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ABSTRACT

In the modern age, advanced means of communication have
made the fundamental and authentic sources of knowledge
accessable. Consequently, the orientalists and scholars
studying these treasures of Islamic religious knowledge
shelved in the libraries across the globe have been able to
present positive and authentic view of Islam and its
messenger. A number orientalists and non-Muslim scholars
have consulted the basic sources and produce positive and
unbiased biographies to the Prophet. As a part of this
tradition of intellectual honesty, Karen Armstrong, a
religious scholar of present day, has written two books on

the Sirah of the Holy Prophet Muhammad (Lﬁﬁ).

During the past two decades (especially post 9/11), a wide,
deep gulf has emerged between West and the Muslim
world. In this perspective, Karen Armstrong, having great

knowledge of history, comparative religions and current
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international relations, has painted a very positive picture
of Islam and the Prophet of Islam (i&;). She believes that
the Prophet of Islam and his teachings can guide the world
even today. The political and social problems, Western and
Islamic world are facing, can be solved by following the
path of the Prophet. This paper focuses particularly on this
aspect of Karen's Sirah writing.
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The historians and thinkers of the time believed that
learning about the Prophet's struggles to make the
word of God audible in the seventh century would

help them to preserve his spirit in their own. From
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the very start, writing about the Prophet
Muhammad was never a wholly antiquarian

pursuit.The process continues today.(o)
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But I realized that many Western people had no
opportunity to revise their impression of
Muhammad, So I decided to write a popular
accessible account of his life to challenge this

entrenched view.™"
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During the month of Ramadan in about the year 610,
an Arab merchant of the city of Mecca in the Hijaz
had an experience that would ultimately change the
history of the world.(‘)
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"Some details of this fantasy reflect Christian anxieties
about their own emergent identity. Islam was stigmatised as
the 'religion of the sword' during the crusades, a period when
Christians themselves must have had a buried worry about
this aggressive form of their faith which bore no relation to
the pacifist message of Jesus. At a time when the Chruch
was imposing celibacy on a reluctant clergy, the astonishing
accounts of Mohammad's sexual life reveal far more about
the repressions of Christians than about the facts of the
Prophet's own life. There is a definite note of ill-concealed
envy in this depiction of 'Islam, as a self indulgent and easy
going religion. Finally it was the West, not 'Islam' which

forbade the open discussion of religious matters. At the time
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of the Crusades, Europe seemed obsessed by a craving for

intellectual conformity and punished its deviants with a zeal

that has been unique in the history of religion” ®
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Western Scholars tell us that it is mistaken to see
Muhammad as a socialist. They point out that he
never criticised capitalism, which had, after all, done
great things for the Quraysh, and that he did not

attempt to abolish poverty altogether.(m)
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The early message of the Qur'an is simple: it is
wrong to stockpile wealth to build a personal fortune,
but good to give alms and distribute the wealth of
society.(")
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In the West we often imagine Muhammad as a
warlord, brandishing his sword in order to impose
Islam on a reluctant world by force of arms. The
reality was quite different. Muhammad and the first
Muslims were fighting for their lives and they had
also undertaken a project in which violence was
inevitable. No radical social and political change has
ever been achieved without blood shed, and , because
Muhammad was living in a period of confusion and
disintegration, peace could be achieved only by the

sword.w)
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Muhammad had great spiritual as well as political
gifts-the two do not always go together- and he was
convinced that all religious people have a
responsibility to creat a good and just society. He
could become darkly angry and implacable, but he
could also be tender, compassionate, vulnerable and
immensely kind. We never read of Jesus laughing,
but we often find Muhammad smiling and teasing
the people who were closest to him, We will see him
playing with children, having trouble with his wives,
weeping bitterly when a friend dies and showing off

his new baby son like any besotted father.( ™
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One of the most remarkable aspects of Muhammad's

achievement was his isolation. He knew about

Judaism and Christianity but his knowledge was very

limited. Unlike the Prophets of Israel, Muhammad

was not working towards the difficult monotheistic

solution with the support of an established tradition

which had its own momentum and insight and

could provide ethical guidance that had been

hammered out over centuries. Jesus and st,Paul were

both embedded in Judaism and the first christians

came from the Jews and their supporters, the God

fearers, in the Synagogues. Christianity took root in

the Roman empire where Jewish communities had

paved the way and prepared the minds of the

pagans. But Muhammad had to start virtually from

scratch and work his way towards the radical

monotheistic spirituality on his own.(")
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If we could view Muhammad as we do any other

important historical figure we would surely consider

him to be one of the greatest geniuses the world has

known. To create a literary masterpiece to found a

major religion and a new world power are not

ordinary achievements.(r')
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Muhammad's converts eagerly awaited each new

revelation; after he had recited it, they would learn it

by heart, and those who were literate wrote it down.

They felt moved and stirred by the exquisite

language of their scripture, which, they were

convinced, could only have come from God.(ﬂ)
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The Qur'an makes it clear that no mere mortal can

change the divine words and that if Muhammad ever

took such an initiative the consequences would be

fatal.(rr)
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It (Qur'an) was so new and so powerful in its effect

that its very existence seemed a miracle, beyond the

reach of normal human attainment. Muhammad's

enemies are challenged to produce another work like

it; its unique character was proof of its divine origin

and its verses were'signs' providing a sacramental

encounter with God.(”)
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Salat interrupted their ordinary business and helped

them to remember that Allah was their first priority.

It was very difficult for men and women schooled in

the muruwah ethos to grovel like slaves, and many

of the Quraysh were offended by this abject posture.

But the physical routine of salat symbolized the

surrender (Islam) of their entire being to Allah. It

taught their bodies at a level deeper than the rational
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to lay aside the self- regarding impulse to prance and
preen arrogantly. A muslim was a man or a woman
who had made this act of submission and was proud

to be God's slave.(rz)
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In the umma society was to be organised on
egalitarian principles; the same duties were required
of everybody and there was to be no elite or
hierarchy of priests and monks. Alms giving would
seek to close the gulf between rich and poor, and to
free a slave was a virtuous deed. In principle
everybody in the umma would be treated in the same
way: if love could neither prevail nor be enforced,
justice and equality could be legislated for. It does
seem as though the Qur'an and, later, Islamic Holy
Law (shari'a) did help Muslims to cultivate a deeply

egalitarian spirit.(r”
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It is possible to see the egalitarian ideal of Islam as a
practical way of fostering brotherly love by reducing

all men to the same social and political level.(m
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These Marriages were not romantic or sexual love
affairs but were undertaken largely for practical

ends.(m
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Muhammad's marriages usually had a political aim.
He was starting to establish an entirely different kind
of clan, based on ideology rather than kinship, but
the blood tie was still a sacred value and helped to

: . . (™
cement this experimental communlty.( “)
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Polygamy was designed to ensure that unprotected

women would be decently married, and to abolish the

old loose, irresponsible liaisons; men could have

only four wives and must treat them equitably; it

was an unjustifiably wicked act to devour their

property. The Qur'an was attempting to give women

a legal status that most western women would not
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enjoy until the nineteenth century.(m)
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In the context of the twentieth century when, we

should remember, we are still campaigning for equal

rights for women-this Qur'anic legislation does seem

prohibitive. But in seventh century Arabia it was

revolutionary. We must remember what life had been

like for women in the Pre-Islamic period when

female infanticide was the norm and when women

had no rights at all. Like slaves, women were treated

as an inferior species, who had no legal existence. In

such a primitive world, what Muhammad achieved

for women was extraordinary. The very idea that a

woman could be a witness or could inherit anything

at all in her own right was astonishing. We must also

recall that in Christian Europe, women had to wait

until the nineteenth century before they had anything

similar: even then, the law remained heavily

weighted towards men.®”
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It is not fair to blame Muhammad and Islam for their

misogyny, If muslim women today reject some of the

freedoms that we feel we have offer them, this is not

due to perversity but becuase the western view of

women and the relations between the sexes is

confused. We preach equality and liberation, but at
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the same time exploit and degrade women in
advertising, pornography and much popular
entertainment in a way that muslims find alien and

offensive. ¢
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"The interpretation of ummi as illiterate is very early

indeed: it is also of great importance to Muslims. It
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has rather the same symbolic significance as the
notion of the Virgin Birth in Christianity,
emphasising the purity required of a man or woman
who brings the Word of God to mankind: the
revelation must not be qualified by purely human
input." (<)
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Even as it stands in Tabari's history the story of the
satanic verses does not suggest that Muhammad was
making a cynical compromise. The tradition says that
when Muhammad heard that the verses he had
uttered had been inspired by the Shaitan, he was
devastated. But, Tabari says, God had immediately
comforted him by sending down a revelation which
told him that all the previous prophets had made
similar 'Satanic mistakes'. This was not a disaster,
because God always improved matters by sending
down replacement verses which were far superior to
the ones that had to be discarded.™”
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The Qur'an is reticent about this vision. He saw only
God's signs and symbols not God himself, and later
mystics emphasized the paradox of this transcendent
insight, in which Muhammad both saw and did not
see the divine essence.
Later muslims began to piece together these
fragmentary references to create a coherent narrative.
Influenced perhaps by the stories told by Jewish
mystics of their ascent through the seven heavens to
the throne of God, they imagined their prophet

making a similar spiritual ﬂight.(u)
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As it stands, the Qur'an does not present the various
suras in the order in which they were uttered by
Muhammad. When the first official compilation of
the Qur'an was made in about 650, some twenty
years after Muhammad's death, the editors put the
longer suras at the beginning and the shortest, which
include those revealed earliest to the Prophet, at the
end. ™
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"But Muhammad never had any idea that he was
founding a new world religion. This was to be a religion
for the Arabs, who seem to have been left out of the

divine plan."(")
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"There is no evidence that Muhammad saw Islam as a
universal religion which would supersede the
revelations of the People of the Book. It was still a
religion for the sons of Ishmael, as Judaism was a

religion for the sons of Jacob.”(")
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"Muhammad now believed that al-Llah had sent him as
a prophet to all the Arabs."(¢)
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"Islam continued to be seen as the religion of the Arabs,

just as Judiasm was the religion of the sons of

Israel"(4™)
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"Since First' Aqaba Muhammad had introduced some
important Jewish practices. He was obviously reaching out
eagerly to the Jews in the oasis, and must have been looking
forward to working and praying with the people of this older
revelation, after such a long period of Isolation. He
instructed Mu'sab to hold a special meeting for Muslims on
Friday afternoons, at the time when the Jews would be
preparing for their Sabbath; this linked the new service with
the Jewish festival, while at the same time keeping a tactful
distance. Next he prescribed a fast for Muslims on the

Jewish Yom Kippur (the Day of Atonement), which was
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held on the 10th of the Jewish month of Tishri: the Muslim
fast was accordingly called 'Ashura’, which in Arabised
Aramaic means 'the tenth'. Muslims were now to pray in the
middle of the day, as the Jews did; hitherto they had only
made the salat in the morning and evening, rising also
during the night to keep vigils. Muslims were now told that
they could marry Jewish women and eat Jewish food. They
did not observe all the Jewish dietary laws, however, but
only a modified version, which was remarkably similar to
that which was given in the acts of the Apostles to the
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gentile converts to Chr1st1an1ty.( )
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"They also seemed to have practised a form of almsgiving,
which was seen as a moral purification, and rose during the
night to make vigils, during which they recited the Qu'ran.
This practice probably derived from the night vigils made by
the Christian monks of the Syrian desert, who used to rise
in the small hours to recite the psalms.t4®)
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"Muhammad had adopted the Jewish-Christian idea that
only those who professed the true faith could be saved«V
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"From the Qu'ran it appears that most of the early Criticisms
centred round the notion of the Last Judgement, which
Muhammad had taken from the Jewish-Christian

Tradition."(“)
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We must also realize that we cannot, for example,

fight this new kind of warfare with the weapons and
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ideology of the cold war. We need new solutions for
our unprecedented situation, and can learn much
from the Prophet's restraint. But above all, we can

learn from Muhmmad how to make peace. “M
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If we are to do better in the twenty-first christian
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century, western people must learn to understand the
muslims with whom they share the planet. They must
learn to respect and appreciate their faith, their
needs, their anger, and their aspirations. And there
can be no better place to start this essential process
than with a more accurate knowledge of the life of
the Prophet Muhammad, whose special genius and
wisdom can illuminate these dark and frightening

times.(M)
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