<<This article is a rebuttal of Marshall Hodgson’s Muhammad’s Challenge”.>>
Through a variety of primary and secondary sources dealing with the early Muslim message, one can experience the kaleidoscopic views and insights about Muhammad, the prophet of Islam. Although Islam presented a challenge to the Arabian way of life, it did not reject some of the pre-Islamic Arab norms such as military measures, that formed-according to Marshall Hodgson- a central problem n Muhammad’s prophecy, so that he says that the expansion of Islam came mainly through the sword. However, Marshall Hodgson is unclear in introducing the role of the sword in the “expansion” of Islam (Hodgson, 186). His term “expansion” is vague, and does not make a distinct difference between the establishment of the religion of Islam, the expansion of the Islamic state, and the different forms in which people worldwide have converted to Islam since the time of Muhammad. It is not obvious to which of the previous aspects does his term “expansion” refer. Moreover, he does neither present nor explain the historical context of some of the events that he considers as problematic in the time of Muhammad’s prophet hood. Hence, a rebuttal to Hodgson view has to be raised in order to achieve a multi-sided conversation.

The different insights and views about Muhammad can be seen through various interpretations of the significant historical events that took place at the time of the early message of Islam. Marshall Hodgson, mistranslates the meaning of the “ummi prophet”, and introduces it as the “prophet of those who had no sacred books” (Hodgson, 178). Controversially, we can see also how Hodgson relies on the Qur’an “as a direct evidence” that can be used to support his point, and does not use a single Qur’anic verse that supports his translation of the word “ummi” (Hodgson, 160). Hence, let us on the behalf of  Hodgson, examine the first Qur’anic verses hat were revealed to Muhammad in Ghar Hira’ by the Angel Gabriel: “Proclaim!(or read!) In the name of thy Lord and Cherisher, Who created-Created man, out of a (mere) clot of congealed blood: Proclaim! And thy Lord is most Bountiful,-He Who taught (the use of) the pen,-Taught man that which he knew not” (Qur’an 96:1-5). First, it is clear that the message of Muhammad is, from its first day, submitted to mankind, regardless of them having scriptures or not. Since Muhammad is a prophet whose message was submitted to the whole humanity, Hodgson mistranslates the meaning of the word ummi. The word “ummi” in Arabic means “illiterate”, the fact that is ascertained by the first command in the Qur’an: “Proclaim (or read)” in the verses above. This latter interpretation leads us to pose another questions that relate to the founding elements pf the Islamic message: What is the type of the miracle of the Qur’an? How does the illiteracy of Muhammad contribute to the miracle of the Qur’an? Is it, “like nay great creative work” proved to be “inimitable”? (Hodgson, 165). If so, why does Hodgson state that “ a variety of incidents show that neither the occasion nor the content of the revelations was under Muhammad’s conscious control”? Does this mean that the Qur’an is not something brought up by Muhammad, and that some other supernatural force came up with it? Or does this appeal to the way polytheists in Mecca used to look to Muhammad, as a “kahin”, or “possessed”, or “poet”, or even a “sorceree”? (qtd. in Ibn Hisham, 171). These old ways of trying to understand how can an illiterate man produce the Qur’an sound familiar to Hodgson’s view. Both views of Hodgson and the early Arabian polytheists prove to us that until now searchers are wondering how an illiterate person can produce the Qur’an that challenges Arabic linguists up till modern history.

A central point that has to be dealt with is the influence of group feeling in the definition of the goal to which the Islamic Ummah is moving. Hodgson relates religious impulse essentially to wishful thinking, and secondly to creative insights that come along with religion. In his view, only wishful thinking is capable of rendering meaningfulness to the human life, promising reward in the next life, and giving misery a positive meaning (Hodgson, 158). Then he comes back and says that Muhammad’s community represents an exception, since it “was designed to transform the world itself through action in this world” (Hodgson, 185). From these two statements of Hodgson, it is obvious that the motive of the Islamic Ummah (nation) is not totally concentrated on the other life, but it is also concerned with the regulation of worldly subjects towards the benefit of the whole society. These two elements framing the motive of the Ummah were the potion that gathered the Muslim community around Muhammad. The most significant example is the two ‘Aqaba treaties that represent respectively, how the motive of the Ummah covers both the next life and the worldly life. On one hand, in the first ‘Aqaba treaty, the new Medinese converts gave allegiance to Muhammad that they would associate nothing with God, not steal, not commit fornication, not kill their offspring, not slander their neighbor, not disobey him in what was right (Ibn Hisham, 289). The main motive of the pledge in this case, is wishful thinking, which is seen through the converts’ focus on the next life, through their fear of God’s punishment, and their desire of His reward that is not attained except through his obedience. On the other hand, in the second ‘Aqaba treaty, the converts vowed that they would protect Muhammad as they protect their women, and that they declared allegiance to him (Ibn Hisham, 296). The second pledge at Al-‘Aqaba illustrates that early Muslims found it to be essential to preserve the newborn message of Islam to the next generations through action in this world: This is the second motive of the Ummah. There were other crucial measures that were taken by the early Ummah to preserve their faith, which were basically the two respective migrations to Abyssinia, and then to Medina. The fraternity between the Ansar of Medina (Aws and Khazraj), after long years of military confrontation, and then between the latter and the new immigrants were due to the success of Muhammad in creating the new Muslim group feeling, which melted down enmities, and buried every ethnic, tribal, and social differences between the members of the Ummah. It was that strong and rooted group feeling that led the Ummah to overcome the most difficult threats at the Battles of Badr, Uhud, and during the encircling of Medina at the Battle of Al-Khandaq.

“The prophet armed”, is the way in which Hodgson suggests to call Muhammad. He says, “Muhammad’s community was not designed simply to redeem the elect from the world, leaving to the devil those who failed to respond to its vision” (Hodgson, 185). The previous vision in Hodgson’s point of view, led to the use of the sword as a means justified by its end. He sees that military measures continued to be a central problem in Muhammad’s prophet hood: His expulsion of the Jews of Medina, his engagement in raids and battles, and his destroying of the idols of Mecca during the “Fath”. It is evident that each of the previous cases has to be carefully assessed, away from any “Christian squeamishness”, in order to figure out their historical context-that is not mentioned by Hodgson-, before coming to a particular conclusion (Hodgson, 186).

Beginning with the case of Jews in Medina, one should look at the historical relation between Jews and Muslims, “learning that Abraham was considered the common ancestor pf Israelites and Ishmealite Arabs”, we see how close are Islam and Judaism, in terms of adoption of monotheism, and the belief in many common prophets (Hodgson, 178). The first Qibla (direction of prayer) was towards Jerusalem, the early monotheist traditional capital, and then it was changed by a Qur’anic command to Mecca, the old House of Adam and Abraham, the prophets recognized by the three monotheistic faiths. In Medina, one of the first actions taken by Muhammad to establish peace was his defense treaty with the Jewish tribes of Medina (B.Quraydha, B.Nadir, and B.Qaynuqa’). Hodgson states that Muhammad, -who said: “Who ever of you who shows enmity towards a dhimmi (i.e. non-Muslim ruled by a Muslim authority), I shall be his enemy on the Day of Resurrection”, and who said: “Who ever of you who harms a dhimmi, harms me”-  “took advantage of a fracas between Muslims and the Banu-Qaynuqa’ (in which it chanced that a Muslim had begun the violence)”, and besieged them until they agreed to leave Medina with their properties, and leave their arms (Hodgson, 177). It is strange to see between brackets (in which it chanced that a Muslim had begun the violence), and to see in other interpretations like Al-Tabari’s and Ibn Ishaq’s ones, that the Leader of the B.Qaynuqa’ was accused of raping a Muslim woman, while refusing to surrender to Muhammad, and declaring one-sidedly that he broke the defense treaty he had signed with the Muslims. The question is: why not addressing both insights on that event? It is evident that any conclusion based on “conjecture” alone is not worth of possessing a high rank of reliability (Hodgson, 178).

Hodgson poses an important question: why did Muhammad break the truce months with the Meccans, and attack them in Al-Nakhlah? He answers his own question when he states that the Qur’an stated that the Qurayshites were first to break the truce months when they were persecuting Muslims of Mecca (Hodgson, 175). As for the raids led by Muhammad and his companions against the commercial caravans of Quraysh, Hodgson sees that they aimed at offering and independent economic position to the Muhajirun (Immigrants) in Medina, humbling the pride of Quraysh and make them feel that Islam’s power is growing (Hodgson, 175). The second reason seems more convincing since both Muhajirun and Ansar were participating in the raids with Muhammad. It seems problematic to Hodgson when dealing with the fact that Muhammad himself, participated in destroying the idols of Quraysh. This happened when Muhammad, victoriously, entered Mecca after Quraysh had broken the Hudaybiyya armistice with him. The Qurayshites sponsored their allies Banu Bakr in an attack against the Khuza’a tribe who had allied itself with Muhammad (Muhammad was not the beginner). Though, the destruction of the idols is still an important argument used by orientalists and non-Muslims to prove that Islam does not accept other faiths, and does not respect religious symbols of other faiths. In other words, was the destruction of the idols around the Ka’ba in the Fath of Mecca a sign of religious oppression? The idols were a “habit” inherited from fathers and forefathers, and not a religious practice. Paganism was not a “religion” in what the word truly means. In pre-Islamic community, there are stories about ‘Umar B.Al-Khattab eating his idol that was made of sweet when he was hungry, another story of ‘Amr B.Al-Jamuh insulting his four idols and breaking them. There were also stories about people who offered food to their idols, and then after those people are away, thieves come, steal the food and put some of it on the idol’s mouth, as if the idol has eaten all of the food. People were practicing paganism as a cultural habit, and not as a religious orthodox belief. The pagans of Arabia believed in “Allah” as their forefather Abraham did, but they added to Him many idols such as “Hubal”, “al-Lat”, “al-‘Uzza”, and “Manat” and they associated them with God. The Qur’an mentions the pagans’ argument when questioned why are they worshipping statues they had made with their hands: “They said, we found our fathers worshipping them” (Qur’an, 21:53).  In addition, the Ka’ba should have been a place for worship for one practice, either the religion of Islam or the habit of Paganism. If we see who had the historical right to take control over the Ka’ba, we find that Muslims, since the time of Abraham, who renewed the Ka’ba after thousands of years of ruin, and to whom the word “Muslims” originates, possess this right. “He has chosen you, and has imposed no difficulties on you in religion; it is the cult of your father Abraham. It is He Who has named you Muslims, both before and in this (Revelation)” (Qur’an, 22:78).

The only place in early Islamic history in which Muslims destroyed statues was the Ka’ba. That’s why the ancient Egyptian, Persian, Babylonian, Assyrian, and Roman temples that were in Muslim controlled areas were not destroyed until today, excluding the incident of the Bamian statues in Afghanistan when was under radical Talibans. A question frequently asked: “If someone tried to restore pharaonic religion in Egypt, would they have the right because they came first?”-The answer is, yes, they have the right to choose their faith, inside their temples (that exist until today all over Egypt, and were not destroyed by the Muslim Futuh) as “dhimmis”, under the sovereignty of Islam. 

Most important, we do not have to neglect that Muhammad, after taking control over Mecca, spoke to Quraysh from the top of a cliff, and said to them, after their long years (13 years) of persecution and atrocities against Muslims: “Go! You are the free men!” (اذهبوا فأنتم الطلقاء) – the action that cannot be seen in any example of a victorious army entering an enemy capital. Nobody was killed; Muhammad entered the city without a single drop of blood, and all of Quraysh entered in Islam after Muhammad’s famous speech. Most important, after Meccans converted to Islam, they, themselves, destroyed their idols, hand in hand with the Muslims. The way Islam spread in Mecca, under the “prophet armed”, is not through the sword, but through forgiveness that was offered to enemy who used to persecute and torture Muslims, including attempting to kill Muhammad, and who was first in starting hostilities. Muhammad did not lead a Nuremberg Trial against the Meccan Pagans who committed crimes against the Muslims; instead, he gave them freedom. 

Certainly there are strict regulations to conduct warfare in Islam, not to begin in fighting, not to harm women, children, and elders, while killing hostile combatants. Ensuring safety is also a primary element offered by Islam to conquered people, which can be seen from the treaty of ‘Umar B. Al-Khattab to the Christians of Jerusalem, when it was conquered by the Muslims. The Caliph, ‘Umar, guided by Muhammad’s framework of peace (in his treaty with the Christians and Jews of Najran, Southern Arabia), assured them “safety for themselves, their property, their churches, their crosses, the sick and the healthy of the city, and for all rituals that belong to their religion”, and he granted them that they will not be forcibly converted” (qtd. in Al-Tabari, 191). This treaty, as well as the similar treaties of ‘Umar’s commanders Khalid B. Al-Walid, and ‘Amr B. Al-‘As to the Christians and Jews of Syria and Egypt, respectively, show that the sword was used in Islam not to convert non-Muslims through violence, but to establish justice that was lost under Byzantines and Sasanids.

The main cause of the failure of creating a mass conversion to Islam among people in India, were the Mongol Mughal Empire compulsive measures against Hindus and Sikhs to make them become Muslims, in a (convert or die) pattern. The result is that Muslims today are a minority in India. There is no room to associate conversions to Islam to the sword, since the majority of the people of the Indian sub-continent, as an example, did not convert to Islam through this measure. However, the situation was not alike in West Africa, East Africa, and Indonesia (The most populous Muslim country today), in which Islam was spread through the way Muslim traders were dealing with non-Muslim inhabitants, and impressing them with their new religion, not with the sword. Hodgson says, “Gandhi has brought to the fore methods of creative non-violence for producing basic changes in social power” (Hodgson, 185). He wonders why Muhammad did not use that measure to spread Islam. Well, first, Muhammad’s goal was not to produce “basic changes in social power”, yet, his goal was farther than acquiring an independence of a nation that is defined by its race and culture. Gandhi was successful to gain India’s independence, but he failed in unifying the Indian people, and the independence was in the form of three states: India and Pakistan, then Bangladesh later. Conversely, Muhammad’s state was neither based on race, culture, nor language; it was based on Islam, and it was a unified state all within Muhammad’s lifetime. Gandhi was a spiritual leader, not a religious leader; the two terms are different. He had ambitious objectives such as independence and social justice-in this world-, but his aim was not to spread a destined religious message that depends on direct action, and that introduces the concept of rejecting the fear from death, and believing in the afterlife like Islam. If the situation is so, why did Muhammad not act like Jesus, the religious symbol, who-in a Christian point of view- accepted pain and torturing, and did neither escape-as Muhammad did in his migration to Medina-, nor fight the Romans as Muhammad in fighting his enemies? 

First, the Christian Holy Family escaped to Egypt during Jesus’s infancy, just as a reminder. In a Muslim point of view, the answer of such a question can be seen when assessing the motive of the Islamic Ummah, where Islam is understood as the completion of the early monotheistic faiths, adding to them that God’s help cannot be allowed unless action is taken, and sacrifice is given.
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