIIJ lIiIIJ. saicl: "Lold, haw CIO l have a SOD - in wbat way 4:an [ bave a50' Iiom a hIBbaad tbat [silaU wcd aad a spoœe wilh wllom [ shaU coasort. or sball you caœe
10 be iD me 1 c:reatioa withoat a male or sperm, without IDY lIlID toa:biDI me?" Whereupoo God
said to ber: "Sa Gad creates wut He wishes - meaaing tbat it is iD tbis lIIIIIDet tbat God win
create ûom you a son for yo, wilhout IDY man toa:biag yo, and win make bim as • sign for
hUlDlllkiDd lIId otben. For He c:n:ates wb.t He willies, ad makes wbat He waals, and gives a
son to whom He pleases wilh ud wilbout clIDal contact, and deaies Ibis from tbose wham He 50
wills from IDlODB the WOIDeIl - evea ifme have 1 hlllbllld, for il is DOl beyond His ability to
creale aaytbing He wisbes to come ialo beiDI. An He bu to do is order il ifHe 10 wishes, lDd
say to it: Be and it is."206

AI-Nisi(4):156201: Thal they rejectcd!heir Faitlt; tlaat tlaey 1Ittered liai'" Muy a pave
fàJsechaqe.

Commenting on this verse, al-Taban says that the phrase tbey utteredagaiDst

204 "Jsi wa-MIryam, 71.
20S Ibid.
206 Ibid. 13.
2f11 Al-Tabarrs COIDIDeIltuy on dûs versecan be found ia the 1978 edilion ofhîs I!f!k. vol6't 9

orin "Iii w!:Mary!IIIL 149.
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Mary agrave fa/se charge "means: because oftheir lies against her and their

accusations offornication (zina). And tbis is the gravest charge for tbey slandered ber

with tbis, doing 50 witbout evidence, and not cIear proo! And 50 they slandered ber

with baseless accusations."2OI

AJ-NiSÏI (4):171209
: ADd His Word which Be bestowed OB Muy, ad • Spirit <nit>

pmceediag fiom BiBL

Al-Taban repeats the interpretation of ka/imathat he otTered in his commentary

on AJ-'lmriD (3):46. Tben he cites diverse qamtlJsexplaining the sense of l'Ü/!,

According to sorne, r1Ï1! implies the meaning ofblawing (nafldJa) which the Angel

Gabriel breathed into Maryam's womb. Vet, forth~ the blow is understood to come

from God, and Dot the Angel, as God Himselfordered the blaw la he created and

breatbed. According to others, niJ) is ta be understood as God's Mercy. Others say that

Gad crealed a t7Ù!, shaped il. then senl to Maryam to malee il the 11Ïl! of 'lsâ. Al-Taban

conchldes that ail these interpretations are close to the trutb.

A/-Mi'id/l(5):7621°: His mot.erwu a WOIIID oftruth (pddiq.). They bld botb to eal their
(daily) food.

Al-Taban explains that "here, Gad states lhat the mother ofa1-MasÙ)

believed."zu

201 Ibi~ 149. ADother ICClIiatioa C01DÏIIg ftom Maryam's people is mentiolled iD al-TIbui's
Ta'rikh. "TheD the Israelites wcl, "0Dly Zechuiah illide her pteplDt; he œed to have relltioDS with
11er.' "SeeaI-T.~APciegt ICiDgdoap. 120.

209 Al-Tlbui's commeotary on tbis verse cau be round al-Tlbai, Commegtaire vol 3, 537 or iD
~1si wa-M~am.. 194.

li ÂI-Tabm's commentary GD tbis verseem be (oaud ÎD tlle 1978 editioa ofhis Tafsir. vol 6,
201-.6 or iD ~Isi wa-Mamm. 247-9.

211 Ibid., 249.
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MBIJ'BID (19):16-2g212: Relate ÎIl tIIe Book(tlle "ory of) Muy wlieD she withdrew fiom her
CamiIy to a place ia tlac ElIt.
Site plKed a lCI'I:CIl (to lCfeeIl laenelf) from tIIem: thca We seIIt to hcr Our IDgel aacl he
appeued before ~er _ a DIU ia aU respects.
SIle saicl: "1 seckœfule Cmm tllee to (God) Most Gracio.: (come mt Dea) iC thou dost Ccar
God."
He saicl: "Nay, 1 am oa1y a messeapr from tlay Lord (to auo-=e) to thce the pft ofa holy
SOIL"

She saicl: "How "ail 1 have a lOIl seedl lIIal DO lIIaIl la. t08Ched me ad 1 am DOt uachalte?"
He laid: "Sa (it win bel: tlay Lord saitla ~nat is cuy Cor Me: ... (We wish) to appoint mm u
a Sip .to.. aad a Mercy fiom Us': il ila matter (10) decreed."
Sa .lIe coaceived Irim aad she retired witll Iaim 10 a remole place.
AacI the pailll ofc.uAirtli cIrove her 10 the traDt of a paJm.tree: she cried (iD her IDpsh):
"Ah! Woald thal 1 la'" died beCore tm! Wo1dd thal 1 lIad beea a llaiDg roqotteD ad oat of
sipl!"
Bat (a voice) cried to IIcr from bellcatll the (palm-lree): "Grieve DOl! For thy Lord hath
provided a riYlllet lleaeatll tIIee;
66ADd sbke towmls thyselfthc tn.korthe palm-tree: it win let rail fies.. ripe dates upoIl thee.
"80 cat ad driIIk ad cool (tlliae) eye. ABd iftlaoa dost sec aDY ma say '[ have vowcd a Cut
to (00cI) Most Gncio. ucl tlail clay wiU 1cater iato DO tait with IDY hUlllu beiDS.t "

At leallil sile &Io"'t the (habe) to laerpeople cmyÎDg him (ia Iaer ums). TIaey said: WO Mary!
tndy ID IID&ZÎIII tlùDs hut 1IIo.1IIo.1!
"0 lister of Auoa! thy Cailler wu IlOt • man oC evil DOt illY motlaer a woman .elaute!" But
she poiated to tlac balte. ney llicl: "How cu we tait to Olle wllo is • claild iD the c:ndle?"

Relate iD tlle Book (the story Dt) Mary wben me witbdrcw(intabadlJat) ûom ber

family to s place Î1l tbe East. Al-Taban explains that God told the Prophet: "Remember

... she betook herselffrom her family and sought solitude."!13 A tradition on the

authority ofaI-Suddi says that Maryam went over to the side ofa niche in a mosque

because ofhermenstrual period. Explaining li plllCe iD the East, al-Taban cites

traditions which mention a place "towards the cast ofthe sun instead ofwest" or a place

"abutting the rising SlDI."214 On the authority of Ibn 'Abbas, he says furthermore that the

Christians regarded the East as a qibls(direction ofprayer) according to God's words

BIldshe witbdrew fiom berfllllJÎ/y to Il place in tbe EllSt, hence they accepted the fact

th8t the birth of ~lsi had taken place in tbis region.

212 Al-Taburs alIIIIDeIltary OB this verse CIIl be fo_ iD the 1978 editiOB oflais I!f!it, vol 16,
45-64 or in 'lsi w!:MImpL 404-17. This sequeaœ is Couad aImost wonl perword in al-rabari's T.'rlkh.
See al·Tab~ ADciept Kùlgdop, 112-3, 118-9.

213 Ibid., 404.
214 Ibid., 405•

63



•

•

Sbeplacedascreen (to screen berse!t) from tbem. Al-Tabad says that "she took a

curtain which covered ber from ber family and the people."2IS Traditions aIso understand

the verse as meaning that Gad shaded her from the sun. or that the sun shaded her.

preventing anYODe ftom seeing ber.

Tben We sent to berOurange! (TÜl!lIDa] IIDdbe appean:dbelore beras a man iD ail

respects. supported by several traditioD~ Al-Taban explains tbat the angel is

Gabriel(Jibrll). On the authority ofa1.suddi. "when Maryam became clean fcom ber

menstrual period. she was suddenly confronted by aman."216 Al-Taban says lhat "Gad

made mm materialize before ber in hmnan fonn, perfect in bodyt Le.• in the fonn ofa

hmnan being ofproper form."217

Sbe said: Hlseckrefuge fiom tbee to (God) Most Gracious: (come Dot near) iftbou âost

fear(God). Al-Taban explains that Maryam was afraid ofGod's messenger when he

appeared to ber because "sbe thought he was a man who had come to take advantage of

ber."111 Several traditions support this interpretation. A tndition on the authority of

Wahb b. Munabbih says that she did not perceive him except as a hmnan being. Then., it

was reported to al-Tabari on the authority ofTho laid lhat '~she knew that the God­

fearing person wouid restrain himself"219 when he announced that he was a messenger

from Gad.220

SlJe said: "How sball1bave 8 SOD seeiDg tbat DO mabas touc1Jedme and1am DOt

UDclJsste (/JBgbiyiD). "Al-Taban reformulates the question as follows:

How cu 1bave 1 chi1d? Is il from a h.baDd whom 1will mury and get him fiom him, or win
God bring ioto beiag tbis c:bild fioUl the begùmiDg, when DO mm bu touched me iD a manDer

21S Ibid.
216 Ibid.
217 Ibid.
211 Ibid.
219 Ibid.

220 [do not provide al-Taburs COIIIIDCIltuy 00 the followiDg pbuse He said: "N.y~ 1am oDly a
messeuger fiom thy Lord (to DDOœce) to tbee the gift ofa holy son, u il does DOt provide esseDtial
iDformatioa re"tcd 10 our lopie•
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tbat is permissible thmugh m.miag~ lDd [whea] 1have DOt been promiscllOl1S silICe DODe hu
touclted me iD ID IIIICllllte DllDDer tllit would DOrmally he allowed, lIId 1blve DOl done thlt in
ID QDÇbute maner 50 tbat 1bve become preplDt through fornication.ni

He said: "So (it will bel: tllyLordsaitll '17I.t is essy forMe: 8l1d(We wisb) to appoint

lJim as a sign œto men andaMercy ûom Us': it is amatter(so) decreed. "Al-Taban

explains that the verse means thst:

the creatioo ofthat SOR whom 1bve said 1shall give 10 YOU is ea5)', and it is DOt diflicult for me
to create mm and give mm to YOD wilbom tbe ageucy ofa male impregnating YOD ... We may
mate Ibis child whicb we shan give œto you as a sign and proofover the creation tb.t 1have
giVeD to you ..• as a mercy fmm 111 .to Y0ll, ad for thase who beUeve in Ilim, lDd bis truth
whic:b he bu brought ioto beiDg tbrough you.2n

So sbe cODceivedbim andtetÏred witll bim to aremoteplace. A1-Taban cites several

traditions explaining how the conception of'lsi oc:curred. With a few variants. it is

reported that Gabriel breathed down upon her womb or cbest through tbe opening ofber

upper gannent.223 On the authority ofal-Suddi, it is reported tbat "Zakarlyi's wife came

to her in the night to visit her, and when Maryam opened the door to her, sbe detained

ber, and Zakarlyi's wifc said: "I am pregnant" and Maryam saiel: 1too am pregnant. The

wife ofZakaiiyi said: 1find that wbat is in my stomach prostrates to that which is in

yours, and tbis is His speech TestifyiDg the wordofGod."Z1A

Andtbe painsofcbi/dbirtA drave 11erto the t11lllk of8 pa/m-tree. al-raban writes that

the traditions ditTer regarding the place to which Maryam betook berself to give birth to

ber child 'tsi. Sorne say il was the nearby territory ofEgypt. On the authority ofWahb

b. Munabbi~ it is reported that al the end ofhert~ she was with one ofher relatives

called Joseph the Carpenter, and that they were heading towards the temple on MOUDt

221 Ibid.. 406.
mIbid.
223 To give ID KCOlIlt of "1si?s coaceptiOD ia bis TI'dkIL al-Tabaii quotes the equivalent

Qur' iDic IaXJUDt. See aI-Taban, Agsiegt Kipsdom.. 112-113.
224 l.hi wa:Mm. 406•
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Zion. which they then served "industriously" and "zeaiously."22S Th~ the text ofthis

IJstlitb reports a dialogue that took place between Maryam and Joseph. The narration in

the IIWInms as follows:

The tint penoa to deay the prepaac:y ofMuyam wu Jaer camplDioD Joseph, and wllen he saw
wbal hld befallen her, he wu taken by surprise, and it was stressful for him, lmog him (orally
uaawue. He dicl DOt kaow wlaat would become ofber. Ifhe wlDted to KCDSe her, be remembered
ber righteoumess and piety, and tbat sbe did DOt once absent henelf from mm for a singl.:
moment. Ifhe wated to exoaerate ber, be Iooked at that whicla wu clearly visible 00 ber (i.e.•
ber prepacy). Men tbis became rather pressiDg for him, he spoke to ber. ne first thiDg he
said to berwu thal "il hu occurred 10 me tiom your matter which 1bave feared. [ have heen
extremely zealoœ about ipormg it and keepîDg quiet about il wilbin myseIJ: but DOW il hu
overçoDle me. 1thereCore see that speakiDg about it is healthier for me." She said: "Thea say
somethiDg goad." He said: M[ would DOt say lDythiDg bUl that to YOD, 50 leU me: does • crop
grow without a seed1" Sbe said: "Yes." He said: "Does a tree grow without raiD 10 wlter il?" She
replied: ..y es." He said: "And CID therc be a c:hild witlioUl • ralher?" She said: "yt:S. Do you Dol

DOW thal~ Blessed lDd Exalted he He, made the crops the day He created tllem withoUi 1

~? Aad do YOU DOt IaIow Iha' Gad. by His power, c•...t the ltee pow matif He seeb tbe help
ofwlter-and wen=- it DOt Cor lbat water, He would not be able to mUe il grow?" Joseph said to
her: "1 do DOt say tbis, but 1do Iaaow Gad, Blessed ud Exalled he He, by His power over
Whatsoever He wisbes, says to that lhing ·Bet and il is." Muyam said: "00 YOU Dot Imow that
God-Blessed and Exalted be He-c:reated Adam aad bis wifewilbout female ormaie?" He
replied: "Cmaioly." W1aen she hld said tbese thiogs to him, il dawaed upoD mm that wb.t had
come 10 ber wu from God. the Blessed udExalt~tbat il wu DOl for mm to uk ber about
il. This was bec.me he saw her silence OB tbe issue.

Theo, the report goes on to say that Joseph look care ofher. Gad revealed to her tbat

she should depart from the land for the safety ofher child. Sbe is said to have conferred

about this to her aunt. who was pregnant with YaI!yi. At that moment. while in the

womb ofhis molher, Yqyi acknowledged 'lsi in prostration. Joseph is then reported to

have t&ken Maryam to Egypt. On the borders ofEgypt, while feeding their donkey, the

birth pains struck Maryam. "When she found them really intense, she betook herself to a

date palm., and the angels sheltered her and covered her, standing in ranks surrounding

her," conchldes the IJaditlJ.

Anotber tradition from Wabh b. Munabbih reports that when the pains struck her,

22S Ibi~ 407. This accolBlt is aIIo CO" iD aI·Tabui'sI!JWl.1D Clet, the CollowiDg sequence
ÏDvolviDg Joseph amstilutes the core ofMuyam's story u related in tbe r.'rlkIL Sec al·Tabarl, Ancient
KÙllrd~ 112-7.

·tsi wa-Muyam. 407•
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Maryam left ber city orEilat, to go six miles away to Bethlehem, where she delivered.

Ab! wou/dtbst 1bsddied before tms! Wou/d tbst 1badbet:D Il tbing forgotten andout

ofsigbt! A tradition &om aI-Suddi records that sbe was in pain and ashamed before

those present when she made that outburtso According to the !JllditA the meanings of

the two injunctions are "How 1wisb that 1bad died before tbis agony whicb 1DOW

endure, and the griefofbearing a child without a husband.,. and "a thing forgott~

which is not asked about, such as the rag for the monthly Dow, which once it has been

used and discarded. is no longer used and is not mentioned."n7

But Il voice criedto ber fivm benelllb the (palm tme): Grievc Dot! For tby Lordbath

provided Il rivuJet beneatb tbee. AI-Tabarl's objective in commenting on this verse is to

detennine the source oftbis voice. He cites several traditions wbich say that Gabriel

pronOlDlCed the injunction. and still others that insist it was ~lsi. For bis part, al-Taban

favours the interpretation that says it was 'lsâ. Among the reasons al-Taban gives:

sbe would DOt have poiDted to hilll,m ifGod wish~ UDless she Imew that be could speak in that
condition (i.e. iD tbis stage ofiDfuc:y), aad because orthat which sile wu Iware and hld been
assured oC il by Iùs address to ber by bis speech: Do IlOt pieve . .. The wonls (orthe vene) tben.
mean that the newbom called out to ber fiom lIIIder 11er, Do DOt Grieve 0 Mother, for IlJy Lord
liaptOvided• rivulet ~/II t1Jee. V...... from Ibn laid hu lold me tbat Bill , voicec.IJed
out 1011er fiollJ ~t1J,Do DOt pieve: to wbich me said: ·How CID 1DOt pieve when yOU Ile

with~ aad 1bave DOh.b~ 10 tbat 1may say that you Be ûom bim, DOr am 1• slave tbat
you are &om my mater, 1have DO exCate to ,.ovide to the people WouM IIJ.tIIJMIdied belôre
t/Jis! Woukl tIJ.t 111«1bem. tmg forgolleD, 0111 ofsig/ltrWhereUfJOD "lsi said to her: o[ win
speak OD yo. bebal!,229

So est addrink BIldcool tbiDe eye: aI-rabari comments tbat,

H~ God says 10 eat ofthe fiesh dates wbich rail OD you, and drink orthe wateroftbe rivulet
which yoar Lord ba caœed uadenleath you lIId do DOt feu hUDger ort~ ••. aod pleue
yoanelfad he happy in your giviDg bûth to me lDd do DOt griev~ ... and your eye should rest
011 10ur cbild.DO

Andiftbou dost see IlDYme say '1bllve vowedIl fast f.sawm) to (God) Most Gl7lCious

m .Jsi••Mgyam. 408.
m Here refereace is made to M-:r- (19):29.
229 ·Isi w.-Muyam.. 408.
DO Ibid.
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and tbis day will1eDter iIlta DO tBlK witlJ anyblJ1DlII1 beÎD~ ,Al-Taban here cites several

traditions regarding the meaning of ,awm (fast). They concur in reporting thst she

withheld herselffrom food, drink and speec~ yet9 they diiTer regarding the reason why

God ordered her to abstain &om speaking ta others. Sorne say thst,

God onIered tb~ for tbere wu DO maaifest proofin ber favor wïth the people. tbis is bec:ause
she came, beiog umnmied, with a chilcl. ad wu tb. olderai-lo witbhold fiom lallciag !IO that
the speech ofber son migbl suffice for ber.!ll

For instance, a qaditbon the authority ofIbn Mas'üd goes: "Speak to the people and

greet th~ for that woman knew that no one would believe her that she had conceived

without a husband." Al-Taban adds9 "he meant by 'that woman' Maryam, on whom he

peace."232

Otbers say t&st her silence and the child's speaking on ber behalfcODstituted a sign for

both Maryam and her son. Finally, others say that those who fasted in that day and age

used to refrain ftom speaking to the people in addition to avoiding food and drink..

At /engtb sile brougbt the bsbe to berpeople, carryiDghim. TlJey said: 0 Maryam! Tru/y

BD amaziJJg (fmyiD) tbiDg tbouhast broug/lt!Al-Taban writes that in these verses God

recounts t&st when '!si spoke on her behaU: "she became confident in herself, and

subj~ted herselfto the will ofG~ and she carried mm unUl sbe came to ber

people."23J Th~ al-Taban goes on to cite several traditions that take the meaning of

fariyiD to Mean "tremendous" or "migbty." Another tradition on the autbority ofWahb

b. Munabbih reports that faiiyiB means "something ofwantonness rather than

goodness."2lI

o sisterofAIlTOD! Al-Taban cites several traditions concemed with establishing the

identity oftbis Aaron. One group oftraditions state thst this inj1lDclion is addressed to

23llbi~ 412­
232 Ibid.
m Ibid
234 Ibid.
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Maryam, "attnDuling to her righteousness, since people ofrighteousness among them

were ealled Aaron; thus it is not Aaron, the brother ofMoses... Others say that "the term

refers to Aaron, the brother ofMoses, and Maryam was attributed to him as bis sister

because she was one ofhis descendants." Finally, others say tbat it is a reference to a

heretic among Maryam's people, 50 they ascnDed her to him (so as to incriminale ber.)

According to al-Taban. "the correct information in the discussion on tbis issue is what

the Propbet has provide~ which we have already related. i.e., that she was ascribed to a

man from her tnDe.Wt..JS

Tby làtber WB Dot 8 man ofevU, Dor tbymotber8 woman UDcbaste (bagbiyin). Al­

Taban interprets tbis verse to mean that ber father did not do "immoral things," and

lhat her mother was not a Kf"omicatress."'.J6 Theo, al-Taban quotes a tradition on the

autbority ofal-Suddi in which il is related that God "did not say bagblyalin (in the

feminine) because this description is specifie to women and not m~ and 50 il follows

the structure of imra~8tllD/Ji'it!- a menstruating woman, and laliq, a divorced woman."

But sbepointedto the babe. Al-Taban writes that she did 50 to indicate tbat her people

should talk to ber son in the crad1e.

How CSD wc speak to one wbo is 8 cbi/diD tbe cradle?Al-Taban states that "they had

thoupt that her pointing to him was making a mockery ofthem."

Al-A1Jbly.(21):91237
: Aacl (remember) herwlto puded herchastity: We breathed ialo her

ofOar Spirit ucl We illide 'cr ud .er 108 • Sip for ail peoples.

And(remember) ber wboguardedbercbsstity (farj). Al-raban writes that the

commentators differ on the meaning of fart Some say that Gad means that "she guarded

23S Ibid.
236 Ibid., 413.
237 Al"Taburs COIIIIIIeIlluy OR liais VeDecan be rOllDd iD the 1978 edïlion ofhis T.W, voL 17,

67 or iD ~Jsi ••-Maryam. 467,
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ber actual private parts in that she eschewed sexual immorality." Others say that GOO

means by fsrj "the neck ofher upper garment~ in that she kept Gabriel away ftom there

befme realizing that he was a messenger ftom her Lord and before knowiDg who he

was.
ft

Al-Taban conchJdes tbis point by saymg that "the better ofthe two positions with

us is that ofthose who state that gulUdedbercbsstitymeans eschewing sexual

immorality~ sinee that is the stronger ofthe two interpretations."23I

And we breatbedinto berûom ourSpirit. Al-Taban explains that God means "we

breathed in the neckline ofher dress." For the interpretation ofSpirit (11Ïl!), he refers to

a previous occasion, which he does not however specify.239

We made berIlDdberson 8 Sign for ailpeople. Al-Taban specifies that Maryam and 'lsi

are a sign "for the people oftheir time, to whom they rnay look and on whose matter

tbey might reOcct, and know the magnitude ofour (OOO's) sovereignty and power over

that whieh we wish." Then al-Taban goes on ta explain that "sign" (âys) is in the

singular - and not in the dual - because the meaning ofthe verse is that "we (GOO) made

the two ofthem as a sign and a praof from us, each one ofthe two as a praofofGad and

the magnitude of His power, and eacb ofthe two is 10 he t&ken as representing the other

sinee their issue in that which guided to God is a singular one."240

AJ-MU'miIIÜD (23):SOU1
: Aad We made tlae SOlI ofMuy ad his IIIOlher a Si..: Wc lave

tbem both .lIcher GD mp po'" afl'ordiDl RIt ad seewity ucI flnlislacd witla spriDp.

And We made the son ofMsryandbismother8 SigD. Al-Taban explains tbat

God "made the son ofMaryam and bis mother a praoffor us amoDg the people whom

tbey were, and a proofofour power aver the creation ofbodies without any source, as

238Ibicl
239 Most probably verse M.,,_ (19):22. See above.
2A01bid.
241 Al-Tabari~s commeatary ofthis verse CID be foaad in the 1978 edition ofhis!!f!!L voliS,

19-20 or ia ~Jsi wa-Maryam, 469•
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we brougbt in being the creation of'lsi without a father. A tradition ofthe authority of

Qatida states that Maryam bore 'lsi without a father for hi~ "and for tbis reason the

iYB is singular in mentioning Maryam and her SOIL"".A2

Wcgave tllem botll sAe/teron lJig/J grollDd After citing severa! traditions that suggest

different locations for this high ground, al-Taban concludes that "the most correct of

these opinions on this issue is that it is a bigh place ofsecurity and clear springs."243

A/-T~m(66):12244:ADd MIry, tbed....leror~Imriawho luarded hercbutity; ad We
breatlaed ïato.er (body) oro. spirit; lIId she lestified 10 tbe tndh orthe words orher Lord
ucl orBis Revel.tiODs ad wu oae orthe devoat.

AndMary, tlle dsugbterof'Imrin wbo gusrdedbercbsstity. Al-Taban says tbst

Gad links tbis verse with a preceding one - AndGodsets foItb, as BD example to tllose

wbo believe .245 For al-Tab8lt the phrase Who gUllTdedbercbllStitymeans that "she

prohibited Gabriel, on whom he peaee, access to the necldine ofherdress." Al-Taban

adds that "anything that is in a woman's garment in tenns ofa hole oropening is called

a flllj."

We breatbediBto ber(body) ofOUT Spirit. AI-Tabarl summarizes what he has already

said on the subj"t. The verse means "we breathed into the neck ofber dress, and this is

her farj." Fmally OfOurspirit means "&am Gabriel and he is a/-l'Ül!," while Andme
te!l1iDedto tlle trutb oftbe worrlsofberLordandsile testifiedto tbe trulli ofworrls of

berLord, lIIld was OBe oftlJe devout means that "she believed in Jesus, who is the word

ofG~ ... and the Torah and the Gospel, and sbe was ofthose who are obedient."

242 Ibid.
243 Ibid. In bis Ta~dkIL al-Tabad ideatifies the 1Jig/l grormdas beiDg Egypt. See bis AFiept

Kip~ 116.
44 Al-Tabaii's COIIIIIleIItary ofthis verse cm be foUDd iD the 1978 editioD ofhïs I!f!k, vol 28.

110 or ia~Wa-MuyIllL 538.
Al-T"'(66):ll.
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C) Matyam. tbe Ernbodimeot orthe SinlQ~Female.

In the light ofthe preceding secti~ al-Taban's rendering ofMaryam's story

shows that the Qur'in left. ample room for the early exegetes to embellish the tale with

hagiographie material. The resuIting narrative efher lire seems to fuIfil two purposes.

On the one han~ as bas already been mention~ Maryam's story is intenningled with

theological considerations, suçh as the affirmation ofthe oneness and creative power of

God. On the otber, ber story is iDtended to serve as "an example ta those who

believe."246 Chosen and purified above the women ofail nations..247 Maryam embodies

the image ofthe ideal pious female. The Islamic tradition in the beginning had

attributed the concept ofsinlessness ('~sma)1AI to the (male) prophets. Forthem, tbis

concept is understood at the spirituallevel, but also guarantees a constant purity al the

physicallevel.:z.t9 In the case ofMaryam, ber story seems to he an attempt to attribute

the concept ofsinlessness to a female exemplar. Yet, in the light ofthe above

commentary, Maryam's gender appears to he problematic in the eyes ofal-Taban and

hispred~ sinec femaie bodily fonctions such as menstruation and defilement are

regarded as signs of impurity. White Maryam's spiritual status is blameless in al­

Tahad's exegesis. the question ofherphysical state ofpurity is one ofthe major

preoccupations ofthe traditions he selects and bis subsequent comments. The

ambivalence between her spiritual status and her physical state will he the focus oftbis

section.

The MOst apparent aspect ofMaryam's life is the direct participation ofGod in

the key events ofherexistence, each ofwhich is punctuated by a miracle. Eversince ber

~ A/-TIflrim (66):Il.
247 Bere ~ference is made to AI 1l1IDriD(3):42.
2a E. TylD, '"ipa," in Epcyclnppdja ofIslm ncw cd. (Leidea: E. J. Btil~ 1978).
2A9 Stowuser, Womeg, 77.
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own miraculous conception, foreshadowed by ber motber's vow to dedieale ber to the

service ofG~Maryam is bound by divine obligation. The selection ofZakarlyi or

Joseph as her guardians appears to have been the work ofGod through the casting of

lots. Even her upbringing was orcbestrated by Gad who makes her grow in purity Il/ld

beauty,250 whicb al-Taban takes to mean "perfectly."".!1 The believer is reminded of

God's presence in ber life as sbe grew op, espec:ially in tbe light ofthe accounts ofthe

mitaculous food that was found in ber cbamber - miraculous either in ils abundance or

ils unseasonal nature. This however pales before the triple sequence ofmiracles whicb is

the most revealing ofdivine intervention in Maryam's life: the annonciation ofthe

conception of ~lsi by the angel Gabriel; the conception itself; and the circumstances

surrounding the birth of the child A final miracle marks ber retum to her people, when

she prompts 'lsi to speak ftom bis cradIe and answer the accusation made against her.

Ali of these miracles contribute in showing that Maryam and ber son are a "sign"

(iya) ftom God.252 Al-Iaban points out that the ward "sign" is in the singular in both

verses and explains that "each ofthe two [Maryam and 'lsi] is to be taken as

representing the other."153 Al-Taban insists on the fact that their bond with one another

guarantees their immunity nom false accusation and misunderstanding oftheir status on

the part oftmbelievers. On the one hand, Maryam's constant identification with '1sa

allows the exegetes to argue that he was Dot the son ofGod, but rather the son of

Mary~as 'Isi is frequently identified in the Qur'ÏD.254 On the other hand, 'tsi

intervenes to defend the integrity ofhis mother at a mtical moment in her life, i.e.,

2'0 AI clmriD (3):37.
2S1 The definitioll ofwhat "perfectly" lIIeIIIS iD al-Tabui's eyes will ba:ome clar later iD Ibis

section.
m Al-AlIbiyi (21):91111d AJ.MII~IIJÎJI. (23):50.
2S3 See above, 70.
2SI nus mal101lyaIÏC OCCIft 23 limes ia Ille Qur'a. 16 limes as ~lsi, 1bIl Maryam, ad seveD

times u IbIl MayIDl aIone orwitb tome other title. See Geoffrey PmiDder, lesus jp the 0.:.. (New
York: Oxford University Press, 1977) 22. Pmillderaotes lbat ·1his is sarprisiag siJK:e SOD ofMuy OCCUIS
oD1y oace iD the Bible.ft
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when she retumed to herpeople to face their accusations ofzlDa(fomication). Thus

exonerated, Maryam is presented in al-Taban's exegesis as a sign ofpurity..

God's involvement in Maryam's life appears to he intrinsically linked with her

elevated piety. Several elements in her story point to her high spiritual status. First of

ail, the accounts ofher story emphasize her ancestry and privileged network of

relationships.. The sources cited by al-Taban have traced ber genealogy through ber

falher 'bmin back to the prophet David. Rer mother's genealogy is not as prestigious~

yet she is shawn to bave been a devout woman. whose desire for a child is heard and

granted by God. The impeccable status ofher parents is a1so emphasized in Maryam

(19):28 which reads "thy father was not a man ofevil~ nor thy motber a woman unchaste

(bag/liyiD)." At one point the Qur'in, as wc have seen, identifies Maryam as the sister

ofAaron.255 The carly commentators, as shown in al-Taban's exegesis, were weil aware

that Maryam could not have been the actual sister of Aaron, brother ofMoses, and tried

in some cases to explain tbis as a reference to ber descent ftom him, or in others as

reflecting a custom ofher lime 10 refer to people ofrighteousness in ber tribe as

"Aaron." These tnditiODS emphasize again ber rigbteousness by associatiDg ber with a

righteous man. Equally, the guardians to whom Maryam was entrusted were alsa

devoted to the service ofGod. Zakariyi was himselfa prophet and subject to miracles,

such as the conception orbis so~who was also to bccome a prophet. Maryam's second

guardian, Joseph, is said to have been a youth devoted to the service ofGad, dedicated

to this task at birth by bis parents. Interestingly, Joseph is said to have had a genealogy

similarto that of'hnrân, in attestation ofhis rigbteousness. In addition. Muyam's story

is inseparable from her son's, the prophet 1si, as may he seen in the Qur'an's narrative.

Ultimately, Maryam's immunity from fault is guaranteed by the exceptional fact that

Satan did not prick ber al birth.

2SS MBJ'BIl (19):28•
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Maryam's rigbteousness is corroborated by her devotion and obedience to the

will ofGod. CommentatOIS relate that after the death ofher mother, Maryam lived in

the temple onder the protection ofZakadyi. Rer position in the miJpa1J (a place of

houor as al-Taban describes it) and ber bow(iDg) down witn tbose who bow down.

suggests tbe intensity ofber piety. In al-Tabaii's view worship and obedience are

closely linked. Thus when Maryam is told to worsbip (uqnütl) tby Lorddevoutly. al­

Taban does not necessarily take it to mean "extend yourprayers" as others have

suggest~ but rather "obey your Lord." Al-Tabari's commentary on aJ-T$7m(66):12

summarizes bis description ofMaryam's piety. He writes tbat "she believed in Jesus,

who is the word ofGad, ... and the Torah and the Gospel, and she was ofthose who

were obedient."'2S6 Thus, Maryam's liCe, as depicted above, reflects ber mother's wish

tbat she be mul}amuin. This ward has been translated into English as "the special

service to Gad,"257 but aI-Taban UDderstands it to mean "free from the occupations of

this wotld"251

Maryam's perfectio~ as al-Taban descn1Jes it, is a combination ofrighteousness,

devotion and obedience. Consequently, Maryam is granted the highest spiritual tiUe: she

was cboscn overthe womcn oftbe worlds. A1-Taban explains that tbis election is due to

her obedience towards Gad. Elsewhere, he also records Zakaiiya's remark after he heard

that the angels had addressed Maryam: "Truly, the daughterof'Imran is eminent."259

The high status ofMaryam in the eyes ofal-Tabarl is corroborated by bis attributing to

her, on one occasion. the supplication 'on whom be Pe8Ce,,260 usually reserved in the

Islamic tradition for Gabriel and ail the prophets besides MuI)ammad.

2$6 Sec abov~ 71
257 This is Y. "Ali's readeriDg..
251 Sec above, 55.
2S9 See .bov~ 59.
260 Sec abov~ 68•
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Thus~ Maryam would seem to fulfil the requirements ofthe perfect prophet,261

were it not for her gender. The traditions dwell a lot on the fact that, against ail

expectatioDS, lJanna's child was a femaIe. Discussing the interpretation ofAI 'ImriD

(3):35, al-Taban cites several traditions that report that the mother ofMaryam expected

a male child when she made ber dedication to Gad. This reveals the obstacle ofbeing a

female in the serviceofG~ but at the same Ume it demonstrates Maryam's

exceptional status. Retlecting the attitude ofbis Ume, al-Tabaii explains that the

disadvantage ofthe female with respect to the male in the service ofGad is caused by

ber menstruation.

Thus, while the purity ofMaryam is not in question at the spirituallevel, ber

purity at the physicallevel is another matter. For lack ofconstant physical purity,262 al­

Taban is concemed to present ber &ee from physical impurity at the moment God

intervenes in ber lire. Traditions on tbe autbority ofal.suddi are particularly revealing

ofthis attempt. Al-Suddi is reported to say that at sorne point in her Iife, Maryam went

out to the side ofthe niche because ofhermenstrual period. Th~ he adds, once

Maryam was free oftbis condition she was suddenly eonfronted by a man, i.e., Gabriel

in a hmnaD fonn. The carly exegetes' discomfort SUlTounding menstruation is shown in

their struggle with the meaning of a tlJiDg forgotteI4 wbicb, on the authority ofal-Suddi

is defined as that "whicb is Dot asked about, such as the rag for the rnonthly flow, whicb

once il bas been used and discarded, is no 10Dger used and is not mentioned."263

Similarly, al-Tabaii's report marks an insistence on the faet she guardedber

261 SolDe exegetes sucb albB lJazm (284-4561994-1064) ad al-Qurtubi (cl 6711(272) bave
argued tbat Muyam wu a propbet (II.&) because sbe wu Iddressed by agem. See Smith ud Haddld.
"The V'1If: Muy," 178. Yet aI-Tabui does DOt meDtÏOD tbis possibility ofiDterpretation.

Latet exegetes such as Abi al-FUl1II! Rïzi lIId M........ad Raslùd Ridi conteod tlaat Maryam
wu free Iiom menstrualiOD ad defilemeat. But tbis is clearly DOt the case iD the acco1mt given by aI­
Tabart la facl, KCOrdiag to B. SIOWIlSer, tlte 8lderst1DdiDg ofpbysical purity as fieedom of
menstruation and dememeat hu "remailled margiDai to the CODSeIISlII-haed doctrine that defined Muy's
purily iD etbical terms." See Stowasser, Womep. 78.

263 See ahovCt 67.

76



•

•

flllj.2M Commenting on tbis Qur'inic phrase, al-Tabarl explains that she eschewed

sexual immorality. Al-Iaban alsa cites otherreports which assert lhat Maryam was

scared at the sight ofthe man whom she did Dot at tirst recognize as Gabriel and whom

she thougbt he was a man who had come ta take advantage orber. Some traditions say

that, in her fiight 9 she shielded ber flllj, meaning in tbis case the Deck ofher upper

garment, and did so before realizing that it was Gabriel who had approached her and

Ihat he bore a message from her Lord. Commenting elsewhere on the verse 1 wss not

UDclJaste (bsgbiyiD),265 Al-Taban takes the apportunitYto explain what she meant by

this, using aImost legal tenninology to assure us that Maryam was innocent ofthe

charge ofpromiscuity or fornication.

Interestingly, although classicaI Muslim commentators generally agree that

Maryam was a virgin before the conceptionof~266 the ward batüJ(virgin) is not

mentioned in the Qur'in.'151 ln fact, her virgiDity is assmned in tigbt of 'lsi's conception

occurring without the agency ofa male impregnating her. The traditions describing the

way in which 'Tsi was conceived are al pains to detennine whether Gabriel blew the 11ÏI!

ioto the neckline or sleeve ofMaryam's gannent, or whether bis breath reached ber

chest or her womb. In any case, these traditions are careful to depict the aet as involving

a minimmn ofphysical contact.

Rer female condition and the risk of impmity il involved in the eyes ofthe carly

exegetes is eonnected with the triple sequence of seclusion before and after her

2601 The 1IICIDÎDgs of fMjiD. AnIric are multiple as have seen above. ne English reoderiDg varies
between "'shllDe" lDd "chutity."

265 IDlerestiagly~ lhe SIIIIe WOId bq/Jiyill is .-ed wbea the Qu(ân userts that her IDOther't a
muried WODllD, wu DOt lIKhate.

266 StowlSSCr, WOIpeIL 78.
7fiI Smith ad Hlddld note that iMllÏlis itself. ChristiID tenD. Sec Smith ad Bldetad, "The

VŒgÎ1l MaIy," 163 IL 8. Yer il is madioDed ia the ,.n11L ne earliest refereace 10 Ibis is làaad iD Ibn
IJlDbal, Mœpld.. This title is aIso app6ed to tlte PropIIetFs d....ter Fitima Ï1l some ÎllStIDCe5, aIthough il
is DOt foaad in al-Tabari. See for iDstaaœ the sixteenth ceatary exegele Kühiai Formore delails 011 lhis

topi~ see MeAulitfe,~"23 .
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conception of '1si; her sutfering at his birth; and her silence upon ber retum to her

people. Sbe isolates herselfbecause her menstruation prevents ber from staying at tbe

temple.- Once pregnant, sbe isolates herselfin a remote place.- At the birth ofher

child, sbe experiences great pains. Crying Would tllal 1baddiet! before Ibis! Wouldtbat

1bat!been a tbing forgotten andout ofsig/Jt! she is depicted as feeling deeply her

shameful conditio~ which al-raban expresses as "How cao 1not grieve when you are

with me, and 1have no busband, 50 that 1may say that you ('lsi) are from h~ nor am 1

a slave that you are from my master. 1have no excuse to provide to the people."!70 Then,

Gad enjoins ber to enter into a fast (l8wm), whicb is understood to entail complete

silence on ber part. Al-raban explains lhat "sorne say that Gad ordered thus, for there

was no manifest praof in her favOT with the people; tbis is because she came, being

unmanied, with a child, and was thus ordered to withhold &am talking 50 the speech of

ber son might suffice from ber."271 Wbat is remarkable is that at each stage of tbis

sequence, Maryam receives God~s support. At the moment of '1si'sb~Maryam is

miraculously given fresh dates and water ftom a rivulet. After the comforting words of

'Isi Jiom beDeat1J, "she became confident in berseIt: and subjected herselfto the will of

Gad, and she carried him until she came to ber people," Imowing that 'lsi would speak

on ber bebalfand that her integrity would tbereby he preserved.

Maryam's piety and obedience to the Will ofGad is commonly considered ta a

model for Muslim women to emulate, as aJ-Talpim(66):11 suggests. Yet, al the same

time, it is often noted that Maryam's extraordinary status is a difficult goal for ordinary

women to acbeive. This is particularly true in relation to her virginity. It is interesting

to note that in al-raban the traditions he has selected and bis own comments are less

268 Her legead does DOt say whetber herdeputure WIS temporuy or penDlIleDt folIowiDg the
oaset ofber puberty.

269 Accolllts vary Il to wbetheror DOt sbe WII KCOIIIp8Died by Joseph.
170 See abovCt 61.
271 Sec &bave, 68•
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concemed wilh ber virginity and ils persïstence than with the faet thst she mighl have

engaged in immoral sexual bebavior. In ligbt ofthe preceding analysis, we note that the

discussions smrounding berphysical purity, as found in al-Taban, bave two purposes.

On the one han~ the purpose ofstressing Maryam's virginity befme 'lsi's conception is

ta prove bis prophethood. However, the problem ofMaryam's continued virginity after

the birth of'lsi is not discussed in al-Taban.212 In general. the prevailing ofa woman's

virginity for the rest ofber life might imply that she was not interested in martiage. As

the Islamic tradition as a rule encourages the institution ofmaniage, il is

understandable that al-Taban should not insist on the benefits ofthe prevailing of

imitating Maryam's devotion to virginity.

On the other han~ it is interesting ta note that the commentaries on the phrases

dealing witb Maryam's fsrj and bagJùyin focus to a grent extent on the understanding

that she was neverpromiscuous before oroutside marnage. To the outside observer, this

type of insistence would seem out ofcontext as neither the Qur'in nor the traditions

allode that Maryam was ever married. Perhaps tbis explains why the exegetes chose to

comment Maryam's chaste bebavior since it was more applicable to the lives of

(ordinaty) women oftheirtime than the ideal ofvirginity that Christians apply ta her.2n

In addition, in accordance with (lslamic) maniage precepts, al-Taban's commentary

highlights Maryam's matemity,274 as m example ofsubmission to the will ofGod that

should he emulated by Muslim womcu.

zn This altitude reOects the classical ad modem Islamic positioas OB MaryIDl'S virginity. See
Stow~Womea. 78.

McAulilTe, "Chosea,n 27.
%74 ID the writings ofexegetes ofthe formative period ofIsl1IDt Mlryam's legead symbo6zes

wbat, iD luagilD tenuiDology, may be caIIed tlle positive aspect ortbe Great Mother (femiDiJle)
IRbetype. This 1IIÙversal m:hetype is exprased iD differeat religio. tnditioas ad cultures \Vith symbols
sŒh IS matemity, womb, wller lIld tre:. nese elemeats ue especiaDy 8OIeworthy iD the Mœlim
depictioll ofMaryam's Iegead. For more ddli~ see Erich Ne......, De Great Mo•• AD APalysis of
tbe Mlletype (Princeton: PriDcetOll UDivenity Press, 1963).
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Interestingly, except for an uneertain allusion in al-Tabarl's Ta'dkh,n5 no

mention is made ofMaryam's death in our sources. In faet, the last we hen ofMaryam

in the Qur'in is when 'lsi affirms th8t he will he dutiful ta bis mother.116 The legend of

Maryam in faet seems to live on rorever, and is given new lire in the comparisons made

between ber and other model women ofthe lslamic tradition - a development tbat will

be explored in the next chapter.

275 Al-T~ Apciept KjpRdoms, 102.
r16 Maryam(9):32-3.
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CHAPTER li: Al-Tabarl's Depietion ofKhadija and Fatima.
Two Exemplary Female Muslims.

The previous ehapter pointed to the faet that the Arabie word muslim retlects

two layers ofunderstanding. On one leve~ muslim refers to the individual submission of

the believer, while on the other, it retains the notion ofadherenee to the group ofpeople

believing in 1s1~ the Muslim community parexcellence. The communal mtderstanding

ofthe word is eoroUary to the Muslims' eonsciousness ofbelonging to a specifie

religious community. The Qur'inic message and the political and social conflicts that

arose at the time of the Prophet are moreover indicative ofthe faet that bis mission set

itselfagainst the contemporary social order and world view, and promised new horizons.

Now, it is difficult to know to what extent the eontemporary fol1owers ofthe Prophet,

not to mention MulJammad himselt: were conscious ofthemselves as the originators ofa

completely new community. The laekof(auto)biographical material dating baek 10 tbis

crucial period ofhistory ptobibits the giving ofa definite answer. As a matter of faet,

the earliest biographies ofthe Prophet and bis Companions were only written down, as

far as wc know, sorne ISO years afterthe death ofthe Prophet. In the process ofbuilding

its identity, the Muslim eommunity bas eonsciously sought to follow the precedent of

its foonders, i.e., the Prophet and bis Companions. Thus, in an attempt to define

themselves through the representation ofthe past and ils most prominent protagonists,

sueceeding generations ofMuslims have retrospectively reconstructed the lives ofthe

Prophet and bis Companïons (ineluding the fernale Companions). In the hands of18ter

Muslim scholars, the Prophet and bis Most faithful followers underwent a process of

idealization reflecting the concems and needs ofthe period when these aeeounts were

81



•

•

written down.!TI As Gordon Newby asserts~ sacred biographies~ such as the biographies

ofthe CompanioDS ofthe Prophet bave come to he understood, "bath recount the

process through which a new religious ideal is established and, al the same ti:me~

participate in the process."!1I The Companions' biographies fO\Dld in carly Jslamic

literature are characterized by a mixture ofbistorical data and hagiographie elements,

making "the jonction between tendential shaping and explicit eve,l1t..relaled data"

difficult to find.179 The process of idealization ofthe main protagonists ofthe nascent

Muslim comnumity, as recorded in the I}atlitb literature. early biographi~ and

chronicles, will be the focus ofthe first section oftbis chapter. The second section will

be devoted to the specifie case ofKhadija and Fitima. In this section, al-Tabati's

accounl in his Ta'nkh will be taken iota consideration. A final section will focus on al­

Tabarl's commentary on AI ~lmriD(3):42, and will analyze the selected traditions lbst

offer a comparison between Maryam and these two Muslim wamen.

A) The Early Muslim Accounts ofthe Main Protaconists ofthe Nascen1 Muslim

Community.

The search for the historieallives ofthe fOlDlders ofreligious traditions bas been

a century-long concem in Western scholarsbip. The work orthe German scholar Albert

rn ln her book on •Atisha, D. SpeDberg Wlites ICCOIdingly that "cven the euliest Arabiç wriUea
sourœs OB •Atisba's liCe aIrady capture tbat 6fe oflegacy, III ialerprel.l~DOl simpLy becaœe orthe
issue ofcbronology or mode oftraasmissiOll, bal becaase oftbe distiDctly ditrereat historiçal CODtextS iD
wbich the laterwrinea preservllioa ofher recorded life toot place.ft !&IEx. ibid. 2.

m Gordoa Newby, The Maki'l orthe Las! PropIact. A Regmstructioa orthe EarUest Biompby
of MuIa!Jl!!!l!d (Columbia: Uaivcnity orSo.-.. Cuoliu Press, 1989) 16, q..tiDg Fnnk Reyaolds and
DoDaid Capps, The Biopaphigl Proœss: S.gdies iD the ffistory and Pmilolocy ofBeli1jog (The Bague:
Mo.oD, 1976) 3.

%79 lbicL 22.,
210 An euIy enDt work OD the biograpbies orthe CompuiODS orthe Propltet is Dm Satd (cl.

2301845), Ki.1b al-Tab.it al-Ktbir. la Ibis work.1bIl S.'d la. ÙlCladed lOIDe four thousud M.liJœ
who Duraled laditlL A specialcbapt~ 6.J.sisi: is dediçlled to SOUle six haadn:d.lriographies of
women•
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Schweitzer9 published in English as De Ouest ofthe Historicai Jesus. was among the

factors which inspired Orientalists to, in theirt~ "tBke stock ofthe work that bas

been done [on the Prophet MuI}ammad], gather up the assured results that have been

w~ and note the trends ofcritical scholarship iDdicating the Hnes ofinvestigation that

the future will have to foUow."2Il A. JeiTery indicates, however, tbat the scarcity of

primary sources from Mul)ammad's own lime prevents us from reaching any confident

conclusions as to the events ofhis life. These constraints on researeh have forced

scholars to apply different Methodologies in analyziDg the personage ofMulJammad as

it appears in later Muslim discourse. Approacbes vary trom condescending and

discrediting accounts to the application ofsocial scientific methods to more apologetic

attempts. Every approach has highligbted a ditTerent aspect ofthe life of the Prophet,

yet cach has failed to give an exhaustive apprehensioD ofbis Iife. According to Earle

Waugh, this lack ofcomprehensiveness is to be cxpected. He writes:

The teIS01l is DOt the defectiveaess orthe metbods, bat the usumptioa tbat a historie" biograpby
CID bope to exha_ wb.. tIk: Prophet botb wu and DOW appem to be. Amuch fairer stanin! point
is 10 lelœowled&e tbat MulJlIDIDId caDIIOt be tocated OD IDY single plaae, whetber it he soc:ial,
polilical, psycbological, or religioœ. ID bistory ofreligiODSt~ he is a puadigmatic figure.212

In their search for models, the carly Muslims considered the Prophet's sayings and deeds

as sources ofemulation. Thus, the carly Muslim scholars were not necessarily concemed

with the recording ofspecifically historieal data. Rather, they focused on the recording

ofwhat Mu1)ammad was believed to bave said and done, thereby, highlighting the

exemplary behaviororthe Prophet. The Iiterature in which the biographieal componenls

ofthe Propbet are found includes historicaI materia! as wcU as mythical elements. The

analysis ofa work such as Ibn Is~iq's SIm shows that the process of idealization ofthe

211 Arth. Jeffery, wnae Quest ofthe Historicai Mobammed," MOllem WorId 16 (October 1926)
327.

212 EarleWa~ une Pop. MulJlIIIIIUd, Models iD the lIItapretlÜOll ofm Islunie:
Pmdigm," in Approaches 10 [sr. ig Re6aio. Studies, el!. Richard MarliD (TUI:SOIl: University of
Arizoaa Press) 42.
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Prophet had started in the generatioDS foUowing bis death and had by then absorbed

hagiographie elements of isri7Dyit inspiration.2IJ As Gordon Newby asserts, "Ibn

Ishaq's end product is a combination ofwhat some have caUed myth and history,

resulting in 'mythomorphism.' "2M By mythomorphism the author means th8t the

biographer descnDes the subject in terms ofalready existing ideaI types. For instance,

the appearance ofa concept such as '(sma is only retlective ofthe passage of

Mu1)ammad's personage fiom a historical context to a mythical framework. By means

ofrecording the traditions in circulation in his own day and providing bis own

comments, al-Tabad retlects the spiritual aspirations ofthe carly Muslims,2IS just as he

participated in the sbapîng ofa new Islamic self-image.

Included in the process ofcreation ofnew Islamic images were the Companions

of the Prophet. A1though the Qur'in descnües and acknowledges in sornev~ the

merit ofthe Companions, there is no reference in scripture to theirenjoying immunity

&om erroT. Rather, the Qur'inic message to the followers ofthe Prophet stipulates that

they are in need ofguidance, counsel and exhortation.2I1 Vet, in a fashion similar to the

case ofthe Prophet MuiJammad. the 1}1Idit1J Iiterature, biographies and chronicles of

carly Islam ail depict the Companions with a mixture ofhistorical reference and

mythical embellishment. In the en~ they came to be portrayed as the true embodiment

of Islam. For instance, the canonical collections of !}sdit1J by aI-Bukhid (d 240/870)

and Muslim (d. 245/875) both include a chapter on the fSf/i'O a1-saI!abB(the virtues of

the Companions). The Companions' biographies grew with the need to assess their

integrity as carly transmitters of1}aditIJ. For the carly traditionalists, the appraisal ofthe

213 Newby, L!st Prpphet. 2. ne author userts that "wben euly Muslims iDcorporatecl salient
upœts orthe Iewish ad Christi..methods ortrealiDg holy penoas lIld lexis, the detai~ the anecdotes,
and the themes aatanlly followed.n lbid.~ ix.

214~ 17.
2IS MuhlDllllld's reconIiDg ofbis deeds lDd sayiDp had aIso a Jegal purpose.
216 See·verses Al ~1mtiII(3):lOO, F.'.(4S):IS, F".(4S):29.
m Tayob, "1slllDic Historiography,n 93.
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Companions' impeccable morality was ta have a double impact: it justified reliance 00

the IJllt6tb material and spurred the idealization ofthe close followers ofthe Prophet~

who then also became sources ofemulation.

Among the Companions, the carly Muslim biographers and traditiooists aIso

expanded on the lives and mies ofthe female Companioos, especially the Prophet's

consorts. The nomber ofthe Prophefs wives is generaIly said to have been fourteen~

although carly Muslim biographies vary on the number.3 The faet that they Iived on an

intimate basis with the Prophet meant that tbey received special attention. But the

Prophet's wives also acquired a prestigious status in the Qur'in. In a1-~1J(33):6, the

Qur'in attnDutes to them the honorific title "Mothers ofthe Believers." This injunction

supports the Qur'inic assertion in a/-~1J(33):32 that they are "not Iike any orthe

(other) women." Yet their high status is oot free ofcompromise. In a study in which she

analyses the Qur'inic verses referring ta the wives orthe Prophel,· Barbara Stowasser

writes tbat

it is by liakiDg dignity witb obligatio, elite stlt. with beightened moral respoasibilitYt tbat ID

upect ofGod9 ss...(His Iaw (ortbeworlel} is hercde6Ded. Numero.diVÏ1len:primaods addressaI
to Muhammad's wives iD the Qurm esalblista their special responsihility to overcome thm hume
liaillies and eDS1R tbeir iDdïvidual wortlaiOesL290

Now. the Qur'ân oever specifically oames the wives ofthe Prophet. It therefore

fell to the carly exegetes to attribute the IISbB1J a/-DUZü/for such verses and to identify

the specifie wives ofthe Prophet involved in the events that prompted the revelations.

In this proce~ a significant amount of material recorded in the traditions describing the

wives' behavior for paradigmatie purposes, as weil as for purposes of legal codificatio~

218 StOWISSet. Womep, 86.
219 ne venes c:overed by her study are II-Nr(24):11-269.~ (33): 4, 6. 2B.29, 3o.34~ 37­

38,40, So.S3, 55, .r"(66):1-5
290 Ibid., 85.
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entered the exegetical tradition.29l ln the 1Jsditb Iiterature. tbey emerge as exemplars of

virtue and righteousness. Vet, interestingly, they also appear"as ordinary women

possessed and motivaled by petty jealousies."292 Various explanalions for the inclusion

ofsuch Cemale characteristics into the lJadith are otTered by B. Stowasser:

TnditioasdepietiDS tbewomea as"ordïaary females" may, fintly, stem ûom the Hadith's exegetic
fuaetion bywhieb theQur'wc: materialsofrebukeuclceosuredirected It theProphel's wives were
leptimate topics for pious coaeena. SeeoDdly, the womeoYs fllllily lies, henee their relations with
rival politieal cadres iD euly Maslim history, iD aU Ukelihood illide them fittiDg targets for
ealalDCiDg, or, COIlversely, disparagiDgcletail ThiJdly, tbeIIdthIiso developedwhat may becalled
a "typologyofpetti.ess" that employed the themeofthe womeaYsjealousy in formulaic: fumoDlo
"explam'" a Dumber ofoccurreaces wllose original Biture wu IIÙIIOWD, or UIIacceptlble, 10 laler
Mœ6m tnditioDists. (..•] Faurthly, the flCt that scholulyconsens..CODtinued ta support and make
greal use ofthese tnditioas is related to the lellera11y Iow opiDioD ofwoDJellYS BaUR expressed iD
medieval re6gioœ Bature as a wbole.M

Vet, interestingly, in the cases ofKhadija and Fatima, the reader seems to be spared

tbese "petty" descriptions. As a wife orthe Prophet, Khadija enjoys a special stalus, as

we shall see in tbe rolloWÏDg sections. Yet it is important ta note at tbis point that most

orthe Q1D" wC revelations conceming women's issues were made in Medina,294 long

after Kbadija had aIready died. Il is only posthmnously that she was atlnouted the tille

ofMother ofthe Believers.29S In additi~ her monogamous relationship with the

Prophet spared ber from a situation of rivalry with other wives.

As the daughter ofthe Propbet (and Khadija), Fatima obviously did not belong

to the group that the early exegetes defined as the wives ofthe Prophet. It can be

assumed, thoup, tbat she bad regularcontact with the Prophet's household. for it is

recorded that, in some cases, she aeted as a Mediator between the Prophel and bis

wives.296 For instance, Denise Spellberg recoUDts thst

291 SlICh a the lawfuIDess ofmmiage with the fOllllCr wife of ID adopted son, or the
codi1icatiOD orthe raies OD Wib.

292 Ibid., 107.
293 Ibid.
194 Ibid., [02-
29S Spellherg,!&&!sL [54.
296 Ibid.~ 36•
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certain disgnatled spouses seot the Prophet's daugbter Fatima to bim demuding equity of
tJeatmeot. The Prophet qaeried bis dauPl~ about 11er missiOD. uaDJ, "Do you DOt love wbat 1
love?" When FatimarespoDded ia the affirmative, ber (Ither rep6ed tbat he"loved •A'ishL" Fatima
left vowiDg oever llain to press the maner.2!I1

Elsewhere. Fatima is said to have been on bad tenns with the first Caliph Abü Bakr. On

the authority of'A'isha, al-Taban reports that,

Fâlimah ad al-·Abbïs came 10 Abü BakrdemndiDg tbeir [shue of) iDheritance ofthe Messcnger
ofGod's land in F.tak and bis sUre ofKhaybar{'s tribute]. Abü Bakr repli~ "[ bave heud the
M~gerofGod say: ·Our[i.e., tbepropbds' propaty) CIIlIIOt he inheriled and whateverwe leave
behind is alms [ie., to be given in charity]. The flD1ily ofM~ammad wiU ea. fiom it.' By~ 1
will nOI abandon a course which 1saw the Messenger ofGad pncticing, but win continue doiDg
acconliDgly." Fi~ima shUlllled mm aad did DOt speak to bim lbout il ualil she died. •Ali buried her
It nigbt lDd did DOt permit Abü Bakr to aneod [ber buria1].:!!11

Yet., this event is retlective ofthe political conflicts that occurred after the death of the

Prophet. It did Dot affect ber role as an exemplary woman. In fact. Fatima seldom

appears in carly Muslim accounts in a context ofrivalry for the Prophet's attention.

Therefore. contrary to the J,atlit1J depictiOD ofthe Prophet'Sother consorts,~

Khadija and Fatima are depicted as "unequivocally ideal"300 womeD. Their depiCtiOD. as

we shall DOW sec, retlects the exemplification ofthe ideal pious woman., based on the

best ofQur'wc female models.

297 Ibid. (Hen: me qmtes Mœlïm, Sahih M.6m. ad al-811l9 ÏDi, MlIIPDaO.
298 Al-Taban. The IDstorv or.I=T.bul De Lut Years orthe Provhel, trus. and IDDOt. by

Ismail POODawaia (Albany: Slale University orNew York~ 1990) 196.
299 For example, Denise SpeUberg notes thal &U A'isha would he associlted DOt jast willa the best

ofQur'ÏDic images - Muy.. the motherofJesœ. lIId Asïy, the wc ofpb~bat aIIo with more
problematic female figures orZulayldla9 and the wives orthe prophets Lot ad Noah. The raDge of
•A'isba's associations with Qur'ïnic female figures wu far peller thm DY other historiw Mœlim
womlD bec.use ber persoaa wu impossible 10 recoadle with the simple presc:riptives ofpen:eived
positive femiDiDe altn"bUles." See SpeIlberg.l&IEL 193.

3OOlbid.



•

•

B) The QeJJictjon ofKhadjja and "lima in al-TIbari's Ta'Ùkh•

Al-Tabart appended to bis Ta'Ùkh a work entitled Phayl al-Mudhayyal min

Ta'Ù" al-Sabiba wa aJ-Tibicwm (The Supplement to the Supplemented: Biographies of

Companions and Theic Successors). Aiming at conciseness, al-Tabarllimits himself to

the recording ofa minimum ofbiographical data. In the case of Khaœja and Fatima,

their biographies are limited to recounting theu descent, whom they married, the

number ofcbildren they bore, and when they bath died This type ofinformation is

probably the closest to what we might cali purely historical data. Indeed. the lack of

additional personal accounts and anecdotes is an unfortunate faet. To find more

substance to their stories, the reader is asked by aI-Taban to refer to bis Ta'rikh. where

Khadija's and F&tima's personallives are recounted in correlation with the Prophet's.301

In the case ofFatima. elements ofher personallife also appear in conjunction witb ber

busband ~Ali b. Ab. Tâlib.

According to al-Taban,

Among Ibe WomeD wbodiediD Mecea before Ibe Prophetts Emignlioa [to Mediaa] was bis wife,
Khadijah, daughterofKhuwaylid b. Asad b. •Abd al··Ul2i b. Qu,ayy. Khadijah·s kllllydwu Umm
HiDd. HiDd, afterwhom sbe was named, wu her son from Abü Hilab b. aI-Nabbâsb b. Zurir. her
h_band before [she 1lllDied) the Propbet. She died IlIRe yem before the Emigration, It the .~of
sixty-6ve ... Khldijah died iD tbe moalll ofR.m'4ÏD that yeu and wu buried in al-lJajÜD. -

Also in bis Dh,yl a1-Mudhayyal, al-Taban records that,

She bore [Abu HiIah}lwo SODS, HiDd lIId Hilah. Hilah died, wbereas HiDd Uved to see [tbe advent
of} Islam ad WIS COIlveded ••• AœordiDg to [Abi ·Ubaydah] Ma·mar b. MUlbaai: Riad was
paaïDg tbru'" al-~ lIId died there. ne market WIS CIIlCeled that day, ad there wu DO
IoldiDg and IlllIo.nagofships. ney said: wrbe brother of FitilDlb. the brother ofFi,ïmah. may
God blas ber! ($••wil.o. ~M.yji).n3OJ

Khadija is also mentioned in a cbapter entitled "'BiognplJies oftDe Women Who

301 Laadau-Tuseroa's "Forewonr to al-Tabut Biomphig. xx-m.
302 Al-Tab~ Biomphjes, 3-4.

303 Ibi~ 79-80•
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EmbrscedIslll1D during tiJe ProplJet'sLifetime."3CM There, it is said that her klBJya was

Umm Hind, and tbat Hind was the name ofone ofthe daughters whom she bore to her

first husband 'Aiiq b. 'Abid b. 'AbdalIih b. 'Umar b. Makhzüm. This eontrasts with the

aforementioned report lhat said that Hind was the name ofa son whom she bore to her

second husband Abû H8Iah. Then aI-Taban reports tbat Khadija was the Prophet's first

wife, and tbat she bore ail his chüdren except IbriIii~ who was the son ofMmya (the

Copt). Khadija died "in Ram. ofthe year 10 after [the beginning of] the

prophethood ofMuI)amm~ at the age of65." She was earried from ber bouse to he

buried at aI-lJajÜD and the Prophet descended into her grave.JOS

However, the bulk ofKhadija's life is recounted in al-Taban's Ta'rlkh. Quoting

Hishim b. MulJammad, al-Taban reports tbat "the MessengerofGod married Khadijah

when he was twenty-five years old. At that lime, Khadijah was Carty years ofage."306 On

the authority ofIbn Is~iq, al-Taban reports that

Khldijah bt. KhuwayUd b. Asad b. ~Abd al-~UlZib. Qutlayy wu a weallhy ad respec:ted mercbant.
Sbe œed to employ meD to eDSlle in tnde with ber property IDClglVe them a sbue iD the profits,
for Q..ysh Wete a tndiDg people. Whea she heud of the Messeager of God's trulbfuIDess,
reliability, adaobilityofchancter, sheseot for bimad proposed to himtbat Ilesbouldgo to Syria
ad eagage iD tnde witb ber property.J07

The tradition goes on to say tbat Mu{1ammad aecepted tbe otTer. During his trip

to Syria. he was aecompaDied by Khadija's slave~ Maysara. Halting to rest, the Prophet

sal in the shade ofa tree near a monk's eeU. Looking al the scelle, the monk told

Maysara that "no one bas ever halted beneath Ibis tree but a prophet," and that he had

seen the two angels shading him. Upon tbeir return to Mecca, IChadija's slave reported

304 Ibid., 161.
30S Ella Landa.TISSeIOIl explaiDs tbat ~~DesceadiDg iDto the grave orthedeceased WIS

appueatly a pn:-1s11JDiç c:ustom, at Ieul in MediaL Il wu sometimes, b.. DOt repIarly, pncticed by the
Prophet in persoa. ..• The pnctice coatiaued ia ady lslaDL ••• However, il is aot iDc:faded IIDODg
MulJlIDIIIId's fuDeruy pndices u reœnIed by lhD Qayyim al-JawDyyaIL"~ 11-12 L 43.

306 Al-Tabari, De History of*Tabaii M"!m!I!!d at MFL tras.. and IDDO. by W.
MODt~ Watt ad M. V. Mc:Doaald (AIbay: StIle University ofNew York Press. 1988) 47.

307 Ibid., 47-tH•
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to her the excbange tbat he had had with the monk.

Th~ the tradition narrates that~

Khldijabwa .n:soIUl~inteDigeat ad DOble W01IIID, aad iD IdditiOD 10 tbis Godwisbed to eDDoble
her, 50 wben Maysanh lold her tbae tbiDgs me sent for the Messeager ofGad ud, it is reported,
said 10 Iùm, --COBa, your kiaship 10 ID:, your studiag amaDg yo..people, your reliability, your
good characterad your tJ1Ithfulaess mate you a desirable match."Thea she offered herselfto him
in marriage. Kh.mjah WIS tbeD the most distiDguished oC tbe women ofQuraysb in lineage* the
most bighly boDo~ md the weahhiest, md aU the men ofher tribe would have been eager 10

IœePt Ibis proposai bad it beeo. ....te to them. Whea sbe made tbis oiTer to the MesseagerofGod
he told bis UllCles about il, nd lJamzah b. •Abd al-Mut!aüb Wellt with him. to Khuwaylid b. Asad
ud aked for (hisdaugther) Khldijab's baud on M~ammad's behalt Kbuwaylid mmied Khldijab
to the MesseDger of~ ad sbe bore an bis childrea except for lbriIùm. They were Zaynab,
Ruqayyah, UmmKulthÛlD, Fitimah, ai-QBm - fromwbom he received bis kuayabofAbüal-Qïsim
- al-Tihir (sic), aad al-Tayyib. Al-Qïsim. ai-Tabir(sic), lDd al-Tayyib dial duriDg the Jihiliyyah,
wbile all of bis daughters lived 1IDtillsl~ became Muslims, and emigrated with hint to al­
Madiaab.J09

Then, al-Taban cites a tradition on the authority ofal-Wâqidi which says that,

according to sorne accounts, Khadija made her father drunk 50 that he would more

easily consent to many ber to MuI)ammad. But al-Wiqidi says bath accounts ofthe

circmnstances surrounding Khadija's marnage to MulJammad are false because ber

father had died before the Sacrilegious War, which is thought to have occmred when

MulJammad was twenty years ofage. Rather, according to al-Waqidi, it was Khadija's

uncle 'Amr b. Asad who married ber to the Messenger ofGad. In any case, the

traditions recount that bath MulJammad and Khadija were married with the consent of

their guardians.

Interestingly, at the end ofthis section on Khadija's maniage to M1ÛJamm~ ai­

l"aban adds:

Khldijah's bouse at that timewutlle ho.-whicb isstilllmowll today..caUed Khadijah's HolIIe.
It is related that Mu·iwiyab boaght il ad tumed il iBlo a mosque iD which people could pray. He
rebuilt il in the form iD whicla it exists today wiabout ailentiOD. nestone which is at the door of
the hoœe to the left as you go iD is the stoDe beDeath wlûcla the messenger ofGod œed to sit to
shelter IliJœelfwhea people tbrew stoDes Il mm fiom the houses ofAbi Labab and •Adi b. FJamri'
al-Thaqafi, behiDcl the hoœe oflba •AIq........JJO

308 The details ofher geoealogy Be PVCD iD a1-Tabari, De LISt rem orthe Proahet, 127.
309 Al-Tabari, M........ al MeœL 48-49.
310 Ibid., 50.
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In further accounts in al-Tabari's Ta'nkh. Khadija is pictured as an

UDconditional supporter ofMuI)ammad's first sÎgns ofprophethood and as the first

believer in the new message professed by her husband. She was the first to witness the

Prophet's psychological state after he had been contacted by the Angel Gabriel. On the

authority of'A'isba, al-Taban reports that:

(MulJammad} grew to love solitude ud lISed 10 remai1l in • cave OD fJiri' eng.ged iD ICls of
devotion for a aamberofdays before retumiDg to bis flJDlly. Thea he would retumto bis flDlily and
supply himselfwith provisiODS for a similar Damberofdays. This COIItinued unlil the Trutb came
to mm œexpected1y, and said, "MulplDJD1ac1. you are the Messenger ofGad.' ft (Describing wba.
bappeDcd aext,) Ibe MessagerofGod saicl, "1 bId beeD. standing, bua feU to my mecs; aad c:rawled
aw.y, my sboulders trembliDg.l weal 10 Khadijah aad nid, ·Wrap me op! Wnp me up!. Whea the
terror hld left me. he came to me and said, •MulJammld, you are the Messeager ofGad.. If

He (MulJammad) said: 1had beea tbialàDg ofharliag myselfclown from a DIOuataiD crag, but he
appeaœd 10 me, u 1wu IbiùiDg aboua tlais, and saicl,"M~~ [ am Gabriel and YOD are the
Messenger ofGod.ft Den be saicl, "Recile!" 1saicl, "Wh.t shan 1recite?" He look me ad pressed
me Ihree limes lighlly ualill wu Dearly stifled and wu Ulterly exb....ed; lhea he said: "Recite in
the Dame ofyour Lord who c:reated,ft ud1rec:ited il.ThcD 1weat to KIIadijah lIld said, "1 have beeD
in fcar for my Iife." When [ lold her wb.t hld h.ppeaed, she said, "Rejoic~ for God will Devet put
YOU 10shame, foryou treal yoar kiDsfolkwea teU the trulh, de6verwbat is ealrœted to you, eadure
fali~ offer lIospitaiity to the pest. and aid people in misfonune.ft

Thea sbe look me 10 Wuaqab b. Nawfal b. AsadJll aad said to bùnuListea 10 your brother'sson."112

In another aCC01Dlt~ al-Taban reports

Thea [Mulpammadl weat 10 Kbldijab ad laid, "Khadijah, 1think Ibat 1have goDe Mad.ft "No, by
~ft she said. "Your Lord wo1lld Deverdo that to you. You have aeverc:ommitted • wicked Id.ft

Kbadijab weat 10 Wanqab b. N••fal ad told him wbat had happeaed. He sai~ "Ifwbat you say
is true, your bœblDd is. propbet. He will meet adversity fiom his people. If1 live long eaougb, 1
sball believe iD him.ft
After tbis. Gabriel did DOl come to mm for • whil~ lIId Khadijab said to him, "1 thiDk Ihat your
Lord mlBt bave come 10 bate you." Tbea God revealed to him: "Dy the foreaooD, and by the Digbt
wbea il is still, your Lord hu DOt fonakea you, DOt does he hate you.It]U

On the authority ofTho EJmnayd, al-Taban reports the same story using similar

expressions.Jl4 Another tradition on the authority ofThn fJmnayd ÎDdicatcs Khadija's

presence while MulJammad is in contact with the Angel Gabriel. Il says,

311 The trIDslaton IlOte tIIat~anqah wu Khadijah's c:01llÏD, their fathers beiDg brothers. He
wu couted u a /Juifand is sometimes said to bave become a Christilll; he hld certainly studied the
Bible." Ibid.

lU Ibid, 68.
J U Ibid, 70.
114 Ibid, 72.
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[IbD lJumayd] WIS told that Khldijah said to the Messenger ofGod, to keep him steadfast in the
propbethood with which God hld eaaobled him, "Co.m, CaB you leU me wheo tbis c:ompaniOD of
yom wbo visits YOD c:omes?" He rep6ed, 66Yes," IDd she said, l'TeU me then. when he c:omes."
Gabriel came to him IS beforc. lIId the Messeuger ofGod said to Klaldijah, "Khldijah, hete is
Gabrielwho h. cometo me." SitesaicI. "Yes? Come IIICI sit by my left thigh, cousia." He came and
sat by ber, aod she said, "Cm yolt see mm?" He repliai, 'Yes," and she saicl, 66Move around and sit
by my ript thigla." He did so, ad sile wei, MCan you see bim?" He replied, UVes," and sbe saicl,
66Move IIOUDd lIld sit iD. my Iap." He did so, ad she saiel, "CID you see hint?" Rer rep6ed. uYes."
nea she WIS grieved lIId 0"1otrherveil wbile lite MesseagerofGad wu sitting ÙI her lap. nen
sbe saicl, Cm yousee him?" aad heR1'lial, "No." At that shesaid, "CoœiD, be steadfast and rejoice.
By God, Ibis beiug is ..Bgel and DO deviL"lU

For this reason, Khadija is said to have been the tirst amang "the people of the

Qiblah to respond to the Messenger ofGod's call."316 Khadija is also depicted as

learning and performing the first rituals of Islam. On the authority of Ibn lJumayd, al­

Taban reports that

ne Messeager oCGod weat 10 Khadijah aod performed the ablUlioa for her iD order to show ber
bow to purify berself for prayer, as Gabriel bld shawn him. Sbe performed tbe ablution as he bld
doue, lIId lben he led her in prayer u Gabriel had ted faim. and she followed bis Jetions.ll7

Finally, it is said that her deat&. along with Abü Talib's, was a great aftliction to the

Messenger ofGod.lIII However, at lhis point, al-Taban does not report any other details

on the Prophet's griefafter Khadija's death.

Al-Tabari's monnation on Fatima is even more sparse than th8t on Khadija.

This is quite interesting, considering the importance that the image ofFatima would

acquire in the centuries to follow, espedally in the Sbi'i tradition.

In bis Phayl al-MudhavvaJ, al-Taban reports that,
ln the yeu 11I63~ 0113 RIJD'4ï DlNovembc:r 22, Fïtimah, da.teroCMuI!lIDIDAd, pused away,
al the age oftweoty-aine or JO.

OpiDioas dUrer u to the tilœofF.....·s deatlL Aœordiag to Abü la·f. MulJammad b. •~ sbe
died tiaRe montbs after the Propbel, ..bcreas, KCOnling to Yazid b. Abi Ziyïd-"AbdaUïh b. 11­
lJïritla, il wu eight IIIOIItbs [afler tbe Propbet]. [Ou the aUlbority oC·A'isha and IUrwa,} Fïtima
died six moaths aller the Propbet, ad tbis is the IOUDd [1CCOl8ltl, KCOnliag to Dm ..Ua. [al­
Wâqidi}. She dial OB Moaday the ]11I ofRamaclïu IllNovembcr 22, 632.
AccordiDg 10 la·. [al~ïdiq}b. Mw,'II11DId, ber k..ydwu Umm Abihâ [mother oCher

Ils Ibid., 73. The tnoslaton DOte tbat "the tbo"'. is that ID ugel respects. woman's modesty,
wbereas a devi1ordemoa woald DOt." IbicI.. 73 D. IlS.

316 Ibid.. 77, 82, 86-7.
317 Ibid, 78. Sec ÔfO ibid, 81.
31S Ibid, liS.
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r.ther].Jlt

On the authority ofAbü al-lJamri', al-Taban further reports that the latter "lived in

Medina for seven months during the Prophet's lifetime; each day al dawn 1saw the

Propbet come to the door of'An and Fitimah and cali "to the prayer, to the prayer;

indeed. 'Allih simply wishes to take away the foulness from you and to purify you

thoroughly.' "320

ln the test ofal-Tabarl's Ta'nkh. the infonnation supplied regarding Fatima is

given in correlation with either her father, the Prophet Muqamm~ or ber husban~ 'Ali

b. Abi lilib. According to al-Taban, "tbis year [21623-4], a few days before the end of

~afar(which ended September l, 623), 'Ali b. Ab1 Tilib married Fitimah."311 At the

time ofthe expedition ofUIJud, al-Taban says: "When the Messenger ofGod got back

to bis family, he gave his sword to bis daughter Fitimah and said, 'Wash the blood off

tbis. my daughter.' Then 'Ali gave ber bis sword and said, 'Wash tbis one too, for by

Gad it bas served me weil today.'" Finally, al-Tabui reports that. in the year 3/624-5,

"Fitimah became pregnant with al-ijusayn; it is said that there were only fiftYdays

belween her giving birth to al-lJasan and her conceiving al-lJusayn....

Except for the events that [ed to Fitima's conflict with Abü Bakr, as bas already

been mentioned. al-raban does not include any significant additional information

regarding ber. At best, she is mentioned enpass8I1t, and almost a1ways in connection

3(9 Al-Tabaii, Biogaphies, 12-13. InteratiDgly, the tnnslator notes tbat ....bis appellation is
round iD the context of the NII.!&}'Ii-~Alawi religion, where it reras to beliefiD reiDcamation. Filimah is
beHeved 10 he the reincuDatioa of Aminab, tbe Prophet~s mother, who is iD tam the reûlamation ofthe
Vugin Muy. As proofofthis argument Fïtimah, Umm Abibï, is adduced." Hersource is SuIaymjn b.
Ahmad af-Tabariai, "Majmü' al-.'yïd," 175. She Idds, "Fïlimab, however, is commonly comparai by
the Shi~is to the Vargin Muy without iDvolviDg the doctrine ofràKamatiOD oftbis strIIIge 1aJIIyd."
Ibi~ IL 49.

320 Ibid., 155. This refelS to the Q1rÏDic verse.~1J (33):33.
321 Al-Tabaii, The FougdatiOD orthe Commggity, 18. In IDOther IœOUllt, al-Tlbarl gives aliter

date iD tbat same year. He reports that " 4.AB b. Am Tilib mmied Fïtimaà ÎIl Dhü al-lJij. at the
begimùDg oftbe tweaty-secoad montlL" 1bicL, 92.
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with her father or her husband.J22

AI-Tabaii's accounts ofKhadija and Fitima are therefore remarkably scarce,

especially when we compare it with the importance that these two women played. and

still do, in the Islamic tradition. Several reasons might he advanced to explain this

apparent situation. First ofaU, Khadija's death occurred &Cfore tbe Prophet's mission

attained any real succcss. SimiIarly, Fitima's death followed quickly after the Prophet's

own death, Le., before the new Muslim community had embarked on recording the

Prophet's words and deeds as indices ofemulation. Islamic literature reveals that

MuiJammad was, at the beginning ofhis prophetic mission. rejected by most ofhis

contemporaries and was at tirst cousidered as a poet and a trouble-maker, one among

otbers. Who would tben have bothered to record the details ofhis wife's and children's

lives? ln addition. prior to the advent ofIsl~ as seen in the first chapter ofthis tbesis,

the ~orders ofhistory," tbe aldJbarlyüD.. tended to concentrate primarily on the

military expeditions, or the mllg/lizi, oftheir ancestors and contemporaries, and gave

less attention to sociallife and paIticuiarly the lives oftheir women.323 The early

Muslims' search for models most likely started. or al lcast intensified, after the

Prophet's migration to Medina and especially after his death, and consequently

naturally tumed their attention towards the Prophet's family. Yet, Khadija and Fâtima

had aIready died, 50 they could not speak for themselvcs.324 It can he asswned that

Khadija's and Fitima's stories were reconstructed from what retDained in the collective

memory ofthe Companions. As lhis source was overwhelmingly focused on

322 Al.Tabari, The Lut YeIIS orthe PropItet, 64, 110..
323 Ifthere VilS • puaDel treDd ofreamliDl womea's lives Il the lime, il bu DOt reacbal ~ aor

did it cateb the attentiOD oftlle early Mœlim scllolm.
324 Spellberg dcsailles a ditTemal si....ioa for"A:islaa. Sile Uval IoDg after tbe dalla ofthe

Propbet~ ad wu iDvolved iD the po6tiw c:outmversies lIOand the issue orthe succession oftbe Prophet
as a leaderoftlae M.1im CODIDllllity. ForiIIst~ maay ._1.reccmI her staad Illiat"Ali, DOtably Il
tbe Battle orthe CameL Sile 1110 became. trIlllllliUc:ro[l!_tIJ.. Rerstlt. IS a tnasmïtter attneted the
.neatioa ofearly biographers. These two reasoas most probably explaia why ber biopapbic:al data is
fo" ÎJl greater qaatity"aD_j.'s or Fâtima's.
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MuI)amm~ and later the rigbtly guided Caliphs, it explains in part why the

biographical data pertaining to Khadija and Fatima is aImost always recounted in

correlation with their husbands.

Another possible explanation for the scarcity ofbiographical data on these two

figures is lhat the 1)aditb literature focuses primarily on the poütical controversies that

arose following the death ofthe Prophet. Their lack of involvement in these issues, due

to their carly deaths, redueed the likeUhood that information regarding them wouId he

included amongst what the carly Muslim community considered important to safeguard

Furthermore, no event directly involving Khadija and Fatima seems to have, to my

knowledge, prompted the revelation ofa Qur'inic verse. in the cyes ofSunnl excgetes,

at lcast; and theœfore tbis factor might bave reduced the early exgetes' search for

/Jaclitbs as possible references of IISbaD M-DuziiL

These are the most likely factors behind Khadija's and Fitima's relatively minor

presence in the 1}aditb literature, as weil as the reason ofal-Taban's limited ÏDterest in

these two women in bis Ta'nkh. Nor would aI-TabarI find much more infonnation about

Khadija in biographical dictionaries, for the simple reason that she was not a transmilter

oftraditions, wbich would have reduced the carly biographers's interest in ber.

Fmally, al-Tabarl's traditionalist PetSPCCtive renders his idealization ofthese

two women quite sober and literai, especiaIly ifwe compare bis depiction ofKhadija

and Fatima with the imaginative Sm and Sbl'i accounts of18ter periods. Nonetheless,

al-Tabad's "selectivity retlects a shared Sumii and Sb1'i reverence for Khadija and

Fatima in the fourthltenth century."325 As a matter offaet. bis Qur'in commentary on

Al ~ImriD (3):42 gives a more precise idea ofal-Tabari's position ofthe elevated status

on Khadija and Fatima, as we shall now see.

m SpeOberg,!&IEi, 172.
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C) An AnalySÎs of&1-Tabari's Reyerence for Maryam. Khadiia and Fitima.

As was mentioned earlier, no QuI"mie verse seem to make a direct, or even

indirect, reference to Khadija and Fatima. Al best, the early exegeles associated these

two women with two Qur'inic expressions. As mentioned previously, Khadija was

posthmnously given the tille of"Mother ofthe Believers," while Fatima is also

regularly iucluded in the description orthe Qur'inic phrase alJJ sJ_bayt.l26 Tbere is at

least another instance, though, one ofparticular interest for our study, in which Khadija

and Fatima are mentioned in various commentaries on a Qur'wc verse. This concems

the traditions reported in the commentary on Al '/mrin (3):42. which reads: "0

Maryam! Gad bath chosen thee and purified thee-chosen thee above the women ofail

the worlds."321 A selection ofthese traditions are found in al-Tabarrs commentary on

tms verse, as follows:

ne meaniDg ofGod's word c1Josc:rl11Jeeis: selected yo, lDd elected YOII ta obey Kim, and abat
whicb He hu mlde specifie to you from His MUDificeac:e. His words pllli6ed l1IeemelD: to purifY
your relipOB mm IllYdaubt or impmlies lhallbe womea have for religion. God1J.,1I cllosetJyou
.boJ'e Ille M'JIIJeII of.o Ille worIds meus that He hu selected you above the WOIDeD of an the
worlds iD yourt~ becaœeofyolltobedieacetowards Him, aud He hlS preCem:d youabove them
as bas beeD rel.ted Crom the Messeager ofGod when he said: "The bat oCils womea ue Maryam,
d.ughterof·Imrïa. lDd Khadijl, d••terofKhuwaylicl" Dy "bat ofils womeD," he meus "the
best WOmeD ofPuadise."
1J1ISSIyD b. •AG a1~Iddi'i iDCormed me OD the ••bority oC·Abdallib b.1a·C. who nid: '·1 beud
..AH say iD .lriq that he heud the Pmphel sayiDg: ·ne besl of its WOIIICIl are Muyam bt.•Imrïa.
aad the bat ofits womeD are KhadijL'"
Yiil. told me ... OB the ••mty of·AhdaIIiIl b. la· far b. Am rah1» tbal tlle Messeoger ofGod
said: "The bat womeD iD Pandûe is MIIYIDl bt. o.lmrü, lDd the best orthe WODleD oCPandise is
Khadija bL KhuwaylicL"
Bishrlold WB ••• OB the authority ofQatïda, thl. Ibo.. the wonls oCGod BeIJoId! TlJe lIIgekRit/:
oM.",! Vœ{yGod6.tII c1loseD IlIce lIId,";6edIlf:f; Mdc!losetll••.-eIlle WOIJJetJ ofdlbe
worIds. il was IDeDli00ed to 18 that the Pmphet ofGod used to say: "1CDow ofMuyam. daughter
oC"1mrü, thewifeoCPhanob, KUdija, daugbterofK.uwayli~lIIdFïtima, daughtctoCMubmunad
are (above) the WOIDeIl ofthe worids." Qatïdasaid: "It was meotïoaed to .. tbal the Prophet ofGod

3261bi~ 157. See aIso Gold1iJler, "Abl al-bayt," iD Epcyclopeldia oflslam. Devi ed. (Leidea; E.
J. Brill, (960).

J27 ft.. ylISlIfAli truslates the word ·il....as ."atioas.." Such tnaslalioD reciKes the meaniDg
of ..il....to • terrestrial Jeye~ wlleœ as the Arabie ward may &Iso œfened to Glher worlds SlICb as lhose
ofthe angel ad the jilms. Therefore. iD the followiDg papi, 1will translate -il__• as ~Ids."

96



•

•

used to say: ·nebest women who rode the camels He tbe righteoœ women ofthe Quraysh. geutfe
towanls thechild in ils childhood, ucllookiag after the possessioas oftbeir hœbllKl"" Qatïda said:
"And il wu mea.tioned ta œ that he used 10 say: ·Were 110 DOW Ibat Muyam rode a came~ l
would not have selected any over her.'"
Al-ijasan b. YalJyi lold us ... on the authority oCQatïda regudiDg 0 MB}'! Veri{y Gad b.'b
c1IoseD t1J~ adplll'Î5edtIJ~ adcIJoseD tlJee ,baye lIJe womeD of.otlJe worlds, tbat he said:
"Abu Hurayra œed 10 say Ibat the Prophet said: ·ne bes1 womea who rode tbe camels are the
righteous ODes of the Qunysh, gentle towuds the cbild iD ils childb~ IDd IookiDg after the
possessions ofthe busbud.'" Abü Hurayra said: U ADd Muyam Bever rode a cameL"
1wu told tbat •Ammir said, oa the autbority ofThn Abl Ja-Car from bis r.tber, regudiDg BeIJold!
TIIe IIJgels Mid: 0 Mvy! Venty GodliB cIJost:D YOIlIIJ(/plll'ÎDedyoll, udclJoSt:llYOII ,bove tlJe
WDmeD of.ntlle worlds, that he !laid tbat That al·BUDW used to relate from Anas b. Mïlik that
the MessengerofGod said: "11le best women orthe worlds are four: Maryam bt. -lmrin, Asya bt.
Marihim, wife ofPbanoh, Khldija bt. Kuwaylid, ad Fâlim. bt. M~ammld.."
Al-Muth_â informed me, from Abü Misi 11-·Ashari who said: "The Messeager of God said:
-Many aUaiaed perfection amoDg the lIIeD, but DODe Ittained perfection amang the women excepl
Maryam, Asya, wife oCPbuaoh, Khldij. bl. KhuwayHd and Fatima bl. M~ammad.'
...A1-Muthaui told me ... lh.t he beard •Ammir b. Sa'd say: -rhe Messenger of God said:
Khlldija hlS beeD flvoured a&ove the women ofmy llID1D.1S Maryam has been favoured abave the
WOIIICD oCthe worlds."U1

Al-Taban's selection ofthese traditions calls for severa! remaries. First ofaIl, the

most striking aspect oftbis commentary is probably the paradox tbat, on the one band,

Maryam is descnDed in the Qur'ïn as the woman chosen above ail women orthe

worlds, and that, on tbe other han~ the selccted traditions assert that the other three

women (Khadija, Fatima and Asya) are equal to ber in status. Al-Taban was probably

aware ofthe paradox, for, before listing the traditions on the subject, he introduces an

clement that solves the contradiaioD, an clement oftime. Basically, aI-Tabari asserts

that Maryam is indeed chosen abave aIl the women ofthe worlds, but ofher time only,

not ofail times.J29 So the lime restriction allows al-Taban to present and support the

328 -.wa-Muyam, 68.
J29 This DOtion or lime seems to be consistent in al-r.bais iDterpter.liOD orthe Qur'ÏDic pbrase

"ofthe worlds,,. ~ illllÙ1l& CommeDtiDg OB IJ.Fi~.(1):1, al-Tabui defiDes -il.mm. as folIow: "Le
terme ·illlDÎlJ. est le pl1D'iel du mol -ïlam (monde) qui IlIi·même est déjà UIl pluriel puisqu·oo nomme
aiDsi I·eœemble des peuples et des commuaa.&: d'.e même époque, ou l'easemble des hommes 00

l'ensemble des 8tn:s qui fOllllCllt rUDe de ces commUDIUlés ou encore l'eusemble des hommes ou
l'eosemhle desjiDDs.." Sce al-Tabad, CommgtaiJe. voL 1,46. CommealiDg on 1I-&q..(2):47, aI­
rabuiexp~"daas le pusage, "Je VOB est favorisées par rapport a. mondes," l'expression ....
mondes" (~ i1ami1J.) est • pluriel et d&igne les catégories d'êtres ayant vœu à la même époque que ces
lDCiemtes généraliODS des Fils d'Isnel."
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traditions that compare Maryam with otherwom~ without ever contradicting with the

Qur7in or ever the traditions recorded an the authority ofthe Prophet.

Second ofall9 in the biographical data gathered from a1-Taban's Ta'dkh on

Khadija and Fatima, there is no traces ofcomparison with Maryam to he found3JO

Interestingly, the ooly explîcit comparison ofMaryam with a woman ofMulJammad's

entourage is to he found in a1-Tabari's Ta7rlkh in correlation with ~A'isha.331 Yet ber

absence from al-Tabarl's commentary on Ai 'ImriD(3):42 is noteworthy. In any case,

various semantic paraUels encountered in al-Tabaii" s worles among Maryam, Khadija

and Fitima are to he noted.

In the series oftraditioDS clted by a1-Taban, Khadija is mentioned not onlyas

heing among the women "above ail the women of the worlds," but also among "the oost

women," and "the MOst excellent women in Paradise," a10ng with Mmyam. Similarly,

although not specifically referring to Maryam, Khadija wu counted amang the

"Mothers ofthe Believers," as bas aIready been mentioned. Although a1-Tabaii did Dot

refer to this honorific title in his wor~ he was most probably aware ofit, as this

reference was round in Ibn IslJiq's wode.332 Khadija's honorific tille establisbes a Iink

with a biological function that is a1so prominent in the image of'Maryam, Le., her

motherhOOlf. who is frequently referred to as the mother of ~1s8.

Leaving the semantie level ofanalysis, we a1so find striking similarities in the

structure ofKhadija and Maryam stories. In al-Tabarl's account ofKhadija, ber

biography leaves no hint ofpossible sexual misbehavior on her part. Although Khadija

330 Al-rabaii coald aot have beea lIIlaware ofthese trlditiODS when he wrote bis Ta~rikIL for bis
Tafs1rwlScompleted, at leut ap to the 3nt sun, by the lime he undertook tbewritiDg ofhis Ta~rikh.

-- 331 Al-raban, ne FOlPIatiop orthe Co.n.ity, 7.m tbat tnditioa, ..A~isb. is reported haviDg
said, 11lere are aine specill features in me tbat have DOt beeD in IDY woman, exœpt for what God
bestowed OB Muyam bt. "Imrïa.tt For. detailed lDalysis ofthese aiDe features, sec SpeUbcrz, l&IEv,
Chapter2.

ln Ibid.~ 154. ID Chlpter one. above. we saw th.t aI-Taban became very familiar with Ibn
1s4iq~swort while he WIS traveling iD semh Cor IaIowledle.
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was married twice before becOmiDg the Prophet's we, tbis was done in ail legality, as

the insistence on the fact that Khadija had obtained the consent ofher guardian to many

MulJammad plOves.3J3

Another common point between Maryam and Khadija is their matemity. As a

matter offaet, Maryam's matemity is central to ber story, especially since il is said to

have happened miraculously upon God's decree. Khadija is said ta have given birth ta

seven children during ber marriage with MulJammad. The sources do nol seem ta he

concem~ thou~ with the fact tbat the seven births happened after she was 40 years

ofages. There is no hint either at the possibility that these births were the work ofa

miracle from Gad.

A third common aspect is Maryam's and Khadija's purity in their beliefin God.

We bave aIready seeD that for Maryam. ber purity and obedience to the Will ofGod is

an essential trait ofher personage. Similarly, al-Tabarl's account insists on Khadija's

distinguished lineage. Sbe is descn1Jed with the greatest qualities, and God is said to

have intervened in her life. to have ennobled her by marrying her to MulJammad.

Khadija's purity in beliefis also shown in her UDconditional support ofMulJammad. Just

as al-Taban understood Maryam's devotion to Mean that she believed in 't~ who is the

ward ofGod, and the Torah and the Gospel,"334 Khadija is portrayed in a similar way. In

81-Tabari's account, she is convinced ofthe truth ofher husband's spiritual experience

from the beginning ofhis prophetie mission. This is supported by a tradition found in

Ibn ijanbal's Musnad (Dot in al-Tabaii) in which the Prophet is reported to have

answered one of'A'isba's jealous comments on Khadfja. It says,

333 This reOects what 1nid cartier about the fKt thlt the verses ofMuyam aDudiDg to her
virgiDity iDcited 11-raban 10 de6ne wut sexal immoraIity meant for him. and for the culture he
beloaged to, i.e. the IimitiDg ofsexual Ktivity to witbin the bouads ofmaniage. IaterestiDgIYt in lba Sa~d
biognphical wort. Khaja is giveD the Iltnbute "the pure,'" a/-!dir& ne verb fiom the saDIe mot is
used in the Q.'âa for MuyIDl iD AI "lJDrü(3):42. This addition" paraDel sugests thlt physical purity
wu DOt ~ymoQS with sexaal abstiDeace Il thlt time, but witb moral sexual amduct.

Sec abovCt Chapter 2.
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No indeed, Allah bu DOt replKed ber wilh a better. She believed in me wha 1was rejected.
When they çafied me a lin she proclaimed me tndhful. Wheo 1wu poor, she shuecl with me ber
wealth and ADah gnnled her çbildrea tboagh withbolding those oCother WOmeD.JJ5

On one occasion, Khadija is recorded as having been present when the Angel Gabriel

appeared to MulJammad. Although it is not reported in al-Taban that she actually saw

the Angel, the apparition ofGabriel while she was in MuI)ammad's company shows

Khadija's elevated spiritual statos.. Traditions consistently report that she was the OOt

to convert to Islam, and she was shown as leaming the prayers as MuI)ammad

progressively received ritual instructions trom bis Lord. This shows Khadija's devotio~

just as Maryam was instructed "to bow down with those who bow down."336

As far as Fatima is concern~ a semantic parallel with Maryam is to be noted in

the attribution to ber ofcertain bonorifics by early Muslims. Amoog the traditions

quoted by al-Taban on Al 'lmrin(3):42, Fatima is described slong with Maryam as

"among the women ofthe worl~.. and one ofthe four "best wornen ofthe worlds." It is

noticeable that in al-Tabad's accolDlts, two honorific injunctions usually reserved for

the prophets are attributed to both Maryam and Fatima.. Once aI-Taban follows the

name ofMaryam with the expression "Peace be upon ber." Elsewbere, he records a

tradition where the injunction "May God bless her"331 follows the name ofFatima.

Interesting too is al-Tabad's selection ofa tradition on the authority ofJa'far al~idiq,

which gives her kllDYII to be Umm AbThi, i ..e., the mother ofher father. This title

335 Ibn lJaDb~ Mwad, quotal ÏIl Spellberg, I&&g, 155.
3J6 Khadija's 1IDC01lCÜlioaal suppon for ber h..bud's spiritual mission bas prompted SODle

scholus 10 wonder what faith me beloagal to beCore coaverliag to Islam. ID bis uticle MKhadllah,
Mohammed's Fust Wife," E. Jarji sugests that sile most probably belonged to that group ofpeople who
profc:ssed SOlDe moaotbeistic: beliefs aside Iiom tbe aIreIdy existiDg IIlO1IOtbeistiç religioas al the lime oC
Mutaammad.. Khadijl's œusiD, lIId MutallDlDld himselt: ue said to bave beca I!uif:See E. Jurji.
06Khadijah, Mohammld's Fust WiCe," Moslem Worid 2612 (1936): 197-9. Little is Ktually bown about
this group ad il leaves mueh rooM for speculation. Yet il sagests that Khadija WIS a IDlIS6m berme the
IIIIIIII.existed, as wu Abnbam.

111 AI.Tab~ BiopIphies, 79-80. ne truslator DOtes tbat this is ~a formula '*'Cl spœifiçaIly
after mea.tiOD ofthe Prophet's ume. As a naIe, olher Cormulas are ased ailer mention oflhe Prophel's
family, S1JCh as ~peaœ he upoa bimIhcr" or~God be pleaed witb himlhero." " Ibid., 80 IL 379•
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describes her as the mother ofa Prophet, as Maryam was the mother of 'lsi. It might

aIso weil be a reference to the care Fatima provided to her falher white bis was suffering

from bis fatal illness. At the very lcast, it is a reference to her biological function as a

woman, Ihat ofmatemity.DI

At the structurallevel, Maryam's and Fatima's staries follow similar patterns.

Fatima is ftee ofallegations as to her sexual morality; consequently, it assures ber

physical purity.1n addition to her faultless descent from Mnpammad, the trustworthy,

and Khadija, the pure, Fitima's purity in beliefis indicated in the fact that MulJammad

pressed both her and her husband 'Ali to pray, for "Allih simply wishes to take away the

foulness from you and to purify you thoroughly." This is similar, as bas been seen in the

previous chapter, to the idea tbat Maryam's purification by God's grace and ber

devotion to Gad are intrinsically linked.

Fmthennore, Maryam and Fatima are closely related to a prophetie figure.

Fatima is shown in some sources as supportive towards her father, MuI)ammad. In al­

Tabad's account, however, lhis is ooly suggested. Their close relationship is al least

quite clearly recorded in one instance in al-raban's commentary on Al 'fmriD (3):42.

Al-Taban reports,

Al-Mathani told me Iiom MulJammad b. ·Abd al-RaIpnu b. "Amri b...Utlunio lllat Fi,.
daughteroflJusayu b. •Ali told bim th.. Fï!ÜDa, da.teroftbe MesscIIlerofOod SIid: WODeday,
tbe Messenger ofGocI came iD, ad 1wu witll ~A'isbL He whispcred IOIIICIbiDg to me. ad 1criai,
tben he wbispered <lIlia), &ad [ ".bed. ·A'isba ubd aboat the malter. [ sud: [ would he
preemptiDg tbiDp if1Viere to leU you Ille secret ofthe Me.aaerofGod. ADd 50 me 1eR me aIoDe.
When he diell, ..A'isba uked ber 1bo1ll it ad sbe saiel: ~yes, he wbispered to me ad said tbat
Gabriel..to go OVe!' the QuI"ïa oaœ a ytW' witla lIim, lDd tbat be bad doae tbis twice. AacI tbat
then: wu DO propbet except that Ile livecl balfu loag as the prophet before bim, lIId tbat "Jsi, bis
bratber... lived for 120 yean. Nowhewu60yeano~ ud tbat he feft hewoulddie tIûs year. No
WOmaD ofIDY aatioa would uadergo wbat you (Fatima) would endure. 50 do DOt be lesser tbm a
WODIID iD your palieDœ. t Sile saicl: .[cri~' wbereupon Ile said: ..you Ile the head ortlle ladies of

J38 Aller an. Fitima WIS &Iso the IDDlheroCIJua and IJ-.yu, the IWo closest male bein oftlle
Propbet.
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Pandise, exœpt for MUYIDIt the virgin. He died tbat year."Il'

One has to look at previous and eontemporary sources to gatber more details on her

closeness to ber falher. For instance, Mubammad's veneration for bis daughter is shown

in a tradition lhat desaibes her, in her father's eyes, as "the best" ofhis family.

Elsewhere, Mu1)ammad describes her as "part ofme," adding that "what hurts ber, hurts

me."340

In their search for female models, the early exegetes recorded in al-Taban's

work found in Khadija and Fatima the most suitable women for purposes of idealization.

The scarcity of information about their historieallives bas allowed them to buiId the

essential elements ofthe emerging vision ofthe ideal women within an Islamic

ftamework. A signifieant common aspect between these three women is their

consanguinity to, or at least, their close relatiouship wit~ one or more prophetie figures.

Asecond important aspect is their support for tbis Prophet's mission and their devotion

to Gad. The third eommon function is their motherbood. Fourtbly" emphasis is placed

on their physieal purity. The purity ofKhadija and Fatima descnDed in al-Tabari's

works does not focus 50 much on virginity or lack ofmenstruation and defilement, as is

round in sorne Shi'! accounts;.l41 rather, Khadija's and Fitima's physieal purity is

guaranteed by their faithful commitment to their husband. The same focus on sexual

morality witbin the bond ofmarriage was one ofal-Tabarl's foci in Maryam's story, as

was shown in the pm:eding chapter. Khadija's and Fitima's elose relationship with tbe

Prophet MuQamma~ as weil as the scarcity of information about their lives at the

3J9 ~Tsi wa-Mary. 68. Asimilar{laditb is rOIDI in Ibo }Janbal, MUSlI"" Il rads: l'he Prophet
told me tbat he would die ofthe ilIDess with wbic:h be wu then afDicted. Thea 1criecL He whiJpered that
1woald be tbe 6nt ofllis family to follow bim [iD death]. nea 1laughed.,. Quoted iD Spellberg,~
158.

340 Ibi~ 157.
3'1 See Stowuser" Womeg, 78; J. Mc:Auliffe,~n 22..3.
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disposai ofcarly Muslim exegetes made these two women the perfeet candidates for

models ofemulation by the Muslim Community. The Tapid idealization oftheir status

soon placed them to an equal footing with the highly esteemed Qur'inic figure of

Maryam, the mother of 'Isi.
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CONCLUSION

In the preceding pages, we confined ourselves to the study ofMary~ the

mother of1si, Khadij, the first wife orthe Prophet, and Fitim~ his daughter, in al­

Tabaii's worles.. Yet, thanks to the prominence ofthis author, as well as to the context in

which he wrote, the study provides more than just al-Tabarl's opinion on these

exemplary women. In the first chapter oftbis thesis it was shown th8t the scholarly

contribution ofal-Taban is iDdebted to the traditionalist conception ofscholarship that

developed in the bands ofthe generations ofMuslims who lived between the lime orthe

Prophel's death and his own lifetime. As a matter offact, a1-Tabarl's Tafslr and Ta'rlkh

are usually regarded as the climax oftbis scholarly project. Because al-Tabarl's works

rely so beavily on IjsditlJ Iiterature (assmned to refer back directly to the time orthe

Prophet and bis Companions) it is safe to say that al-Tabarl's worles are ref1ective ofthe

graduai emergenee ofspecïfica11y [slamie dogma and the Islamic self-image.

One ofthese images, which has been the focus oftbis thesis, involved the

construction offemale models ofemulation for the Muslim comnumity. As we bave

seen, the Qur'ân does provide "examples for those who believe." Perbaps surprisingly,

the Most eminent Qur'WC female figure is Maryam. the motber of'lsi.. We saw

furthermore tbat al-Tabaii's relîance on Bible-related material while commentiDg on the

verses on Maryam is heavy. This is quite remarkable, as il is usualIy asserted lhat the

isri'iliyit material fell into disfavot shortly after the composition ofIbn Is~iq's Sim. At

least lhis was the case when Muslim jmists, in their search for the authoritative sources

of Iaw, came to doubt the veracity ofthe isfilIiyit traditions. However~ as Barbara

Stowasser remaries,

In medieval establisluDea.t exegetic HleraUROB tbe Qur' ïaic WOIDCIl 6g1RS. ..this "falling out of
ravor" of isra'i!iyyM cmnol he cliscemed. •• la Islamic exegetic Hteratu:re, the Bible-relatecl
tnditious COIIÛIlœd to impIrt to the faithful hqiognplaic detail on the womea figures ofIsIIDl~5

sacred bistoryt wbich iKllIded illlBtratiOllIDd cluifieatioa ofpoiDts ofIslamic docUiDe lDd evea
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ritual At tlte same lime, tbey belped to eaforœ SODle or the sociopolitical values UDderlying the
medieval IsIImic: worldview.n~ Bible·relatoo traditions, iJJÇluding their symbolic: images orthe
female's defective aature, were seemlessly iolegrated iota u lslamic: fnmework.Je!

Al-Tabairs commentary on the verses regarding Maryam include various

traditions from Wahb b. Munabbih and Ibn Is~iq, who are recognized as the two main

authorities responsible for having circulated isri76yit material. As a matter of fact, the

most substantial traditions on Maryam are based on traditions recorded on the aolhority

ofthese two early scholars. The prominence ofJoseph as a protagonist in Maryam's

stoty in al-Tabar1's Tafslr and Ta'dkb, and bis olter absence from the Qur'~ suffiee to

support Stowassers statement. Stowasser explains this phenomenon by the faet tbat

Medieval Islamic society, in which al-Tabarllived, was far more patriarchal tban had

been the early Islamic community in Mecea and Medina•.wl This evoLution would he

caused by the influence ofantecedent religious traditions during the Islamic conquests,

traditions which "left their imprint on the emerging medieval Islamic civilization.,

including much tbat had to do with women's status questiODS."loW

To say the least., al-Tabari's views on women are retlective ofhis milieu, the

predominant worldview ofhis Ume, bis scholarly position and bis personality. Although

it is difficult 10 determine the most intluential ofthese factors on bis writings in

general, or on his writings on women's issues in particular. bis style remains impersonal

and normative throughout bis worle. As a male scholar ofhis time, aI-Taban provides a

definition ofthe ideal believing woman that is limited to a very few natural and social

fonctions. For him, the ideal woman is defined in terms ofobedience to the Will ofGod

and to His righteous male viceregents, offulfilling the duties ofmotherbood, and

maintaining physica1 purity. Interestingly. contrary to other accounts in the Muslim

342 Stowasser~ Womep.. 23.
343 Ibid.
344 Ibid. See also Stowuser's COllllDeDt on how the l!.otIJ regardiDg SOlDe womea's isslIes

documeat ooly ODe sicle orthe Ulameal~mostly the restrictive.. lbid.~ lOS•
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literature that define a woman's physical purity by her virginity or ber fteedom trom

menstruation and defilement, al-Taban defines physical purlty as moraUy engaged

sexuality, as was shawn in the second chapterofthis thesis.

IfIbis thesis bas highlighted the similarities between the figures ofMary~

Khadija and Fatima. the comparison between these three female models is also

indicative ofother motives behind their depiction in the sources9 such as the position of

Islam in respect to other reIigious traditions. The first chapter ofthis thesis included a

section on the carly Muslims' sense ofhistory. It showed lhat al-Tabarl's Ta'dkh is an

expression ofhistory as orchestrated by God. Throughout history, God is thought to

have sent messengers to bring salvation to their people. A1though Muslims consider

Mu1)ammad as the Seai ofthe Prophets, they also recognize ail the Prophets ofthe

biblical tradition ftom Abraham to 'Isi. Therefore, the comparison ofhistorical figures

from the Prophet MuI)ammad's time with the preceding prophets ofthe Abrahamic

tradition ensured a continuity with aIready well-established traditions, and at the same

time confirmed the spirituallegitimacy ofIslam. As Gordon Newby asserts,

Not oDly is Mub'mmad de6Ded by mytbomorpbic process, but 50 are the members orhis ramily.•
. So we see (iD tbe Mœ6m literature) Muhammad·s grmdf.ther, •Abdu-l-Muttalib, md
MubllDlllad's r'lber, •Abdullab, represeated u mytbomorpbs or Abraham and Isaac. •Abdu-l­
Matta1ib~ iD ptepUitioa for the restontiOD orthe Mece.. weB ofZamzam, slept one aight iD the
Hijr, the area Deat the K.·bah c:oataiJùDg the graves oCBag.. and IsbmaelJ45

ln their tum, we sec Khadija and Fatima represented as "mythomorphs" of Maryam.

The preference for Khadija and Fitima over other females ofthe Prophet's

entourage is clear in al-Taban's warks. FIISt, their familial and spiritual closeness to the

Prophet certainly maltes them perfect candidates. Secondly, the accounts on their lives

leave no hint at controversies over sexual misbehavior, or even, suspicions ofthereot:

Thirdly, the fact that their deatbs occurred early in the history ofthe nascent Muslim

community prevented them from taking part in the pllitical dissensions tbat foUowed

345 Newby, List Pmphet, 18•
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the death ofthe Prophet. This is probably why, unlike 'A'isba. the two women are

generally highly esteemed in both Sunn1 and Sbi~ Islam. Finally, the scarcity of

biographical information about them at the disposai ofthe early Muslims, as is reflected

in al·Tab~ certainly facilitated the legendary development oftheir lives according to

the Qur'inic framework ofthe ideal believing woman.

The comparison between Maryam, Khadija and Fatima has had another impact

as weil. It has allowed the image ofMaryam to survive and expand through the

veneration accorded to the Muslim female models. This is revealing oeber highly

regarded status in the Islamic tradition and her acceptance as a pivotai figure in the

establishment, most notably, ofIslamic precepts on the ideal believing woman. As

Seyyed Hossein Nasr writes:

Every religious traditioa experieDCC:S • lând ofperiodic rejUYea.tio~ a œtum to the source IDd •
revival of the spiritual eaergi.es ofthat tudition ... Every once iD a wIlile in our Ufe there mm he
1 period of rejuvealtioD of our spiritual eaergies, ofour imagialtiOD and eveo of our 1D&MJOry;
olberwisewcwililer away aad die spiritually and meatally ifDOl physicaDy. This is much more true
ÎJl the cue of1 UviDg tnditio~ wbic:h is aot jlllt ID OfIlDism whicb is bom ud dies like 1By but is
• rea61Y which conlinues to live over the ages • IoDg U God wills.*
We bave the same reality witbia the blamie traditioo: a panicular perIOIl represeD1S a kiad of
spiritual progeny orcoDtiDuity ofID eulier SlÎDI.}.U

In similar terms, we can say that Maryam's comparison with Khadija and Filim,

among other factors, ensures the survival and constant rejuvenation ofher image in the

Islamic tradition.

A1though the comparison between the tbree women creates a link between Islam

and antecedent religious traditions, it has another, uIterior motive. This is retlected in

al-Taban's works, where the terms defining the comparison place Islam not merely on

an equal footing with the religions preceding il, but in a position ofsuperiority over

J46 Seyyed Hossein Nasr.~OIIservatioas on the PIIœ of ~Anie withia the Safi Tnditioa."
in CoDoquio Italo-Innigo Sul Peala Mistico F!ridgddip ~Attir(Aœademi. NaziODaie Dei LiDc~ 1978)
18-19.

347 Ibid. t Il.
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them. Al-Taban's beliefthat each revelation sent by God cancels the previous one, is

reflected in bis comparison between Maryam, Khadija and Fatima. As a matter offact,

al-Taban is carefullo insist on the fact that Maryam's stalus as best orall the women of

the worlds appüed ta her own time only. Al-Tabarl's time restriction retlects the carly

Muslim community's growing consclousness ofitselfas independent and superior to

other traditions. The resulting superior ranking accorded to Kbadija and Fâtima on the

basis ofthese criteria retlects the carly Muslim community's need to identify itself with

models that were cultmally and CODUDunally relevant to them - in other words, with

femaIe models tbat were not only muslim, but Muslim.

This present thesis has descnôcd the traditional classicaI views on Mary~

Khadija and Fatim~ as these have been "canonized" in al-Tabarl's works. Although the

stalus ofthese women shifted in bis and others' hands from a historical basis to an

pistorlcal, or mythical.. perspective, al-Taban's presentation oftheir idealization is

certainly expressed in a sober style, especially ifwe compare it with the more esoteric

accounts ofthese three women found in the Sufi and Sbl'i traditions. A1-Tabaii's

rendition is al (cast one expression orthe "potential" ofthese women's images, to use

Earl Waugh's terminology.34& Yet the images thst we have seen in tbis study are far

from the only ones in the Islamic tradition (as is made clear in the appendix ta tbis

thesis). More comparative studies oftbis kind, limited to particular periods and trends,

would he heneficial in briDging out the role these women play in Islam. Truly, the

"potential" for such images is inexhaustible.

J4I WaugfJ, Popular Muh!!!lll!!d 48•
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APPENDIX

Mary8lll, the Motherof'I~ and RaDi'a al-'Adawiya in the Islamic Tradition:
A Comparison ofTwo Woman Saintsl49

In a eulogistic poem dedicated to RaDi'a al-'AdaWiya (d. caSO1), the twelfth

century writer Faiid al-Oin 'An~ assigns ber a spiritual standing ofthe highest

degree. He caUs her"the second spotless Mary."151 The mother of"lsi (Jesus) is in faet

among the four women352 that Islamic Tradition usually recognizes as spiritual

models,3S1 while the Sufi literature frequently honors her as weIl. Al-Baqfi (d 1209) says

ofMaryam thst her heing is "the very substance oforiginal sanctity."354 A contemporary

scboJarUs reports tbat the Sufis particularly loved Maryam for she was often taken ta he

symbolic ofthe spirit that receives divine inspiration and thus becomes pregnant with

the divine ligbt. Equally, Ribi'a's exclusive love for Gad bas had a profo1Dld impact on

349 This piper wu iDitially pubUsbed iD the 10...11 ofReUljop !Pd Culture, 12 (1998) : 37-48,
publisbed by Concordia Uaiversity, Montreal ln tbis reproduction, the coutent has DOt~ altered; il
wu oaly revised to matcb the format lIlCl tnaslitenlioa system oftlais tbais.

350 His date ofbirtb is œually pvs circa 540 A.H. ad bis date ofdeuil ciKa 617 A.H. See
Bab..Reims, MRloi·'" d-~Adawiyah u Mystic, M.1im ad WOIDID" (MA thesis, McGill Umvmity,
(993) 30.

351 Margaret Smith, RaDra the Mys!ic gel ber fellow-Stipts iD Isig (philo Press: AmstenlaDlt
(974) 4. ~Anar's allDDlentary i5 aIso tfIDSlated IS MdepUly ofpure MIryam" in Reims, "Ribi·.,n 86, and
u "thl' apostleofMary's pmity" iD Jav" Nwbühsh, sm Womep (New York IChlDiqalü-Nimalallahi
Public.tioas, 1983) 26.

ln UA tnditioa oftea dtal is that in wbicla the best WOIDeIl orthe worId ue idealified u Muy,
daugbteroCImraD; KJaadijl, wiCeoClhe Pmpbd; Fatima, daughteroCMafallDlDld; lDd Asiy., wifeoC
Pharaoh." Qmted fiom JlDe Smitla and YVOIIIle B...."The Vqin Muy iD Islamiç Tradition lDd
Commentary," De M..Um WorId. 79 (JulYoetober 1989) : 179, 886. ne .urbolS refer to Atuud Ibn
Qanbal, Sharqaw1111d al-Q~abl.

353 Accordiag to MIBIim iaterpretltiOa, tlle DIIIIe MIryam (Muy) meaas "the pio•.ft Sœ A. 1.
Weosick, MMary....." ia Epçyçlopedj. 0(1s1am. ~ editioD (Leiden: E. J. BriO).

lS4 Al-B.qli, I!f!it2,7 uquota! ia EDglish by RJ. McCartby, "May iD Islam," iD Mary'! Pilee
iD Christig Dialoge, ed. by Alberic Stacpoole (Wihoa, Cf: Moreho1Be-BarIow, 1983) : 202-210.

Ils Aaaemarie ScbimlDel, Mystical DiIFll!jogsorIslam (Chapel Hill: Uaiversity oCNorth
CaroliDa Press, 1975) 429. Auemuie Schimmel aIIo puiDts out tblt "imqes aDadiDg to Jesus lIId Muy
oa:ar more ûequeatly iD laIaddiD (Ilamil'Il poetry Illa iD DY olber companble poelaI wart." Drid.,
318•

109



• the Islamic mystical tradition. Ber piety, ascetic self-restraint and gnosis allowed Louis

Massignon to caU her"the saint parexcelleDceofthe Sunnite hagiography."356 Thus the

comparison between the two figures penned by •Anar, Camous for bis biographies of

Sufi saintSy is not surprising. The purpose ofthis study will be to expand on this

comparison and find other similarities tbat will help illustrate the image ofthe ideal

pious woman in Islam.

Any comparison between the two figures however contains its own limitations.

What we know oftheir respective lives is aImost entirely legendary. The story of

Maryam in the Qur'in is short on details and no more information is revealed ofher life

after she gives birth to '1si. The available accounts ofRaDi'a's life, moreover, written a

few centuries after her death, refate only what was tben believed about her. Vet, in our

search to discover the qualities expected ofpious Muslim women, it is the beliefs

SlDTOUDding them that are more relevant to us than exact accounts oftheir actuallives.

In this study, wc will first discuss the similarities in the protection God is believed ta

have extended over the two saints. Theo we Wllllook al the characteristics oftheir

devotion to God and the magnitude oftheir purity.

The Qur'wc term wall is most ofteo translated as "saint.." although the latter

equivalent does not quite do justice to the former. In Arabie, walimeans someone

"underspeàal protection, friend."351 ln a way, a saint, in Islamic terms, is a person in a

relationship of willaya with God and this refationship is most notably expressed by the

granting ofHis protection. In the cases ofMaryam and RaDi~a.. God's protection is

assured in three similar ways: their prenatal dedieation to~ their protection ftom

Satan and the occurrences of klll'imar - miracles.

•
3.

lS6 Louis Mlssigaoa, Textes lpedits RFIaIifs.1a Mwtjgœ Mmulmps, qaoted iD Smit~ Ribi~L

lS7 Schimmel, Mystjgl 199•
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The two birth staries are vivid examples ofprenatal dedication ta Gad. The

Qur'in is explicit about Maryam's birth.JS1 Elderly and barren. the wife of'Imrin

suddenly finds herselfpregnant. Hoping for a boy, she gratefully dedicates the cbild to

the service ofGad. Contrary to aIl expectations, however, she gives birth to a girl whom

she Dames Maryam. Shc nonetheless prays God to welçome her child iota His service.

He accepts and entrusts her to the protection ofthe Prophet Zakarlyi. Although the

unfolding ofRibi'a's birth is quite ditTerent. il still contains the same symbolic value.

RaDi'~ meaning thefo~ was born into conditions ofextreme poverty. Vet her falher,

a pious man who had vowed to depend only on God. refused to ask his neighbors for

belp. The same nighl, as the man fell asleep, the Prophel MulJammad visited him in a

dream and laid him: "Don't worry," he said. "the daughter just barn to you will he a

great saint; 70,000 ofmy followers will venerate her."J!9 Then the Prophet advised

Raoi'a's father 10 write a lettcr to the Amir who had missed the previous Friday's

prayer, telling him tbat he could make up for il by giving the poor man 400 dinars.

When the Prophet teOs the man "not to worry," he implies that no worry is necessary

because his daughter is a waliys - meaning protccted by God Himselt: As the Qur'mie

verse YimlL'(IO):63 suggests, "Surely God's mends -DO fcar shall he on them, neither

shall tbey sorrow."360

Another similarity between Maryam and Raoi'a is their immunity ftom Satan.

According to a l}aditlJ.. "Every descendant ofAdam experiences the t01K:h ofSatan

except Mary, the daughterof'~ and herson." ln anotherversioD, it is said that

"Not a descendant ofAdam is borD but he is touched by Satan and he cornes out crying,

351 MarylDl~S birtll is related in verses Ai ~lmtü(3):31-33.
359 Quoted Iiom Charles Upton, Doorkeeperofthe Bevt: Vepiops ofBaDi~ah (PulDey, Vt:

Threshold Books, cl98l) 9..
360 ne Qur'ÏDic verses iD this PIF Ileqmted tiom Arthur Arberry, De Kong IpterpMed

(Oxford: Oxford Uuivenity Press: 1982)..
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except Mary and ber son.t9)61 This explains one aspect ofMaryam's purity -Iack offauIt

in the soul - as il is implied in A1'lmrin (3):42: "Mary, Gad bas chosen thee, and

purified thee; He has chosen lbec above aIl women." According ta 'Attar, Raoi6 a had

also reached such a level ofpurity that "even Iblis (Satan) did not have the courage to

go around ber."362 One night, as she was sleeping, a thiefentered ber room and grabbed

her mantle. Each lime he tried to run away with il, the door would disappear. Each lime

he dropped the veil. the door would reappear. After a wbile, the thiefheard a vaice

telling him: "She bas entrusted herself to Us ail these years. Since the Devil is afraid

here, how can a thief Iike you even dare to circle ber ebat/du/! Begone, you rogue,

because ifone friend falls asleep, the otheiFriend is vigilant and awake."J63 This

anecdote attests quite clearly to the special relationship she enjoys with Gad.

In both Maryam's and Ribi6 a's cases, God's protection is also expressed in the

occurrence ofmiracles. It is interesting to note, however, that Most ofthe miracles that

are related ofthem are Dot directly caused by them. Ta be exact, tbey normally occur in

their presence. For instance.. when Ribi'a was a slave, she used to pray ail night. Once,

ber rnaster saw a lantem shining above ber that could not be explaiDed. Another

example involved the appearance offood, a common phenomenon with Maryam and

RaDi', as with Most saints.J64 In the QUI"in it says that "Whenever Zachariah went in

to ber in the Sanctuary, he round ber provisioned. 'Mary,' he said. 'how cornes this to

thee?' ~From God,' she said Truly God provisions whomsoever He will witbout

reckoning."365 On another occasi~ surprised by birth pangs near a palm..tree, Maryam

is told: "Shake also to thee the paIm-trunk and tbere shan come tumbling upon tbee

361 Smith aad BIddad, '11te Vugia Muy,'" 164.
362 QlIJted tiom Reims, MRibi~ah, ft 53-54.
363 QlIJted tiom N-"ùhsb, Safi Womep.. 38.
36C S(:himmel, Mystjcal207.
l6S Al c1JDriII (3):34.
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dates fresh and ripe."366 Food is a1so giveD miraculously to Raoi4a. An anecdote relates

that~ finding herselfin need ofanions, Raui'a's servant suggested that she ask the

neighbors. "FortYyears now," Raoi'a repli~ "have passed since 1vowed taG~ the

Majestic and Transcendent, never to request anything from anyone but Him. Forego the

anions." Suddenly a bird swooped from the skies and cast a few perfectly peeled anions

into the frying pan.J67 Once, Raui'a put her food away from the tire in arder to complete

her prayer. l:Iasan al-B~ recounts that when "sbe tben approached the kettle ta serve

the Meat; il was boiling, by the Power ofGod."361

Raui'a also had the powerto produce miracles.J69 One day, when al-B~

cballenged her to pray two rakatswhile floating on water, Raoi'a threw ber prayer

carpet into midair, challenging him to perform prayers with ber there, where everyone

could sec. Seeking to console al-BaFi's wounded feelings, she added, "Fishes also do

what you did, while what 1do is but a mosquito's performance. Real work transcends

OOth."310 Ribi'a's poiDt in exen:ising ber miraculous power was to show that karimit

sbould not be sources ofpride. Rer altitode retlects the generallslamic distrust of

miracles. As Annemarie Schimmel says. "the great masters consider miracles soares in

the way toward God ... It is much casier ta perform miracles and aUract the interest of

the masses than 10 pursue the hard path ofspiritual training and constant struggle with

the subtlest ruses of the lower self.."l71 Thus, the miracles that surround Maryam and

Rabi'a are not to he understood as a source ofpride and distraction from Gad. As signs

oftheir special status and the assurance ofbaving their needs met by Gad. these

366 Mary.",(l9):2S.

361 Nurbakhsb, Sufi Womep, 38.
J6& IbieL, 49.

369 Ribi~a~s power wu appueatly DOt sIluecl with Muyam.

370 Narbatbsb, Safi Womep, 39.
37l Scbimmel, Mmjs!l 212.
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miracles are also recurrent manifestations ofthe creative power ofGod. Their miracles

are instances ofklJarq a/- 'ida - "what tcars the custOlDS."312 In otber words. tbese

miracles accurwhen God wants to disrupt the chain ofcause and etTect to which we are

accustomed. After ail, the greatest miracle Maryam is granted is the conception of '1si

without a human father. "When He decrees a thing He does but say to it 'Be,' and it

is."l7J It is with the same commandment that Gad brings back to life, in the middle of

the desert, Rabi'a's dead donkey.

Another significant type ofbuimit is their interactive and direct relation to

Gad. On several occasions, Maryam and RaDi'a ask God questions. and the responses are

often given verbally, described usually as a "voice." Once, M8IYant cries out: "Would 1

had died cre this, and become a thing forgotten!" And a voice "that was below ber

called to ber, 'Nay, do not sorrow; sec, thy Lord bas set below tbec a rivulel.'"37ol After

breaking her wrist,m Rabi'a caUs to God "Are you satisfied with me?" Immediately a

voice answetS her: "Don't worry -on the Day ofResurrection your rank will he 50 high

that even the closest compaoïons ofGod will envy you."116 Through their

communications with the Divine, Maryam and RaDi'a altain direct knowledge, which

allows them to avoid baving to comply wilh certain religious norms. The following

adage related to saintship also applies to them: "tbe good deeds ofthe pious are the bad

deeds ofthose who are brought near."3T1 RaDi~a's and Maryam's cebDacy, although not

condoned by the representatives ofa Shari'a-oriented interpretation of Islam,na were an

m 1bi~206.

m AI -1JDrü(3):47.

374 Maryam (19):25.

31S ADcaiote related iD HeJms, "Ribi~a," 74.
376 Qaoted tiom Charles Uptoa, Doorkeeper, 9.
ln Scbimmel, MysticaL 204.
371 M[Ralri~.] WII profoœMlly oUlside (tJaesocial DOIIIIS ofllcrtime]; ad bowclist1RbiDg il m1llt

have beeD to the ratbas oftlaat commuaitYto he Caced with a IiYÏllg exemplaroftbe spirital liCe who
would acœpt aeither the materid DOC the ..spirit"" rewllds tltlt comm1mity bill to otJcr. Her ref1Bal
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expression oftheir love for God and their refusaI to accept any intermediary between

them and Him.

We just saw the passive connotation of waJP19 - one whose affairs are led by

Gad. The saint bas also an active demeanor that expresses itself in the performance of

worship and obedience. This aspect is very 51rong in the sainthood ofMaryam and

Rabi'a.

There are Many interpretatioDS in the Traditions ofthe two occasions mentioned

in the Qur'an when Maryam seems to doubt the will ofGad. In verses AI-~1mriD

(19):20,30,310 il seems tbat Mary doubts the omnipotence ofGad and the two verses

could he seen as a mark ofdisobedience ta the mission Gad bas given her. But Islamic

commentators have interpreted these verses otherwise. In faet, no question is raised as

ta Maryam's obedience to Gad Rer reactiOD to the annunciation is iDstead explained by

ber wonder al God's power.JaI As for the ather verse, it is explained that her wish ta die

was caused by pitYfor ber people who would certainly rejecl her and ber progeny, and

therefore the will ofGad; or by fear ofbeing called the wife ofGod and Jesus the son of

Gad; or by the shame ofher situation - tbat is, having born a cbild without a father.l12

Therefore in the eyes ofthe Islamic exegetes, the might ofGad remains unchallenged

and Maryam symbolizes absolute submission to God's power and will. Similarly Raoi'a

does Dot challenge the will of'God, and even welcomes it plainly. Ra"Di'a is famous for

caIIed iDto questioa the wbole Islamie (ad Semitic) tcadeDcy to ideatify commUDity CODSeIISlII with the
Will ofGod -Illd yet tbey coalclilot reject ber; her piety, her reallDCÎatioa, ber gnosis coald DOt be
veiled." Charles UpIOll, Doorkeeper. 16.

J19 Sclûmmel, Mystical. 199.
310 MHow shalllhave a JOB whom DO modal_ toœbed, aatller bave 1beeIl uncbute'!

(M."...",(l9):20); ~ould 1hld died ere~ ad become • thiDg forgonen!" (M.,-.",(l9):30).
381 Bab..Stow...., WOIIJeD ia the Quèg. Tnditioas lIId IDterpn:tatiop (NewYott: Oxford

UDiversity Press, 1994) 79, 163.. lOS. Hlddad ad Smilla, ""'e VIJIiD Muy," 169, 176. It is importallt to
rcaIl tbat Maryam is seea U ID. semplary be6ever, IIIeIIIÏIlg tbat she sboald wekome witbout doubt
what Gad plû OB ber path.

312 Ibid.
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having, from an early age, no other concem but to find satisfaction with Gad. Orphan~

she was about to he caugbt by a slave-trader. While running to escape hiIn. she feU and

broke ber wrist and cried out: "0 GOO! 1am an orphan, and am about ta he a slave - on

top ofthat, my wrist is broken. But that's not what 1care about; the thing 1have ta

know is: are you satjsfied with me?"313 Not as explicit in the case ofMaryam, Raoi'a's

renouncement ofworldly matters and obedience to God takes the Conn ofaustere

asceticism. The goal ofthe ascetic Raoi'a was 10 purge herselffrom the camai selfand

free berselffrom worldly temptations. On several occasions she was otTered material

support by her friends. But she consistently refused any other help than God's. Refusing

the otTer ofa frien~ she says: "Verily, 1should he ashamed to ask for the worldly things

from Hint to whom the world belongs, and how should 1ask for them from those to

whom il does not belong?"314 ft is througb asceticism that she learnt to blend ber will

with God's. Once, after a week spent with fasting and prayer, she was about to break ber

fast when a cat knoc:ked over ber plate offood. Theo as sbe reached for sorne water, the

lamp went out and in the darkness, the jar dropped and broke. Theo she heard a voice

saying: "() RaDi'a. you have a desire and 1bave a desire, 1cannot combine my desire and

your desire in one heart."315 Raoi'a's own interpretation ofthe situation is expressed as

follows: "Wben 1heard this waming, then 1separated my hem from worldly things and

so eut offmy worldly bopes tbat for thirty years every prayer whicb 1have performe~ 1

have prayed as ifit were my last ..."3Ifi Rer obedience to God Icd her to accept illness

and sutTering as expressions ofHis will. It is related that one day her head was struck by

some boughs and began to bl~ but she paid no attention to il. When someone said to

her9 "Do you not Ceel the pain?" she said: "My conœm is to accommodate myselfto His

313 See abov~ footDote 26.
314 Smitll, RalJi~L 21.

Ils Qœted from ibid.9 22.
316 Ibid. 22.
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will; He bas made me occupied with somelhing other than the tangible lhings which yOU

sec.ft The obedience to God ofthese two women reached the levels ofannihilation of

the self.

The Qur~in gives a sparse account ofMaryam's forms ofdevotion. In MlUY8I11

(19):16 and AI ~Imrin (3):37~ we read tbat Mary is entrusted to the protection of

Zakariyi and resides in the temple. Yety Islamic tradition bas developed ber story and

gives more details ofher devotion to Gad. Sbe is usually believed to have lived in a

nicbe - mi/uib- in the temple.ID The referencc to the mi/p7l1J suggests that ber

cbildhood and adolescence were spent in devotioDS and free from the taint ofworldly

matters. Raùi'a was also well-known for ber constant devotion to God.Ja It was said

tbat she would perform a thousand rskas (units ofprayer) in a single day and night and

friends witnessed ber daily prayers and nigbt-long vigils. Rer legend says that even as a

slave she spent ber nights praying, and tbat she also fasted. Once freed from ber master,

she retired into the desert to devote ber liCe to worship. This could be paralleled

symbolically with Maryam's retreat to an "eastem place.t9JI9 IfMaryam look refuge in

an eastem place to receive the divine word ('1si), Raùi'a equally isolated herself in the

desert in a cclI to seek proximity with God and also to receive the divine light. Raoi'a is

also said to have perfonned the pilgrimage to the Ka~aba three times.J90 Yet.. the

particularitYofRaDi'a lies in the motive underlying her aets ofworship: Love. As she

herselfexclaims: "Is it Dot enough for us that we have been ordered to worship Him?

That if there were no Heaven or Hell we should not ohey Him?! Does He not deserve to

3&1 Smith and Haddad, "vlfIÏIl Mary," 164-65.
311 He. "Ribi'ah," 74-5.
319 64ABd meatioll in the Book Mary wIIeD sile wilildrew fiom berpeople to ID eastem pl.lœ. and

she look. veil aput fiom them; tben We seat 1IDt0 her Oar Spirit th.. preseIIted bimselfto her • man
witbout r.ult." (MBy_(19):16). The Qur'ÏIIic ••y to say eutem pllœ(DMdtaq.) is ambipnlS.. ft
œuld &Iso mem 14. chamber Ioolâllg eut~"

390 Hela, "Ribi'û," 76.
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he worshiped without any [secondary concem]?"391 Once Rabi'a was seen with tire in

one hand and water in the other. Asked what was the meaning ofthis, she replied: 1'1 am

going ta tight tire in Paradise and to put water on 10 HeU so tbat both veils (i.e.,

hindrances to the true vision ofGad) rnay completely disappear from the pilgrims and

their purpose May he sure, and the servants ofGod may sec~ without any abject of

hope or motive offear."392 Her Love for Gad was such that there was neither room for

loving the Prophet MlÙ)ammad Doreven hating Satan.393 Hermessage is thal a prayer

whose motive is fcar ofBell or hope for Paradise is hypocritical and insincere by

implication. Ribi'a's notion ofomnipresent love for God can be related to tbe notion of

longing ofthe soul (slJawq). Al-Sarraj speaks ofsbawqas "the tire ofGod Most High

which He has kindIed in the hearts ofHis saints, 50 that it may hum up in their hearts ail

vain desires and wishes and hindrances and needs."394 It is also on tbis point that we can

find a common ground between Maryam and Rabi'a. Entirely obedient ta God's will,

Maryam is one ofthe two female symbols ofthe longing sool mentioned in the

Qur'- J95an.

In trying to prove the extraordinary spirituality offemale saints, Sufis have

called them "men." This is what 'Anar does in the case ofboth Mary and RaDi'a. 'Anâr

relates: "When tomorrow on the Day ofJudgement. they call '0 YOD men!' the first

persan who will step [forwardl Înto the line ofmen will be Maryam."396 Elsewhere, he

writes that because ofMaryam's perfection, she can be called a man since "among

391 Ibid., 82

392 Smith, Ri.·, 98-9.

393 Ibid., 99. "My love for God leaves DO room for hatiDg Sala" She aIso says: "0 Prophet of
God who is there wbo does DOt love thce? 8. my love to God ha possessed me tbat DO place remaiDs for
IoVÎDg or haÛDg uy save mm."

J94 Ibid., 9L
395 Schimme~ MwtigL 434. AŒordbIg to Schimme~the other WOIDIIl is ZulaykhL
396 Hebœ, "Ribi·ab," 86.
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women are some who are perfeet and knowledgeable and who attBin the standard ofmen

- they are in a real sense men.~97 Consistent in bis comparison between boliness and

spiritual manhood, 'Anar justifies bis inclusion ofRaoi'a's biography among

biographies ofSufi men by saying: "When a waman is a man on the path ofG~ she

cannot he called a woman." He also says ofher that "she was Dot a single warnan, but a

hundred men over, ... and though a woman. [she] was the crown ofmen."391 This

attribution ofmasculinity ta the two female saints can only he fully grasped once we

understand the interplay between the two meanings attached to the word "man" and

"woman." The first meaning ofman and woman refers to the male and fernale gender. In

Sufi Iiterature, the concept ofwoman also often alIudes to the lower soul (nafs) thal is

at the source ofworldly temptations and desires.199 On the other han~ the notion of

man, which refers ta the higher sout - perfection - expresses best the higb ambition of

Sufism.otOO Thus9 to phrase the idea in more modem terms, we couId say Ihat every one

(male or fernale) that foUows Satan is impure and far from God, and every one that is

pure and sinless is close to Him. In this sense9 Maryam's and RaDi'a's "manhood" takes

on its full meaning: it affinns their exceptioDal spirituality in comparison to Most ofthe

women. but also most of the men - in other words9 MOst ofthe souls. It is aIso relevant

to notice at this point that, al this leveI ofperfection, gender becomes an illusion. 'AUir

writes that "in lsw/fidwhen will the existence of '1' and 'you' remain, let alone that of

'man' and 'woman.'1 ft IJasan aI-B~ is reported to have said: "l spent twenty-four

bours with Raoi'a (talldng] about lariqll and 1JlIIllqll, in a way lhat il neither occurred to

me lhat 1am a~ Dor did il occur to ber that she is a woman."401 This is probably why

397 Quoted from Stowasser, Womep. 78.

391 The IWO Iast citations are qlOtcd from Hebœ, "Ribi~.n 86.

399 YeI, same Safis, 1ike Iba al-6 Arabi, see iD woman the ideal n:ceptacle for God's Love and
Ugbt. See OD the positive apectsofwoma~Scbimmel, MysticaL 429.

400 Ibid., 426.
<401 Quoted fiom He.... "Rïbi~ah,n92.
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Sufism bas been the most welcoming place for women to express tbeir spirituality in

Islam, as the popular veneration offemale saints attests. Numerous shrines in honor of

woman saints can be found aIl over the Islamic world Yet, ifspiritual manhood is easily

recognized in saints like Maryam and RaDi'a, il is the highest tille that the Islamic

tradition bas eonferred upon them. A few exegetes402 have suggested tbat Maryam was

indeed a prophet because she fulfilled the necessary requirement ofthe nllbiytfD - she

was talked to by augets. The apostle (rasü1) is sent to a people with a message from Gad

and is a position reserved for men. Nevertheless. the Islamie consensus denies the

possibilitYofMaryam being a prophet. Ifany "signs" ofprophethood are involve~ ta

use the Qur'mie tenninology, these belonged ta 'hi and not to Maryam. At best, she is

simply honared by being mentioned in relation to one. Tbeir argwnentatian is based on

the observation that, although she is spirituallya"m~" in the eyes ofmost exegetes,

she is still a fernale body and therefore subjeet to physical impurity, often caused by

menstruation.oIOC In the Sufi traditi~ the distinction between prophets and saints is also

based on a differentiation between spirit and body. To them. the end ofsaintship ­

spiritual purity - is only the begiDning ofprophethood - spiritual and physical purity..aGS

In tbis context. a saint in a fernale body ean bardly elaim to the prophetie status.

The similarities between Maryam's and RaDi~a's legends are plentiful and fertile

in symbolism. Their prenatal dedieation ta the Divine, their protection from Satan and

their miracles are clear sips ofGod's protection for His ehosen ODes. Yet these

predispositions are closely linked with their extraordinary ability ta submit to His wiIl

and their ren\DIciation ofworldty mallers in arder to reach spiritual purity. Ideal pious

.m Sœ:h IS IbD lJum lDd al-Qurtabi. Sec Bleldld lIId smith, ""'e VIJIÙl Muy." 177-78.
403 Ibid9 177.

404 AD II:CO•• orthe debale OB the spiri.ulllldlorphysical parily ofMaryam is pvm iD ibid.9

172..175. Rabi'. is aJso reported to bave 1DellltrUated. Reims. "Ribi'ah," 78.
<lOS SchimmeI, MnticaL 203-204.
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women. Maryam and Raui'a are usually thought to be models for Muslim women as a

whole. Limiting their influence to their gender would imply a misunderstanding oftheir

genderless spirituality. Rather, they are symbols for any soullonging for God, whether

male or female. Again. as the Sufi tradition teaches us. human perfection is found in

submission to the Divine.
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