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Upon the death of the Prophet Muhammad in 11/632, a group of 
 women in South Arabia responded peculiarly: they rejoiced. On learning 

of the Prophet’s death, “they dyed their hands with henna and played the 
tambourine.” These six  women  were then joined by some twenty- odd other 
 women, the harlots of Hadramaut. These  women seem to have been ecstatic 
at the passing away of the Prophet, hoping that his demise would lead to the 
obliteration of his recently established order. When the news reached Caliph 
Abu Bakr, the fi rst successor to the Prophet, he immediately wrote a mis-
sive to his commander, stating: “Certain  women of the  people of Yemen who 
have desired the death of the Prophet of God . . .  have been joined by singing 
girls of Kindah and prostitutes of Hadramaut, and they have dyed their 
hands and shown joy and played on the tambourine. . . .  When my letter 
reaches you, go to them with your  horses and men, and strike off their 
hands.”1

Who  were these  women, and why  were they dismissed as harlots 
(baghaya)? And why such an immediate and brutal punishment? Was Ca-
liph Abu Bakr so fearful of these  women’s capacity to infl uence the course 
of events that he sent a full squadron of warriors to quash their “rebellion”? 
It is likely that this incident was perceived as challenging belief in the 
Prophet and as disruptive to the order that Muhammad had introduced; 
rapid action was hence taken to suppress it. The episode, which is included 
in Kitab al- Muhabbar of Muhammad b. Habib al- Baghdadi (d. 245/859), 
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2 Introduction

is especially signifi cant for its singling out of a female group that excluded 
any male presence from the cohort. One potential implication is that of a 
strong feminine re sis tance to the new order that had been established by 
Muhammad.

Following the death of the Prophet Muhammad, the system of alliances 
and conversions that had been developed during his last years disintegrated. 
The refusal of several tribes to recognize the succession of Abu Bakr led to 
upheavals known as the ridda (apostasy) wars. By making a public dis-
play of their joy at the death of the founder of Islam, these  women in 
Hadramaut  were participating in the ridda, celebrating (if prematurely) 
the resumption of the pre- Islamic order and  doing so by reproducing by-
gone be hav ior. Their public singing, dancing, and general defi ance would be 
contrasted with the Muslim prescriptions for  women, namely, obedience, 
piety, and domesticity. The anecdote, while it centers on  women, provokes 
commentary on larger issues of essential historical signifi cance to the early 
Muslims, notably, the ominous possibility of reverting to the pre- Islamic 
order.

The narrative that the Muslims gradually constructed was that the rise 
of Islam, that original moment of purity, brought about the elimination of 
the impurity and corruption of the pre- Islamic “time of ignorance” (jahil-
iyya). The accepted features of life in jahiliyya that we fi nd in the tradi-
tional texts  were tribal feuds, lawlessness, sexual immorality, lax marital 
practices, killing by burial of infant girls, the absence of food taboos and 
rules of purity, and idolatry.2 Islam was meant to change all of that. The 
Islamic metanarrative underscored the transformation of the Arabs from 
the abject, despised  people that they had been, governed by passion and 
vio lence, into a society of mono the ist militants whose defi ning imperative 
was to command right and forbid wrong, in obedience to the Qur’anic in-
junction (3:110): “You  were the best community [umma] ever brought 
forth to men, commanding right and forbidding wrong.”3 A text about the 
early Islamic conquests includes an anecdote in which a Muslim retorts to 
a Byzantine who had been denigrating the pre- Islamic Arabs: “We  were even 
more unfortunate than what you said. . . .  Among us might was for the 
strong and power to the many and internecine fi ghting endemic. . . .  Blind 
to the one God, our idols  were numerous. . . .  During that time it was as 
though we  were ‘on the brink of a pit of fi re’ [Qur’an 3:103], and whoever 
among us died, died in unbelief and fell into the fi re, and whoever among 
us lived, lived in unbelief as an infi del . . .  then God sent among us a mes-
senger.”4 The tone of this narrative refl ects gratitude for the Prophet and 
his installation of a new order; it also includes a retrospective, “enlightened” 
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 Introduction 3

voice—an insinuation and ac know ledg ment of one’s past wrongs and a new 
line of reasoning and sense of morality, which would prove to be power-
fully persuasive in the early Islamic period.

The confrontation with jahiliyya and with jahiliyya’s many  later incar-
nations was crucial for the mainstream Islamic cultural construction of 
itself as a religious and imperial center. The texts’ formulation of jahiliyya 
was part of a cultural re orientation that took place over the course of two 
centuries with the aim of defi ning ever more sharply what it meant to be 
an Arab and a Muslim. The accounts that focus on the original commu-
nity of believers, the umma, emphasize the ideological distance between 
this new community and the pre- Islamic order of jahiliyya. Jahiliyya, 
embodied during the lifetime of the Prophet in the be hav ior of Hind 
bint ‘Utba, wife of his archrival from Quraysh, Abu Sufyan, continued 
to be an ever- pre sent danger, as witnessed in the actions of the  women in 
Hadramaut, who readily reverted to their pre- Islamic be hav ior and be-
liefs as soon as they heard of the Prophet’s death. The danger of relapsing 
into the ways of jahiliyya would persist through individuals or groups 
whose alternative beliefs and be hav ior would pose a challenge to the in-
tegrity and character of the Muslims, both in their formative stages and in 
the model on which classical Islam would  settle— that is, Muslims who 
professed an established creed and carried out a fi xed set of rituals initi-
ated by Muhammad which  were distinct from those of the polytheists 
and the other mono the ists.5 My study singles out, in addition to the pre- 
Islamic Arabs of jahiliyya, those Muslims who continued to defy restric-
tions brought about by the new religion— specifi cally,  women’s lamenting as 
part of death rituals; the heretical Qaramita, whose very proximity jeopar-
dized the character of Abbasid Islam; and the Arab Muslims’ Byzantine 
rivals, whose alternative gender relations and sexuality represented a 
warning of what the  future might hold if Muslim society  were to relax its 
 controls.

Gender- related and sexual imaginings play an im por tant function in self- 
construction projects, and this is especially true in Islamic history.  Women’s 
proper role and the gender systems in which they operated in temporospa-
tial proximity to jahiliyya, Byzantium, or the Qaramita  were delineated and 
reinforced by a variety of texts in order to expose fundamental differences 
against which the new Islamic center was to be defi ned. The way the ja-
hilis, the Qaramita, and the Byzantines  were imagined and interpreted was 
expressed most vividly in anecdotes that centered on  women, sexuality, and 
gender relations. I take a retrospective look at the temporal alien (the ja-
hilis) (Chapter 1); the looming “hybrid,”  women lamenters (Chapter 2); the 
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4 Introduction

heretical stranger within, the Qaramita (Chapter 3); and the geo graph i cal 
outsider, the Byzantines (Chapter 4). The lesson of prescribed female pro-
priety was also to be taught through the sacred stories of the fi rst/seventh- 
century female exemplars (Chapter 5).

“Islam” is a highly complex phenomenon with constantly evolving di-
mensions. It is diffi cult to know what Islam was in the de cades following 
its inception, since none of the earliest Islamic texts yet existed. By the time 
the texts  were written down, the normative traditions, as well as the com-
peting parties within Muslim society,  were already almost completely 
formed. This textual tradition informs us that the emerging community of 
believers, the umma, was very early on struggling to defi ne itself as a dis-
tinct (singular) community. It was also engaged in debates on questions of 
leadership. Upon the death of Muhammad, those who thought that he in-
tended his  family to succeed him in leading the community looked to ‘Ali, 
Muhammad’s cousin and son- in- law, as the obvious successor. The majority 
of Muslims did not support this  family- centered theory, but ‘Ali and his de-
scendants continued to play an im por tant role in the Islamic world, and 
their supporters came to be known as Shi‘is. While Shi‘ism (and Kharijism, 
the earliest religious sect in Islam) held strongly defi ned positions on suc-
cession, as Roy Mottahedeh suggests, for most other Muslims “events 
moved faster than theory, and their theory was to a large extent an expla-
nation of events and a reaction to the more exclusive po liti cal theories of the 
Shi‘is.”6 It was only much  later on and mostly as a reaction to the develop-
ment of sectarian movements within the Islamic umma that this initially 
less well- defi ned theory became the basis of conscious sectarian self- 
defi nition, and its upholders came to be called ahl al- sunna (Sunnis). The 
early Muslims, therefore, lived in an intellectually dynamic milieu distin-
guished by a po liti cal diversity extending from those who endorsed the his-
torical caliphate ( later designated as Sunnis) to oppositional groups, such 
as the proto- Shi‘a and the Khariji, who strove to establish new politico- 
religious  orders. Lively discourses revolved around issues that  were pivotal 
to the fashioning of the umma, most critically the attributes of God, the 
source and nature of authority, and the defi nitions of true believers and 
sinners.7

 After their success in the ridda wars in Arabia, the Muslim armies con-
quered Syria, Iraq, and Egypt. By 101/720 the Arab empire reached its 
maximum extent, incorporating North Africa, Spain, Transoxania, and 
Sind. As early as 41/661, the capital was moved from Medina in the Hijaz 
to Damascus in Syria by Mu‘awiya, who founded the Umayyad dynasty, 
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 Introduction 5

which ruled  until 132/750, the year it was overthrown by the Abbasids. The 
textual tradition, which derives from materials produced in the Abbasid pe-
riod, tends to be unsympathetic  toward the Umayyads, and particularly 
their founder, Mu‘awiya. Representing them as corrupt and godless, this 
unsympathetic repre sen ta tion was used to provide a justifi cation for Ab-
basid rule. The hostility of the Abbasid sources vis- à- vis the Umayyads is an 
im por tant consideration to bear in mind and is expounded on further in 
Chapter 1.

The Abbasids established a new capital, Baghdad, in Iraq, in 145/762, 
and from there they ruled the greater part of the Muslim world for about 
fi ve centuries.  Under the Abbasids, a pro cess of sociocultural symbiosis 
along with economic integration took place, leading to a new society that 
was characterized by “the cohesive powers of a common language and cur-
rency and a unifying religio- political center.”8 The early third/ninth  century 
saw the fl owering of the doctrine of the Mu‘tazila, which, while focusing 
on the question of  whether the Qur’an was created or eternal, also repre-
sented an effort by several Abbasid caliphs to establish their claims to  legal 
absolutism. It was left to the caliph al- Mutawakkil (r. 232–47/847–661) to 
reject the rational approach of the Mu‘tazila school and support the adop-
tion of the literalist Ash‘ari approach. This decisive  factor in Islamic his-
tory signaled the triumph of Sunni ideology, which was able from then on 
to direct and construct not only the orthodox canon but also a complete 
narrative of Islamic history, so that the superiority of the jama‘a (commu-
nity) was justifi ed; the jama‘a became the locus of religious authority. One 
consequence of the new policy had polemical dimensions, since boundaries 
 were now drawn more rigidly between Muslims and non- Muslims and be-
tween Sunnis and Shi‘is.9

The late third/ninth centuries saw the gradual emergence of a Sunni 
scholarly elite that secured its religious authority through its command 
of prophetic traditions defending traditionalist culture against the views 
of the Mu‘tazila rationalists. The fourth/tenth  century witnessed the be-
ginning of the disintegration of the Abbasid Empire. Provincial gover-
nors became in de pen dent, and the caliphal administration in Baghdad 
fell into the hands of the Shi‘i Buyids. The fourth/tenth  century has been 
called the Shi‘i  century because a considerable number of prominent 
scholars and literateurs  were Shi‘i and because several dynasties and rulers 
 were of the Shi‘i tendency— namely, the Buyid rulers of Baghdad, the Ham-
danid princes of Aleppo, the Fatimid imams in Cairo, the Zaydis in Yemen, 
and the Qaramita in the rural regions of Syria, Iraq, and eastern Arabia. 
The most signifi cant ideological challenge to the Abbasid caliphate arose 
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6 Introduction

from developments in Shi‘ism, and this Shi‘i resurgence marked the 
Sunni metanarrative in a variety of ways.

Scholars differ on how the rise of Islam affected  women’s status. Ju-
dith Tucker has delineated three main interpretations. In the positive view, 
the previous age, that of jahiliyya, comprised a gender system in which 
 women  were subject to the arbitrary power of the tribe or their husbands 
and lacked basic  human rights. Islam provided new rights and security for 
 women. Not only  were  women able to exercise an im por tant level of reli-
gious authority in the fi rst/seventh  century, most notably through their role 
in transmitting the words and deeds of the Prophet, but broader improve-
ments in  women’s status as revealed in the Qur’an outlawed female infan-
ticide and guaranteed  women’s rights to personal property and to their 
husbands’ economic support. A second, opposed interpretation considers 
that many of the freedoms and much of the power accorded to  women in 
jahiliyya  were stifl ed by the rules and regulations of Islam. In this interpre-
tation, the  women of the early Muslim community, such as Muhammad’s 
fi rst wife, Khadija— along with a number of female followers who risked 
their lives by embracing the new religion— are vital fi gures precisely because 
they are not fully Muslim, having lived most of their lives as pre- Islamic ja-
hili  women. Moreover, both scripture and practice subordinated  women 
to men, granting them lesser rights in divorce and inheritance and as  legal 
witnesses.

A third interpretation offers a more nuanced reading, one that minimizes 
the Islamic impact on the prevailing gender system. This view emphasizes 
that much of what came to be called “Islamic” was rooted in pre- Islamic 
cultural traditions and customs, the novelty of the Islamic gender system 
residing in the mixing of the tribal peninsular tradition with that of the 
newly conquered settled states. While these interpretations seem to contra-
dict one another, they all recognize the centrality of gender to an Islamic 
vision.10 The historical narrative that has been constructed is that Islam 
presented a new value system that at once consolidated some pre- Islamic 
behaviors and modifi ed  others.

The Arab Muslim conquests and the or ga ni za tion of the expanding em-
pire produced profound changes in Muslim po liti cal, social, and intellec-
tual culture, including major consequences for  women and families. The 
narrative pre sents a reading to the effect that while the early Muslims had 
allowed  women to participate in public life and had empowered them in 
their personal lives, the late Umayyad and the Abbasid periods ushered in 
conditions that debased the position and the conception of  women. The new 
circumstances included the incorporation into the empire of a large non- 
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 Introduction 7

Muslim population, the assimilation of Persian customs, and the acquisi-
tion of vast wealth and large numbers of slave  women, leading to the 
widespread practice of concubinage. The sources highlight the importance 
of slavery in shaping the mores of Abbasid society and reshaping the Ab-
basid  family, and scholars have suggested that their presence led to a role 
reversal affecting the position of  free  women. This resulted particularly 
from the overwhelming passion that the slave girls stirred in the hearts of 
men, as famously expressed by the third/ninth- century humanist al- Jahiz 
in his Rislalat al- Qiyan (Epistle of the singing slave girls). It has conse-
quently been suggested that the concubine became a sort of “antiwife,” her 
presence profoundly affecting the position of the  free  woman on the  actual 
and affective levels. It is  under these ever- evolving conditions that the jurists 
worked out a  legal system to regulate both  family and property relations.11

An anecdote from the  later Abbasid period illustrates the infl uence of the 
presence of female slaves, mostly foreign, on the emotional and sexual world 
of the Homo islamicus.12 Al- Diyarat, attributed to Abu al- Faraj al- Isfahani 
(d. 356/967), tells of a wandering group of Muslim ascetics (zuhhad) who 
came into the vicinity of the town of ‘Ammuriyya (Amorium). One of their 
members saw a Christian slave girl in the market selling bread. She was 
extremely beautiful, and he immediately fell in love with her. He deci ded 
to stay in the town in spite of the pleading of his companions. He spent his 
days staring at her and ultimately confessed to her his infatuation. The girl 
reported him to her  family and neighbors, who sent a deputation of young 
men to beat him. They threw rocks at him, causing serious injuries to his 
head and face; but he was not dissuaded. The girl fi nally told him that she 
would marry him if he would convert to Chris tian ity, but he refused the 
idea, and got a second beating by the neighborhood band. The beating was 
so severe that the protagonist died.13

What does this account tell us about Christians and Muslims,  women 
and men? How can we read this tale and make sense of interactions and 
fantasies, attractions and desires? This scene takes place in ‘Ammuriyya, a 
Byzantine city that gained its greatest fame in Islamic history when Caliph 
al- Mu‘tasim (r. 218–227/833–842) captured it in 223/838. This conquest 
was immortalized by the victory ode of the celebrated poet Abu Tammam 
(d. 231/845 or 232/846), which both refl ects and validates Muslim male 
domination and Byzantine Christian female submission to convey one of the 
im por tant meanings of this victory. The story related by al- Isfahani tells of 
the desire of a Muslim man for a Christian female slave from Amorium— a 
desire so irresistible that the man abandons his fellow Muslim ascetics to fall 
prey to an uncontrollable attraction. Such was the hold of the Christian 
maiden, such was the pull of her magnetism, that although he received 
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8 Introduction

repeated beatings, he persevered in his longing as if he  were in a trance. 
The Christian  woman’s appeal imperils the harmony of the Muslim male- 
centered universe to such an extent that even an ascetic (zahid) like our 
protagonist could not resist the temptation.  Women’s sexual allure poses 
a danger in general, and that of a Christian  woman in par tic u lar, and 
serves as a warning for Muslim men, cautioning them against the tempta-
tion to cross religious boundaries to satisfy their desire. The warning is clear: 
Christian (slave)  women are extremely seductive, and Muslim men would 
do well to keep away from them, as involvement with them ends in a sure 
road to perdition.

As with the rogue  women who rejoiced at the death of Muhammad,  here 
again  women and their perceived roles and character are used as a major 
or ga niz ing princi ple to articulate cultural differences, draw socioreligious 
boundaries, and formulate identities. It is with this mode of questioning and 
analy sis that this book is concerned: I investigate the ways in which the 
discourses on  women, gender relations, and sexuality and those on identi-
ties intersect and are informed and constructed by each other in the Ab-
basid texts. Historians have examined other periods and geo graph i cal 
entities in this way, but the early Islamic period down into the Abbasid pe-
riod has predominantly been left untouched. Postcolonial historians have, 
for instance, analyzed the sexualization of cultural difference and the ways 
in which the gender constructs of the dominant imperial culture  were used 
to explain the “uncivilized” nature of the colonized. Studies on nationalism 
have similarly stressed the uses of the categories  women, gender, and sexu-
ality in national self- defi nitions.14 Such analyses have demonstrated that 
depictions of  women, gender relations, and sexuality are at the heart of the 
cultural construction of identity and collectivity. Historians of early Islam 
have yet to adopt a similar approach in scrutinizing Islamic texts. I hope to 
drive the fi eld in a new direction, bringing in a methodology and an aware-
ness to bear upon the early traditional Islamic texts.

Recent developments of scholarship on early Islam have shifted the focus 
away from notable female fi gures, giving way to new analytical methods 
that explore  different historical categories. An assessment of the fi eld, 
published in 2010, listed, among  others, publications pertaining to social 
rank, personal status, veiling and seclusion,  women’s visibility in public 
spaces,  women’s role in dynastic policies, female slaves and concubines, 
 women’s own ership of property,  women’s piety, and attainment of reli-
gious knowledge.15 One im por tant development has occurred in sexuality 
studies. The pioneering monograph of Salah al- Din al- Munajjid on the 
sexual life of the Arabs, published in 1958, represented a fi rst attempt to 
give a comprehensive account of sexual desires and practices in Arab so-
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 Introduction 9

ciety from pre- Islamic times to the end of the Abbasid period. Im por tant 
works that relate to the early Islamic period have since been published; they 
range from studies on birth control to Islamic attitudes  toward homosexu-
ality and concubinage.16 The most im por tant contributions to the history of 
 women, gender, and sexuality in Arab Muslim socie ties, however, have been 
produced by historians of the Ottoman Empire and the modern  Middle East 
who created theoretical breakthroughs and rereadings for their respective 
periods and geographies, thanks in large part to the richness of the archives. 
An edited volume published in 2008, for instance, explores  different gene-
alogies of sexuality in order to determine the boundaries of Islamic dis-
courses on male and female sexuality and desires, while one of the historians 
at the forefront of theorizing gender has reread the history of Ira nian mo-
dernity through the lens of gender and sexuality.17 This scholarship has gen-
erated models of analy sis that can inspire new approaches to rereading the 
early texts. However, the fundamental historical differentiation between 
these diverse eras, compounded by the variant nature of the sources— notably 
the absence of archival material for the early period— precludes direct meth-
odological and even conceptual borrowings.

Manuela Marin confi rms that for the earlier period, the lack of archival 
evidence drives scholars to produce historical analyses based on literary 
works, chronicles, biographical dictionaries, and juridical writings.18 Since 
access to the medieval Islamic past is dependent upon its texts, and history 
is conditioned by them, it is necessary to shift attention from the narrative 
and the descriptive  toward an analytical approach that studies the texts 
while considering the ideologies  behind them, the possi ble patron sup-
porting their execution, the potential audience to whom they are ad-
dressed, their relationship to other sources, and inquiries into their genre.19 
It is imperative not to read literary texts as if they  were windows to the past, 
but rather to realize that they require a methodological “turn” to the textual 
mechanisms of ideology construction and repre sen ta tion. This is precisely 
what I seek to achieve, by adapting and employing methodologies that dis-
tinguish institutional, cultural, and discursive mechanisms of inclusion 
and exclusion, using techniques to interpret from silence and to write “a 
history in confrontation with the extant sources rather than in conformity 
with them.”20 I explore the ways in which identities  were negotiated in the 
Abbasid textual production by analyzing how  women  were produced dis-
cursively as a means to embody communal and sectarian identities through 
the affi rmation of difference. The goal is to tease out the role of  women, 
but also of sexuality and gender relations, in order to reveal the degree to 
which mainstream Islamic repre sen ta tions of other groups served to defi ne 
Islam itself.
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10 Introduction

I begin Chapter 1 by exploring the accounts of Hind bint ‘Utba, mo ther 
of the Umayyad caliph Mu‘awiya b. Abi Sufyan, within two  different tem-
poral axes: Hind as a construction of jahiliyya, and Hind’s function in anti-  
and pro- Umayyad rhe toric. Jahiliyya constitutes one of the central axes 
around which Muslim self- defi nitions are posited. Hind’s excessive be hav ior, 
as it was portrayed in the Abbasid texts, constitutes a prototype of jahil-
iyya be hav ior. It is an intentional construction, and tracing it allows us to 
begin to understand the elaboration of the jahiliyya concept. But while Hind 
symbolizes jahiliyya, she also has a function in anti- Umayyad rhe toric. Hind 
was central in the campaign to vilify her son Mu‘awiya, founder of the 
Umayyad dynasty. I posit that the image of Hind is a construct of Muslim 
ideologues interested in defi ning, by opposition, the ideal Muslim ways of 
be hav ior as well as furthering Abbasid legitimacy in opposition to the 
Umayyad dynasty.

Chapter 2 focuses on  women’s role in death rituals. Rituals are always 
crucial in demarcating boundaries between communities and religious 
identities, and so it is hardly a surprise that early Muslims strove to create 
new, uniquely Islamic practices for death rituals. Often these changes  were 
evidenced in the very  different comportment expected of Muslim  women at 
funerals. The “Islamization” of death rituals implied the stifl ing of emotional 
outburst, specifi cally of wailing, niyaha. However, many  women resisted 
total assimilation, indicating the survival of jahili mourning be hav ior, in the 
guise of  women’s wails of lamentation; this inability to conform to the 
new standard meant an incomplete transition from one cultural norm to 
another.

The disruptive presence of the “alien” arises not only in the ways  people 
imagined groups of  people temporally and geo graph i cally distant from 
them, but also as they viewed groups close to home. Chapter 3 analyzes 
the mainstream textual output on the Qaramita, a Shi‘i sect that emerged 
in the third/ninth  century. The Qaramita  were viewed as heretical extrem-
ists and  were accused of preaching and practicing communism of goods 
and  women. Such repre sen ta tions of heretics are a rhetorical construction 
and reveal how these (re)imagined dissenters  were perceived, described, and 
categorized in order to defi ne sociopo liti cal borders and secure in- group 
identities. The Qaramita dwelled within the geographic confi nes of early 
Muslim society but outside its ideological framework, its models of com-
portment, and its institutional cadres. Such ideological confl ict between a 
majority and its minorities sparks perhaps the greatest fear in transitional 
socie ties that are in the pro cess of consolidation. Whenever the majority 
feels threatened by the existence of minorities, it tends to demonize them, 
depict them as “monstrous,” and use them as a catalyst to identify and char-
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acterize its construction of itself as justifi ably contra and superior to the 
minorities.21

Chapter 4 examines geo graph i cal outsiders— specifi cally, the Byzantines. 
Here again the Arabic Islamic repre sen ta tions of Byzantine  women and men 
and gender relations served as a polemical focus for the belittlement of 
Byzantine culture, one salient theme of which is Byzantine  women’s threat-
ening sexuality. Gendered and sexualized repre sen ta tions of Byzantium 
fulfi lled a par tic u lar function in the pro cess of Islam’s self- defi nition, as the 
vision pre sents an ominous picture of what Muslim  women would become 
if they  were to exceed the bounds set for them by their normative Islamic 
culture. Rejecting the moral and ethical systems of the Byzantines as de-
based and indulgent, the Abbasid texts reinforced adherence to what was 
believed to be a superior moral system.

The fi nal chapter, Chapter 5, focuses on the wives and female compan-
ions of the Prophet, projected as exemplary Muslim  women, and their tex-
tual uses in the pro cess of defi ning the new Muslim identity. The Arab 
mono the ists who had coalesced around Muhammad became the Muslim 
umma through the articulation of a distinct narrative of its own past, placing 
themselves within the history of late antiquity and elaborating on their own 
specifi c character. Muslims  were trying to defi ne what it was to be a true 
Muslim and to identify and safeguard the bounds of comportment that 
defi ned the Muslim umma.22 The formulation of a distinctive identity 
required an array of opposites, centering as much on what it meant to be 
jahili, Byzantine, or Qarmati as it did on what it was to be a “Sunni” Muslim. 
It was the search for validation that made the construction of these catego-
ries necessary and provided an affi rmation of the new identity brought forth 
by the establishment and consolidation of Islam within the new umma.

The historical framework of this study stretches from the fi rst/
seventh  century to the fi fth/eleventh  century. I have consulted a wide array 
of Arabic Islamic sources, both religious and secular prose texts, to discern 
how Muslim society marked its internal and external boundaries through 
the categories of gender and sexuality. Texts of a highly literary, rhetorical, 
and ideological nature participated in the construction of this gendered 
realm, shaping the modalities of social reality and accommodating the 
writers and readers, the performers and audiences, to assume multiple and 
ever- shifting subject positions within the world that they themselves con-
stituted and inhabited.

The “generation of 800,” that is, the narrators, authors, and compilers 
of the Abbasid period,  were those who fashioned the texts that we still con-
sult. While not all conform to the Abbasid agenda, each has been  shaped 
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in response to it.23 The Abbasid period is the classical tradition’s defi ning 
moment, since it produced a vast body of lit erature and also left a mark on 
the Arabic canon by preserving and codifying the texts of previous eras. 
The literary production of Baghdad aspired to give coherence to the entire 
inhabited world; at stake was the weaving of new links that looked to the 
past to give sense and legitimacy to a transformed pre sent.24 The over-
arching structure of many historical chronicles seems to have been dic-
tated by a master narrative whose purpose was to confi rm Muslims as the 
only followers of the true faith and to explain how Islam had attained its 
superior position over the course of the third/ninth and fourth/tenth cen-
turies.25 These texts  were of a hybrid lineage, part jahiliyya- style Bedouin 
war narrative, part pious tale in the late antique tradition. It was, according 
to Thomas Sizgorich, “the  union of these two traditions of remembrance . . .  
that created a specifi cally Muslim mode of recalling the past.”26

The most enduring of the early Islamic historiographical fi lters was the 
one imposed following the return of the caliphate to Baghdad in 279/892 
(consequent to an interlude in Samarra’). The late third/ninth and early 
fourth/tenth centuries witnessed a profound reor ga ni za tion of the past and 
of historical knowledge, leading to the crafting of a then widely accepted 
and agreed- upon version of the early Islamic past.27 Thus the major chal-
lenge in examining Islam’s formative period, from the rise of Islam  until 
the fall of the Umayyad dynasty, is that the available evidence dates from 
the late second/eighth  century at the earliest and is constituted of Abbasid 
narratives which  were used to depict new confl icts as old ones. Dialogue in 
the Abbasid historical texts responded to episodes in ancient legend as well 
as to events that occurred in the second/eighth and third/ninth centuries. 
Thus, answers about one historical phase are reached through studying 
another, and the historian’s task becomes that of discovering similarities 
among the accounts and investigating their vari ous ramifi cations through 
new correlations.28 It is critical to emphasize that the pre sent endeavor does 
not strive to confi rm or refute a core of data about early Islamic history, 
but rather to study the ways in which this Arabic Islamic corpus came to 
defi ne communal boundaries through its use of the discourse on  women 
and sexuality. I have investigated this complex pro cess by inquiring how 
such gender- charged repre sen ta tions exclude, silence, or exaggerate other 
groups.

The standard sources for historical study  were authored by male elite 
members of the bureaucratic government and the religious establishment. 
Bearing in mind that it is the literate in society who form the metanarra-
tive and imagine the “true Islamic” identity and the umma in textual form,29 
these prescriptive accounts describe the normative gender system that ex-
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isted in the minds of the educated urban male elite. However, “reading 
 women in male- authored texts” requires special attention to the “problem-
atic of referentiality.” In other words, the intention of the male elite who 
wrote about  women was not to refer to  women (qua  women) but rather to 
write to and about men and to depict relationships to traditions of male tex-
tual activity and male social and po liti cal privilege. Analyzing these writings 
about  women becomes, thus, methodologically complex, since defi nitions of 
“ woman” refl ect back and redefi ne the defi nitions of “men.”30

During the period of the consolidation and expansion of the Islamic state, 
Muslims clung to memories of the Prophet and the fi rst Muslim commu-
nity of Medina. A multitude of anecdotes and historical reports about the 
life of Muhammad and his companions  were recalled by word of mouth, 
giving rise to confl icting and at times fanciful accounts. In their wish to 
apply Qur’anic vision to all segments of their lives, it became imperative 
for the believers to know what the practice of the early Muslims had  really 
been like. The Prophet’s example was to be a major source of guidance and, 
amid the confl icting accounts, religious scholars in the second/eighth and 
third/ninth centuries collected reports about the Prophet and wrote them 
down, subjecting the information to a rigorous test of authenticity. These 
reports  were compiled in hadith collections that provided a rec ord of the 
Prophet’s utterances and actions and came to serve, along with the Qur’an, 
as a basis for decisions about law and ritual. The Al- Jami‘al- sahih of Mu-
hammad al- Bukhari (d. 256/870) and the Sahih of Muslim al- Naysaburi 
(d. 261/874) brought together  everything that was recognized as genuine 
in the Sunni orthodox circles of the third/ninth  century. Hadith institution-
alized Muhammad’s exemplary be hav ior for the benefi t of all Muslims, and 
they asserted their authority as a repository of early religious and histor-
ical experiences.31 Early Muslim  women have a notable presence in these 
collections, both as protagonists and as transmitters.

Oral reports that had no bearing on  legal matters fell into a  different cat-
egory, that of akhbar (accounts). Al- Sira al- nabawiyya, a biography of the 
Prophet composed by Muhammad b. Ishaq, which survived in the edition 
made by ‘Abd al- Malik b. Hisham (d. 213/828), relied on akhbar in its ef-
fort to pre sent the Prophet’s life, his pacts, his victories, and his contacts 
with his female relatives and other female members of the fi rst community. 
Scholars such as Ibn Sa‘d (d. 230/845) also relied on such accounts to collect 
information for a biographical dictionary on the Prophet and his compan-
ions. Ibn Sa‘d’s Tabaqat, the earliest extant biographical dictionary, devotes 
a volume to  women, divided into the  women of Quraysh who converted; 
 women of other tribes who immigrated to Mecca; the  women who took the 
oath of allegiance to the Prophet; and the Medinese  women who became 
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Muslim. The hadith material, the Sira of the Prophet, and the Tabaqat lit-
erature are vital to the discussion of jahiliyya, Hind bint ‘Utba (Chapter 1), 
the subject of  women’s lamentation (Chapter  2), and female exemplars 
(Chapter 5).

Other scholars used akhbar to compile histories. Historical chronicles 
and narratives are central in the Abbasid textual production of the third/
ninth and fourth/tenth centuries. The preeminent example of the annalistic 
historiographical tradition was achieved in the work of Abu Ja‘far b. Jarir 
al- Tabari (d. 310/923) in his Tarikh al- rusul wa al- muluk. Al- Tabari’s 
Tarikh, a monumental corpus that begins with the creation and ends with 
the year 302/915, is fundamental for studying any aspect of early Islamic 
history, as he delves into the history of ancient nations, pre- Islamic Arabia, 
a biography of Muhammad, the conquests, and the history of the Muslims 
down to his own time. It offers a pre sen ta tion of Muslims’ identities and 
roles in the third/ninth and fourth/tenth centuries. Other late third/ninth 
and fourth/tenth- century compilers similarly infl uenced the material by se-
lecting and arranging preexisting akhbar— breaking them up, rephrasing, 
supplementing, and composing new ones.32

In Chapter 3, on the Qaramita, I examine religious polemical texts in 
the genre of al- milal wa al- nihal (the religions and the sects), which consti-
tute the “heresiographical” lit erature; they are fundamental, as they enu-
merate the religious doctrines and the groups or schools which profess 
them.33 Heresiological treatises  were designed to provide information about 
the constituents of correct belief partially by attacking what was held to be 
incorrect. One notable work is Al- Farq bayn al- fi raq by ‘Abd al- Qahir al- 
Baghdadi (d. 429/1037), a learned heresiographer much given to antagonistic 
stereotyping of his adversaries. Another prominent author in connection 
with the Qaramita is ‘Abd al- Jabbar al- Hamadhani (d. 415/1024), whose 
Tathbit dala’il al- nubuwwa served to prove that Muhammad was a prophet, 
a task that led him to invalidate competing systems of thought. In addition to 
including strong criticisms of the Qaramita, he developed an Islamic narra-
tive of Christian history, values, and morality.34 As such, his writings remain 
directly signifi cant for their comments on Byzantine  women and Byzantine 
sexual morality (Chapter 4).

Material on Byzantium is also pre sent in a variety of works of adab, tra-
ditionally defi ned to include the best of what had been said in the form of 
verse, prose, aphorisms, and anecdotes on every conceivable subject an ed-
ucated man, an adib, is supposed to know. Adab also purports to address 
a wide range of problems of language, lit erature, and ethical and practical 
be hav ior.35 One of the most famous authors of works of adab and politico- 
religious polemics was ‘Amr b. Bahr al- Jahiz (d. 255/868–869). His Risala 
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fi  al- radd ‘ala al- nasara includes im por tant material on Christian/Byzantine 
 women, especially relevant to the pre sent study (Chapter 4). Some larger 
adab works, such as the anthology of Ibn ‘Abd Rabbih, Al- ‘Iqd al- farid, 
includes signifi cant sections on  women, notably their role in mourning and 
lamenting (Chapter 2). The anthologies of al- Muhassin b.‘Ali al- Tanukhi 
(d. 384/994), which contain material for the social history of the third/ninth 
and fourth/tenth centuries— namely, Nishwar al- muhadara wa akhbar al- 
mudhakara and Al- Faraj ba‘da al- shidda— include anecdotes on  women’s 
lives in Abbasid Baghdad, vividly illustrating many practices and attitudes 
(Chapter 4). While anecdotes in adab texts do not usually convey a sense 
of real time and place, individual persons, or concrete events, these fi ctions 
of gender nevertheless participated in confi rming and replicating the ex-
isting order of  women’s role(s) and gender relations.

The texts I have examined represent a broad spectrum of genres and 
styles developed over a long period of time. While this investigation yields 
relatively  little empirical knowledge, it seeks, through its examination of 
well- known sources, to suggest that for these authors, the ideological back-
drop  behind these varied discussions aimed to give legitimacy to their own 
history, culture, and society and to reinforce identifi cation with the umma.

Women, sexuality, and gender relations are strongly affected by their 
presence in such narrative texts, which serve to determine moral and social 
boundaries and evolving roles and identities. Probing intention, context, and 
readings that attend to gaps and absences is essential for a critical reading 
of the Abbasid texts if one hopes to introduce a new understanding of these 
narratives. The Abbasids  were struggling with the complexities of self- 
defi nition across their own internal linguistic, sociocultural, and religious 
models of identity. The sexualization of cultural difference and the ways in 
which the gender constructs of the dominant imperial culture  were used to 
explain the “uncivilized” nature of other groups are the central threads that 
run through this book.

 Women, gender relations, and sexuality are at the heart of the cultural 
construction of identity, as they are discursively used to fi x moral bound-
aries and consolidate particularities and differences. In her monograph on 
medieval French epic, Jacqueline de Weever shows that the portraits of the 
Saracen princesses  were meant to mirror “the binary oppositions of the cul-
ture of the time, the foundations of which are the oppositions of Latin 
Christian / oriental pagan, white/black, orthodoxy/heterodoxy, truth/error.”36 
Louise Mirrer also emphasizes that depictions of  women in medieval Cas-
tilian lit erature  were bound up in issues of po liti cal and military power, 
religious difference, and language.37 In a similar fashion, Abbasid textual 
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projections of  women, gender relations, and sexual conduct achieved the 
broader purpose of defi ning identities and delineating the character of the 
umma. The discourse used gendered meta phors and sexual differentiation 
as a means to embody communal and sectarian identities through the 
affi rmation of difference; in so  doing, it created its own temporal, in-
ternal, and geo graph i cal “subalterns.” The mechanics by which these cat-
egories and Muslim identity  were si mul ta neously constructed is the larger 
context for this book.
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In early Muslim historiography, accounts of the past  were always tied 
to the pre sent, as if the past was invoked only to be useful to the pre-

sent.1 The historical narratives, all recorded during the early Abbasid pe-
riod,  were not, according to Tayeb El- Hibri, intended “to tell facts but rather 
to provide commentary” on po liti cal, sociocultural, and religious/moral 
causes deriving from controversial historical episodes. The history of the 
Rashidun caliphs was, for instance, represented according to po liti cal,  legal, 
and rhetorical/artistic concerns that  were prevalent in the early Abbasid pe-
riod. Stories about the choice of Abu Bakr as fi rst caliph, therefore,  were 
more akin to polemical pieces than  actual history, refl ecting third/ninth- 
century debates on  whether non- Arab converts had the right to partake in 
ruling the Islamic state or “ whether the merits of Quraysh established its 
continuous po liti cal primacy.”2

The prehistory of Islam, in par tic u lar, in addition to being a conceptual 
notion for Abbasid historians seeking to understand the emergence of 
Islam, remains so for contemporary Muslims as a way to understand their 
relationship to their religion and their cultural heritage. The ruptures that 
are ascribed to the rise of Islam are represented in Islamic historiography 
as having been fundamental with res pect to religion, comportment, and 
mentalities. The migration (hijra) of the Prophet Muhammad from Mecca 
to Medina in ad 622 was a major turning point signifying the end of the 
pre- Islamic era, commonly called al- jahiliyya. This momentous journey was 

Hind bint ‘Utba

Prototype of the Jahiliyya and Umayyad  Woman
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18 Hind bint ‘Utba

a defi ning moment for the traditional periodization of Islamic history, con-
stituting the starting point of the Muslim calendar. Jahiliyya indicated 
the negative image of a society seen as the opposite pole to Islam. It was 
portrayed as a state of corruption and immorality from which God deliv-
ered the Arabs by sending them the Prophet Muhammad.3 By describing 
rupture rather than transformation, the notion of jahiliyya represented a 
state of being and a belief, rather than history— “a belief in the uniqueness 
of a par tic u lar moment, when the laws of history . . .  are suspended . . .  a 
belief that Islam . . .  and Islamic history are exceptional.”4

Jahiliyya thus served as a historical, ideological, and ethical counterpoint 
to the Islamic ethos. In this repre sen ta tion, the pre- Islamic period is equated 
with ignorance and savagery. The sharp distinction between the pre- Islamic 
and Islamic periods meant that the  people of jahiliyya lingered in the im-
perial Muslim imagination. They functioned as a signifi er of a new Muslim 
identity emanating from the heritage of jahiliyya, a Muslim identity that 
could not exist without the constant remembering and retelling of the story 
of jahiliyya. As such, jahiliyya could not be totally eradicated because it con-
tinued (and continues) to be the mark of conversion itself. The alterity of 
jahiliyya was, thus, integrated into the victorious Muslim pre sent.

Thus, knowledge of pre- Islamic history was fi ltered through “the theo-
logically inspired picture of the past provided by the  later Muslim sources.”5 
Abbasid rhe toric relied on the concept of jahiliyya, which supplied it with 
the image of a common past as well as an ulterior mode of existence against 
which the Abbasids could defi ne themselves. Similar to the Eu ro pean  Middle 
Ages, which are not merely a period in history, but rather “a vastness of 
time ripe for colonial exploitation,”6 jahiliyya, likewise, can only exist 
through typologies that defi ne it as void of a positive meaning of its own. 
Jahiliyya took on meaning only in the context of another term, “Islam.” This 
juxtaposition explains the continued role of jahiliyya in the historicizing 
projects of the Abbasids. Jahiliyya was essentialized and reduced to a set of 
morally negative core features. To cultural critics, this historicizing is a fa-
miliar pro cess whereby one social group tries to “intensify its own sense of 
itself by dramatizing the distance and difference between what is closer to 
it and what is far away.”7

The repre sen ta tion of Hind bint ‘Utba in the early Islamic texts provides 
a case study that needs to be reexamined within the context of jahiliyya. 
Hind bint ‘Utba is the jahiliyya  woman par excellence. Her actions, as 
portrayed in the Abbasid texts, seem to constitute a prototype of jahil-
iyya be hav ior. The material on Hind provides an example of contrasts that 
contributes to the wider depictions of difference between Islamic values 
and those of the cultural system that existed before. The accounts per-
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taining to Hind express two levels of discourse, the pagan and the Islamic. 
It is an intentional construction, and tracing it allows us to begin to under-
stand the elaboration of the jahiliyya concept and its signifi cance as the 
antithesis to Islam.

Not only did Hind symbolize jahiliyya, but she also had a function in 
anti- Umayyad rhe toric. Hind, who was the mo ther of the fi rst Umayyad 
caliph, Mu‘awiya b. Abi Sufyan, was central in the campaign to vilify the 
founder of the Umayyad dynasty. Henri Lammens suggests that Hind’s de-
piction is probably an Abbasid invention;8 William Muir thinks that the 
opposition of Hind and Abu Sufyan was not held against them  until  later, 
when “civil strife burst forth.”9 The analy sis of the material posits the image 
of Hind as a construct of Muslim ideologues interested in defi ning, by op-
position, the ideal Muslim ways of be hav ior as well as furthering Abbasid 
legitimacy in opposition to the Umayyad dynasty. I explore the accounts 
pertaining to Hind within these two  different temporal axes: Hind as an 
embodiment of jahiliyya and Hind the Umayyad.

One of the early references in al- Tabari’s Tarikh puts Hind in 
contact with Zaynab, the Prophet’s dau gh ter, who was planning to join her 
 father in Medina. Knowing of her intentions, Hind offered her support: 
“Cousin, do not deny it. If you need anything which will make your journey 
more comfortable or any money to help you reach your  father, I have what-
ever you need, so do not be ashamed to ask; for men’s quarrels have nothing 
to do with the  women.”10 In spite of her  family’s involvement in the confl ict 
against the Prophet, solidarity with a relative took pre ce dence and explains 
Hind’s offer of support. This brief anecdote demonstrates her strength 
and solidarity with  others of her sex but also evokes a high degree of 
self- confi dence.

Hind’s  family opposed the Prophet Muhammad, who was forced, along 
with his supporters, to leave Mecca for the safety of the oasis of Yathrib/
Medina in 1/622. Hind’s rage against the Muslims increased following the 
 battle of Badr in 2/624. There she lost her  father, ‘Utba b. Rabi‘a, her  uncle 
Shayba b. Rabi‘a, her brother al- Walid b. ‘Utba, and her son Hanzala b. 
Abi Sufyan. Al- Waqidi relates that Abu Sufyan, upon his return to Mecca, 
instructed the Quraysh neither to cry over their killed relatives, nor to use 
a na’iha (professional mourner) to lament over them, nor for a poet to eu-
logize them lest their anger vanish and they fall prey to the derision of 
Muhammad and his companions. Hind reiterates these concerns, stating 
that she will not cry  until she takes revenge: “If I knew that my sadness 
would leave my heart, I would cry; but nothing would take it away except 
seeing my revenge with my own eyes.”11 Not all proved so strong, and Hind 
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20 Hind bint ‘Utba

herself fell short of her words. The fi rst/seventh- century Kufan poet Ayman b. 
Huraym recalls scenes of lamentation spurred by these heavy losses:

The calamity that befell the Banu Harb left their  women dazed.
Had you seen Hind and Ramla, crying and beating their cheeks,
You would have cried like a mo ther whose only son was carried off by fate.12

Indeed, Hind challenged the claim of the grieving female poet al- Khansa’ 
as being the most bereaved of all the Arabs, and declared that she, of all 
Arabs, had suffered the greatest of catastrophes. Dwelling on her grief, Hind 
set out for the fair of ‘Ukaz, sought out al- Khansa’, and challenged her 
claim, whereupon both  women composed elegies on their dead. Hind said:

What an eye which saw a death like the death of my men!
How many a man and  woman tomorrow
Will join with the keening  women;
 . . .  I was afraid of what I saw
And  today I am beside myself.
How many a  woman will say tomorrow
Alas Umm Mu‘awiyya!13

The above- cited verses call us to emphasize Hind’s role as a learned poet 
in the genre of Marathi (elegies), which was, in pre- Islamic Arabia, reserved 
for warriors killed in  battle.14 Often composed by  women, such elegies im-
mortalized the fallen hero, calling for vengeance as an act of purifi cation 
to cleanse the tribe of disgrace and revitalize its kin by shedding  enemy 
blood. According to Suzanne Stetkevych,  women of the warrior class  were 
allowed or even required to have a public voice on restricted occasions, 
namely, niyaha, lamenting for their adult menfolk, and tahrid, inciting their 
menfolk to  battle.15 Hind was thus performing a quin tes sen tial role as a 
 free  woman in the pre- Islamic context.

In retaliation against their defeat at Badr, the Quraysh set out for the next 
 battle of Uhud, taking their womenfolk with them, hoping that the  women 
would spur them in  battle and shame them from  running away.16 The 
 women, led by Hind, encouraged the men, singing, dancing, and beating 
their tambourines. Hind chanted:

If you advance we will embrace you and spread cushions
If you turn your backs we will leave you and show you no tender love.17

Hind seems to have been especially keen on avenging her  father, ‘Utba, killed 
by the Prophet’s  uncle, Hamza. The Sira mentions that whenever Hind 
passed the Abyssinian slave Wahshi, she would say, “Satisfy your vengeance 
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and ours.” Wahshi had been asked by his master, Jubayr, to kill Hamza in 
return for his freedom.18

On the battlefi eld, Hind incited the warriors into  battle with such ag-
gressiveness, belligerence, and fearlessness that she barely escaped death. 
Abu Dujana recounts how he took the sword of the Prophet and headed 
 toward the battlefi eld. At some point he was seen with his sword hovering 
over the head of Hind. Then he turned away from her. Abu Dujana explains 
his action in the following way: “I saw a person inciting the  enemy vio-
lently, and I made for him, and when I lifted my sword against him, he 
shrieked and I realized it was a  woman. I so honor the sword of the Prophet 
so as not to hit with it a  woman.”19 Hind’s close encounter with death was 
not enough to calm her, and when Wahshi hurled his javelin, killing Hamza, 
she seized the opportunity for retaliation. In a transport of vengeance, Hind 
and the  women with her mutilated the corpses of the fallen Muslims. They 
strung their cut- off ears and noses into anklets and necklaces. Hind fi nally 
ripped out Hamza’s liver, biting on it. She was, however, unable to swallow 
his liver, and spat it out.20

In the next scene, Hind is seen standing on a high rock screaming verses 
at the top of her voice. The Prophet’s companion, ‘Umar b. al- Khattab, re-
called this moment to the poet Hassan b. Thabit: “You should have heard 
what Hind was saying and seen her insolence as she stood on a rock re-
citing rajaz poetry against us and recounting how she had treated Hamza.”21 
Hind’s feat of voicing her deed in language completed the act. Not only 
did she verbally acknowledge her crime; she had the audacity to proclaim 
it. Hind recited verses in which she expressed the deep sorrow she had been 
feeling as well as describing the act of revenge that appeased her anger:

We have paid you back for Badr
And a war that follows a war is always violent
I could not bear the loss of ‘Utba
nor my brother and his  uncle and my fi rst- born.
I have slaked my vengeance and fulfi lled my vow
And you, Oh Wahshi, have assuaged the burning in my breast22

 . . .  I slaked my vengeance on Hamza at Uhud
I split his belly to get his liver
This took from me what I had felt
Of burning sorrow and exceeding pain.23

Answering both her verses and her posture, the poet Hassan b. Thabit sati-
rized her:

The vile  woman was insolent and she was habitually base
May God curse Hind, distinguished among the Hinds with the large clitoris
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And may He curse her husband with her
 . . .  And did you forget a foul deed which you committed?
Hind, woe to you, the shame of her age [subbat al- dahr.]24

A few years  later, at the conquest of Mecca by the Prophet Muhammad, 
Hind appears to have opposed her husband Abu Sufyan’s policy of appease-
ment and surrender. She took him by his beard and cried out, “Kill this old 
fool for he has changed his religion!” Once she realized that the day was 
lost, she vented her wrath this time  toward the powerless idols, smashing 
them and lamenting the fact that she had put her trust in them.25 According 
to the traditions, when the Prophet entered Mecca, he gave security to ev-
eryone except fi ve men and four  women. Hind was among those few.26 The 
impudence she revealed in defying and defeating her enemies, allowing her-
self to tumble into vio lence and unbridled emotion, typify her in Islamic 
memory as an archetypal jahiliyya or fallen heroine. Hind escaped the sen-
tence by becoming Muslim and taking the oath of allegiance to the Prophet.

Hind and the Construction of Jahiliyya

Jahiliyya constitutes one of the axes around which Muslim self- defi nitions 
are posited. The Encyclopaedia of Islam defi nes it as “a term used, in al-
most all its occurrences, as the opposite of the word Islam, and which re-
fers to the state of affairs in Arabia before the mission of the Prophet, to 
paganism, . . .  the pre- Islamic period and the men of that time.”27 The con-
cept of jahiliyya is slippery. Is it a state of being, or does it refer to a precise 
period of time? Is jahiliyya the antithesis of knowledge (‘ilm)? Is it the an-
tithesis of gentleness (hilm)?28 The attestations of jahil and of jahiliyya in 
the Qur’an scarcely allow a precise determination of their meaning; how-
ever, most commentators on the Qur’an feel that jahil opposes ‘alim, “one 
who knows God.” Jahiliyya is thus applicable to the period during which 
the Arabs did not yet know Islam and the divine law, as well as to the be-
liefs current at that time. S. Pines posits that jahiliyya and its derivatives as 
they occur in the Qur’an imply an antithesis between those who partici-
pate in the kind of knowledge (‘ilm) that the Prophet had received from 
God and the ignorant who reject this knowledge, and that this seems to be 
an essential part of the self- defi nition of the umma (the community of be-
lievers) envisaged in the Qur’an.29

The early dictionaries stress the opposition of jahl to ‘ilm, and they also 
suggest that jahiliyya was a period lacking knowledge or religious guidance. 
Dictionaries of the sixth/twelfth  century add new layers of meaning, de-
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fi ning it in reference to the rancor or zealotry of jahiliyya (hamiyyat al- 
jahiliyya), thus evoking passion and antagonism to Islam.30 This defi nition 
was expanded in the medieval dictionary of Ibn Manzur (d. 711/1312), 
Lisan al- ‘arab: “In the tradition that states: you are a person who has ja-
hiliyya within him, the explanation is that this was the way (hal) of the 
Arabs prior to Islam, as they  were ignorant (jahl) of God, his Prophet, and 
the religious laws, upholding instead pride in ancestry, haughtiness and ty-
rannical be hav ior (tajabbur).”31 This idea led Ignaz Goldziher to explain 
the word jahiliyya as a “time of barbarism,” suggesting that the primary 
meaning of the root j- h- l is not ignorance but barbarism, especially the ten-
dency to go to extremes in be hav ior. The jahil is the antithesis of halim, the 
latter being someone who is fi rm and strong; has moral integrity; and is 
unemotional, calm, and mild in be hav ior, deliberation, and manner.32 The 
hilm of the famous al- Ahnaf (d. 67/686–687) included self- control, indul-
gence  toward adversaries, seriousness, and discretion. Echoing these beliefs, 
the third/ninth- century humanist al- Jahiz wrote that a halim must “have con-
trol over himself, make reason curb passions, master anger, repress bursting 
satisfaction, overcome lusts, refrain from giving expression to malicious joy, 
impudent happiness, misplaced affl iction and undue anxiety; from praising 
or reproaching without enough refl ection . . .  from passing too fast from 
anger to contentment or from contentment to anger.”33 The jahil, by contrast, 
is wild, violent, impetuous, indulges in unrestrained passion, and is cruel 
because he follows his animal instincts.

Consequently, the term jahl came to convey a number of meanings, in-
cluding pride, baseness, obscenity, indecency, stupidity, fi lth, abusiveness, 
impudence, shamelessness, and profl igacy.34 When Muslims say that Islam 
ended the customs and habits of jahiliyya, they are thinking of “the arro-
gance of jahiliyya, the tribal pride and eternal feuds, the cult of revenger, 
rejection of forgiveness.”35 In this conception, jahiliyya was not a period of 
time, now past, but rather a dynamic force or state of mind, latently ex-
isting in the minds and memories of believers, ever ready to surface, and 
serving as a threat to the new religion.36

Texts support the belief of feeling “saved” by the birth of Islam and dem-
onstrate the expansiveness of the ideological shift and difference in attitude 
 toward faith and against a barbaric past. The early Muslim construction of 
jahiliyya fi nds expression in a statement by the cousin of the Prophet, Ja‘far b. 
Abi Talib, to the Christian negus of Abyssinia: “Oh King . . .  we  were a 
 people of jahiliyya, worshipping idols, eating corpses, committing abomi-
nations, breaking natu ral ties, treating guests badly[,] and our strong de-
voured the weak. Thus we  were  until God sent us an apostle.”37 Ja‘far then 
contrasts the jahili way of life to the new order brought about by Muhammad 
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and Islam: “He [Muhammad] summoned us to acknowledge God’s unity 
and to worship him and to renounce the stones and images that we and 
our fathers had worshipped. He commanded us to speak the truth, be 
faithful to our engagements, mindful of the ties of kinship and kindly 
hospitality[,] and to refrain from crimes and bloodshed. . . .  He forbade 
us to commit abominations and to speak lies, to devour the property of 
orphans, to vilify chaste  women. He commanded us to worship God 
alone.”38 The moral and faithful transformation, as well as the praise for 
and obedience to the Prophet for elevating society from moral baseness, is 
evident in these passages.

As Geraldine Heng remarks, events occur in historical time but become 
historical phenomena only “by being placed in a signifying pro cess deter-
mining their intelligibility.”39 The vastness of jahiliyya had to be described 
and claimed. Jahiliyya was, to a large extent, in ven ted and given a par tic-
u lar historical agency; its meaning was derived from the Abbasid gaze. In 
the second/eighth  century, discovering and pro cessing images of the pre- 
Islamic era became a major endeavor. Not only was a body of jahili prose 
and poetry recovered, but with it the jahili ethos and history  were also res-
urrected. One of the key controversies in the early Abbasid period between 
the so- called ancients (qudama’) and moderns (muhdathun) was associated 
with the rediscovery of jahiliyya. The view of the ancients was that jahili 
Arabic was purer and that the Bedouins  were the last surviving speakers of 
Arabic in its pristine form. The implication of this position was that life 
was also purer and that manners, morals, and knowledge  were superior to 
what followed  later.40 The recollection of this Bedouin past developed into 
an all- encompassing antiquarian industry, as the collection, study, and can-
onization of Arab antiquities became the foundation for collective and 
imperial self- defi nitions.41

The cultural capital represented by the ability to recite poetry indicates, 
in the words of Rina Drory, “the special status accorded to the pre- Islamic 
past in the Abbasid cultural repertoire of self- images.”42 In early Islamic 
lit erature, nomadic Arabs are often represented as uncouth, given to hy-
poc risy and covert sensuality, and addicted to pagan practices. This was to 
change, and they would become characterized as the origins of the Arabs 
and a validation for Islam. The rehabilitation of the Arabs occurred once 
scholars came to regard them as a crucial source for the Islamic sciences.43 
From its condemnation as “an age of wrong belief, dominated by confl icting 
tribal interests and rivalries,” the pre- Islamic era gradually came to be seen 
as “a unifi ed Arab past, in which the true values of Arab ethnic identity 
 were manifested.”44 The past was embraced as an elemental, remembered 
part of the pre sent.
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Hind’s be hav ior was constructed in a way that would refl ect the proto-
type of jahiliyya, the age of barbarism characterized by wild acts as yet 
untamed by the revelation of Islam. Her excessive arrogance and tribal 
pride, her inability or unwillingness to curb her passions and master her 
anger, her expression of malicious joy, and especially her thirst for revenge 
epitomized the “chaos of pre- Islamic times.”45 Although in one version Hind 
restrained herself, refusing to mourn those killed at Badr lest her yearning 
for revenge be quenched, in most versions Hind’s mourning is represented 
as excessive— crying and beating her cheeks and calling for revenge. This 
attitude is to be contrasted with the proper attitude  toward death that Islam 
came to emphasize. Strong emotional reaction to death was condemned, 
since it implied a skeptical attitude  toward the divine promise of eternal 
life and a preference for earthly values. Instead, a Muslim’s reaction to death 
should refl ect steadfastness, sabr, and contentment with the divine judg-
ment. Reassurance for the fate of the eulogized and ac cep tance of God’s 
decree was to replace pre- Islamic emotion, anguish (jaza‘), and wails 
(walwala).46

Even before the  battle, as the Quraysh  were heading  toward Uhud, they 
arrived at al- Abwa’, and Hind told Abu Sufyan, “Try to search for the grave 
of Amina, the mo ther of Muhammad, which is  here in al- Abwa’ so that if 
one of you  were to be captured, you could ransom him with one of her 
limbs.” Her request to search and unearth the grave of the Prophet’s mo-
ther was deemed extreme by the rest of the Quraysh, who asked Abu Su-
fyan not to cross such a threshold lest their enemies search for the graves 
of their own dead.47 Hind’s entreaty to exhume the cadaver of the Proph-
et’s mo ther represented, once again, a particularly intense level of fi erce-
ness, since all the leaders of the Quraysh recoiled from it. But it was Hind’s 
excesses in the  battle of Uhud that exposed her entrenched jahili ways. Her 
excessive be hav ior manifests itself in her acts of brutality and vindictive-
ness, verging on cannibalism. While mutilation of  enemy corpses does not 
seem to have been uncommon, what was uncommon was her extreme 
intemperance, the overload of her be hav ior, her chewing of Hamza’s 
liver. Stetkevych states that Hind’s persona refl ects a mélange of  human 
and animal traits, because it is vultures and hyenas that defi le and devour 
fallen warriors: “The sacrifi cial dialectic of animal sacrifi ce versus blood 
vengeance . . .  is thrown into confusion, producing the abomination of 
cannibalism.”48 This comparison is mirrored in another parallel, namely, 
in the verse, cited above, by Hassan b. Thabit which refers to Hind bint 
‘Utba as Hind “with the large clitoris.” This parallel foregrounds sexual 
organs, as hyenas are notorious for their large clitorises. Other references 
to Hind’s sexuality occur during the  battle of Badr when she, along with 
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other  women from Quraysh, encouraged the warriors of Quraysh by 
promising sexual intercourse for the courageous: “If you advance we will 
embrace you and spread cushions.” Hind’s words, which expose and offer 
up her sexuality and that of the other  women, are further proof of the tem-
poral view of Hind as crass and animalistic, characteristic of jahiliyya’s 
quintessence.

The Prophet’s kinswoman Hind bint Athatha described Hind’s actions 
in terms of whoredom, sexual exposure, and disgrace, implying that al-
though Hind bint ‘Utba may have been dishonored by the death of her 
kinsmen at Badr, the way in which she avenged their deaths at Uhud tainted 
her still more. Hind bint Athatha launched a  bitter attack on the shameful 
way in which Hind bint ‘Utba wrought vengeance, entrusting it as she did 
to a hired slave, thereby violating the conditions of honorable vengeance. 
Hind had stepped beyond the traditional female role of inciting the men-
folk to  battle (tahrid). Her revenge left her more polluted than ever. She 
ends her poem by asking, “What have the harlots to boast  after [Hind]?”49

Hind’s actions at Uhud, with her desecration of the corpses, followed by 
her bursting into triumphant poetry brimming with malicious joy, all ex-
press the depravity of jahiliyya, the jahl of jahiliyya. Jahl can be so strong, 
especially as a reaction to other acts of jahl, that the Prophet himself was 
tempted by it, vowing, on seeing Hamza’s corpse, to mutilate thirty of his 
opponents. The sight was horrible: Hamza’s belly was ripped up, his liver 
was missing, and his nose and ears  were cut off. The Prophet is said to have 
uttered at once: “Were it not that Safi yya [Hamza’s sister] would be miser-
able and it might become the custom  after me, I would leave him as he is, 
so that his body might fi nd its way into the bellies of the beasts and the 
crops of birds. If God gives me victory over [the] Quraysh in the  future I 
will mutilate thirty of their men.”50 Seeing the Prophet’s grief and rage, the 
Muslims vowed, on their next victory, to injure their  enemy in a way that 
none of the Arabs had ever seen.51 Verses, however, descended proscribing 
excessive vengeance and advocating patience (Qur’an 16:127): “And if you 
chastise, chastise even as you have been chastised; and yet as suredly, if you 
are patient, better it is for those patient.” And so the Prophet forgave, was 
patient, and forbade mutilation.52 The Sira mentions, further, that “the 
Prophet never stopped in a place and left it without ordering us to give alms 
and to forbid us from committing mutilation.” Only Islam, in specifi c 
Qur’anic verses and par tic u lar utterances of the Prophet, could abrogate 
the stronghold of jahl.

It is commonplace to fi nd cultural enemies depicted as cannibals, espe-
cially in narratives of territorial invasion and conquest. In demonizing ja-
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hiliyya, its  people  were given barbarous qualities, notably cannibalism. Ruth 
Morse suggests that, in historical writing, the ultimate mark of savagery is 
cannibalism, “a mark of the wickedness of those who perpetrate such 
deeds.”53 The accusations of near- cannibalism  were part of a pro ject to 
render Hind, and by extension such be hav ior, utterly outside the bounds 
of culture and civilization. The accounts cautiously point out that Hind was 
unable to swallow Hamza’s liver and that that resulted from a divine inter-
vention, as reported by the Prophet himself. Ibn Sa‘d relates that Hind 
chewed on a piece of Hamza’s liver in order to swallow it, but she could 
not, and so she spat it out. This account reached the Prophet, who said, 
“God has forbidden for the fi res to ever taste of Hamza’s fl esh.” Another 
rendering has the Prophet ask: “Did she eat anything of it? They said, no. 
He said: God would not have allowed that anything of Hamza enter the 
fi res.”54

Hind, the violent and near- cannibalistic jahili  woman, becomes a pro-
totype of anachronistic humans: irrational, regressive, existing in a per-
manently anterior time within the “modernity” that Islam came to represent. 
The description of Hind’s savagery is rife with moral, aesthetic, and po liti cal 
connotations. Hind’s act of near- cannibalism functions as a temporal 
marker, and thus her savagery expresses temporal distancing: “it is a marker 
of the past, their time, not ours.”55 Jahiliyya becomes, then, a historical pe-
riod defi ned exclusively by its relation to the observer. The remote, the 
savage, belong not to extreme geo graph i cal locations, as is the case in me-
dieval Eu ro pean lit erature and mappae mundi, but rather to an entirely 
 different temporal zone, that of pre- Islam. Muslims situated the monstrous, 
a category that was “central to a discourse about the limits of humanity,” 
in a  different time zone.56 “Monstrous” fi gures are found patrolling key sites 
of demarcation as they embody the oppositions between which they erect 
a boundary. Abiding on the edges of the familiar, they serve as a warning 
of what is at stake regarding the observance of boundaries.57 Hind’s act 
was monstrous, and with it the  whole of jahiliyya was defi ned as a “tem-
poral monstrosity.” The confl ation of the female and the monstrous needs 
to be emphasized: it is a female who became, ultimately, the principal locus 
for the cultural monstrosity that defi ned jahiliyya.

The manipulation of the motif of cannibalism played an im por tant role 
in the Muslim construction of the category jahiliyya, defi ning the cultural 
distance between the Muslims who would never engage in cannibalistic 
practices and the jahilis who did. Hind’s cannibalism functioned as an ef-
fi cient marker in the discourse between civilization and barbarism and also 
as a marker of cultural distance between the  people who told the stories 
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and those about whom they  were told. The key categories  were now Muslim, 
representing the cultural norms of humanity, and jahili, representing devi-
ations from those norms.58

Hind, the Umayyad

While Hind symbolized jahiliyya, she was also assigned a signifi cant func-
tion in anti- Umayyad rhe toric. Scholars who associated with the circles 
hostile to the Umayyad dynasty, predominantly in Iraq, took a leading 
role in the collecting, arranging, and editing of the material. Adding to this 
the fact that the centuries- old material was produced in the Abbasid pe-
riod, it is not diffi cult to understand its hostility  toward the Umayyads in 
what the tradition reports and the way in which it reports it.59 Indeed, what 
we know about the Umayyads is a tributary of what men in the Abbasid 
period wished to know and to pass on, bearing in mind how crucial the 
control of the caliphal past remained for the early Abbasids. Profound re-
interpretation and rewriting took place during the third/ninth– fourth/
tenth centuries that aimed to establish an offi cial past in the ser vice of the 
Abbasid dynasty. It was necessary to provide a justifi cation for the toppling 
of the Umayyads by the Abbasids; the Umayyads  were hence branded as a 
symbol of the corrupt and godless alternative to Abbasid rule. More fun-
damentally, it was essential to determine the circumstances that led to the 
betrayal of the pact of the Prophet, notably in the civil wars that destabi-
lized the umma in the fi rst/seventh  century. Culprits  were needed, and the 
Umayyads fi t the profi le; the offi cial interpretation produced by the Ab-
basid court was to lay the responsibility on the corrupt Umayyads, and 
especially on Mu‘awiya (r. 41–61/660–680).60 This tradition recounts that 
the Umayyad  family was prominent in the opposition to Muhammad and 
that most of the  family members accepted Islam at the last hour, when it 
was obvious that the Prophet was  going to be victorious. Once they ac-
cepted Islam, the Umayyads managed to acquire power by skillful po liti cal 
manipulation, and once in power “they pursued policies which at best 
paid no regard to the requirements of Islam and at worst  were positively 
anti- Islamic.”61

Anti- Umayyad voices in the Abbasid sources took a variety of forms. The 
repre sen ta tion of Hind is one of these forms, which, like the multitude of 
anecdotes that populate the Abbasid texts about the vanity and de cadence 
of some Umayyad caliphs, go a long way  toward discrediting the  whole 
dynasty. Hind was,  after all, the mo ther of Mu‘awiya, founder of the 
Umayyad dynasty and its most famous caliph. He continues to be a con-

Bereitgestellt von | New York University Bobst Library Technical Services
Angemeldet

Heruntergeladen am | 15.12.15 11:49



 Hind bint ‘Utba 29

troversial fi gure, as Muslims have been ambivalent about his character and 
role. On the one hand, he remained a symbol of the confl icts and anxi eties 
that affl icted the community of believers; on the other hand, he did not fi t 
into the moral categories that  later Muslims devised to evaluate a person’s 
religious standing.62

Mu‘awiya’s clan bitterly opposed Muhammad, and Mu‘awiya’s  father, 
Abu Sufyan (who was also Hind’s husband), led the wars to oust Mu-
hammad and his followers from Medina. Al- Tabari even includes a report 
in which Abu Sufyan himself is spotted mistreating the corpse of Hamza. 
He was reprimanded by a follower: “Banu Kinana, can this be the leader 
of the Quraysh acting as you see with the corpse of his cousin!” Abu Su-
fyan answered, “Keep it quiet, it was a slip.”63 It was a refl ection of his pres-
tigious standing, however, that upon entering Mecca, the Prophet, ex-
pressing his conciliatory policy, stated that whoever enters the home of Abu 
Sufyan is secure.64

The offi cial interpretation that developed in the second/eighth and third/
ninth centuries, and was circulated by the Abbasid court, laid the blame 
for the community’s disasters on the corrupt Umayyad clan, especially on 
the usurper Mu‘awiya. Systematic public campaigns to vilify Mu‘awiya and 
the entire Umayyad clan  were, for instance, planned by the Abbasid caliphs 
al- Ma’mun and al- Mu‘tadid.65 For the Kharijites and the Shi‘i, Mu‘awiya 
was someone who knowingly and cynically worked to destroy the new cov-
enant established by the Prophet and to return the umma to the ignorant 
brutishness of the jahiliyya.66

Hind was central to the campaign vilifying Mu‘awiya, who was tainted 
by his mo ther’s action and was textually connected to her in her capacity 
as akilat al- akbad, eater of ( human) livers. During the strug gle between 
the fourth caliph, ‘Ali b. Abi Talib, and the then governor of Damascus, 
Mu‘awiya, and as the rumors of the latter’s death  were spreading in Kufa, 
‘Ali is said to have uttered the following prediction: “You have exagger-
ated in reporting Mu‘awiya’s death. By God, he did not and will not die 
 until he rules the land where I stand. The only wish of the son of the liver- 
eater is to hear me predict this.”67 In one anecdote Mughira b. Nawfal is 
said to have proposed to marry Umama, the granddaughter of the Prophet. 
Hearing that she had also been approached by Mu‘awiya, Mughira ex-
claimed, “Would you marry the son of the liver eater!” Consequently, Umama 
chose him over Mu‘awiya.68 This derogatory epithet for Mu‘awiya fol-
lowed him even in the references to the Sufyanid legend, which mush-
roomed in the early Abbasid age. One prophecy stated, “And when this hap-
pens watch for the son of the Liver- eating  Woman (ibn akilat al- akbad) in 
the Wadi al- Yabis.”69
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In one anecdote we fi nd the Prophet’s companion Ibn al- Zubayr com-
paring himself to Mu‘awiya in the following way: “Do you know that my 
 father was a follower of the Prophet, blessings of Allah be upon him, while 
his  father is Abu Sufyan, who fought against the Prophet; my mo ther is 
Asma’, dau gh ter of [the fi rst caliph] Abu Bakr al- Siddiq, while his mo ther 
is Hind, akilat al- akbad.” Mu‘awiya’s answer in self- defense was that “Abu 
Sufyan was of great importance in jahiliyya, and his position was well pre-
served in Islam. On the day of the conquest [of Mecca] he was given what 
no one  else was given: the caller of the Prophet said: whoever enters the 
mosque is secure, and whoever enters the  house of Abu Sufyan is safe; it 
was his  house that became a sanctuary, not the  house of your  father; as 
for Hind, she was a  woman from Quraysh; in jahiliyya, she was of great 
portentousness while in Islam she was of honorable reputation.”70 It is im-
por tant to point out in connection with this comparison between Asma’ 
bint Abu Bakr and Hind bint ‘Utba that while Hind became more laudable 
 after conversion, Asma’ was a steady paragon of faith, known as “she of 
the two girdles” because she tore her garment in two to assist the Prophet 
when he fl ed Mecca. She became Muslim early on and was so loyal to the 
new cause that she refused to receive her nonbelieving mo ther, Qutayla, Abu 
Bakr having divorced her in jahiliyya, or to accept her gifts  until she in-
quired the Prophet’s opinion on the  matter.71 Thus, while Asma’ was an 
exemplar for the early Muslim believing  women, Hind’s actions, in jahil-
iyya, stained Mu‘awiya’s memory.

The recollection of Hind’s immoderate pride lingered so that the half 
brother of Caliph ‘Uthman, al- Walid b. ‘Uqba, urged Mu‘awiya to take 
quick revenge on Caliph ‘Uthman’s blood, reciting:

By God, Hind will not be your mo ther if the day passes
without the avenger taking revenge for ‘Uthman
Can the slave of the  people kill the lord of his  house hold
And you [pl.] do not kill him? Would your mo ther  were barren!72

Her excessive pride  toward Mu‘awiya’s  career is highlighted in the texts. 
When Mu‘awiya was still a youth, a man looked at him and said, “I think 
that this man will rule over his  people.” Hind heard him and said, “May I 
lose him if he  were to rule only over his  people.”73 In another instance she 
tells him, “A  free  woman has rarely brought forth to the world someone 
like you.”74 Were such statements a reiteration of Hind’s excessive arro-
gance, or did they constitute a  later ac know ledg ment of the prominent 
role that Mu‘awiya played in the fi rst  century of Islam? In any event, her 
pride and defi ance, epitomizing her quin tes sen tial jahili identity, continue 
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to be underscored. Ibn Sa‘d includes the following dialogue between Hind 
and the Prophet: “ Women came to the Prophet to give him allegiance, and 
among them was Hind bint ‘Utba b. Rabi‘a, the mo ther of Mu‘awiya. When 
the Prophet said: You should not commit adultery, Hind answered: Can a 
 free  woman commit adultery? He said: And they should not kill their chil-
dren; she said: But did you leave us any sons that you did not kill at the 
 battle of Badr?”75

The Umayyads, who came to serve as pre ce dents in the art of ruling as well 
as an affi rmation of po liti cal continuity, gradually progressed from an adver-
sarial position to one of alterity. By the third/ninth  century, the Abbasids fi -
nally adopted what was to become Sunni “orthodoxy,” and the crystalliza-
tion of this religious orientation saw the emergence in the  historiography of 
this period of a friendlier image of the Umayyads.76 Mu‘awiya, anathe-
matized by the Shi‘is, was defended by the followers of Ahmad b. Hanbal, 
who had prohibited the cursing of Mu‘awiya because it went against the 
prophetic hadith upholding the righ teousness of all the Prophet’s compan-
ions; the Prophet had trusted Mu‘awiya enough to make him a secretary 
transcribing his revelation and was thus guaranteed by the Prophet to enter 
paradise. This favorable repre sen ta tion of the Umayyads is linked to the 
late third/ninth- century Sunni resurgence which tried to reshape much of 
the history of previous scholars and eminent po liti cal fi gures to fi t these new 
politico- religious considerations. A subsidiary zealous strand fostered pan-
egyrics and hagiography for Mu‘awiya and his  family. This was in large 
part an expression of protest against the Shi‘i currents.77

The rehabilitation starts with Abu Sufyan’s ambivalence about the mu-
tilations perpetrated at Uhud. While he was the leader at the fateful  battle 
of Uhud, he sought to distance himself from the acts of his wife, Hind, 
stating: “A day for the day of Badr, war has its ups and downs. You will fi nd 
that some of your dead have been mutilated. I neither commanded it, nor 
does it displease me.”78 Al- Waqidi’s report clarifi es the fl uctuating position 
of Abu Sufyan, not utterly jahili but not quite Muslim yet: “Abu Sufyan said, 
raising his voice: Indeed you will fi nd corruption and mutilation with your 
dead that is not the result of an opinion from our elders. The zeal of al- 
jahiliyya overtook him, however, and he added, when it happened we did 
not detest it.”79 These pronouncements reveal not only a temporal confl ic-
tion about, but also a tolerance or ac know ledg ment of, jahiliyya, refl ecting a 
cultural pride and a forbearance of such be hav ior.

In a positive strand, Abu Sufyan attains a notable place in Islamic tradi-
tion for his role in informing the Byzantine emperor Heraclius of the 
emerging Prophet and his community of followers. This report, found in 
al- Bukhari’s collection of traditions, the Sahih, has Abu Sufyan enumerating 
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to Heraclius the qualities of the new Prophet, presenting the portrait of a 
perfect man.80 Abu Sufyan is also praised by way of Hind. When he asked 
to marry her, she described him as a man of noble lineage and intelligent 
opinion, a man of great pride who defends his home well. Hind chooses 
him as a man who “befi ts to be the husband of a  free noble  woman.”81 The 
dau gh ter of Abu Sufyan, Ramla, is another medium for the rehabilitation 
of Abu Sufyan’s  family. Better known as Umm Habiba, she accepted Islam 
in defi ance of her  father, migrated to Abyssinia with her husband, and  later 
married Muhammad. She stood fi rmly by him against the interests of her 
 father at a critical time when Abu Sufyan was losing ground as the leader of 
the Meccan opposition.82 The Prophet’s marriage to Umm Habiba, the dau-
gh ter of one of his staunchest opponents, is the occasion for the Qur’anic 
verse (60:7): “It may be God will yet establish between you and those of 
them with whom you are at enmity love. God is All power ful; God is All- 
forgiving, All- compassionate.”

The pro- Ummayad strand also includes a report of Mu‘awiya’s early con-
version. In the biographical dictionary of the Damascene Ibn ‘Asakir (d. 
571/1176), Mu‘awiya states that Hind cautions him against defying his 
 father or  else Mu‘awiya may be cut off from support; and so Mu‘awiya 
accepted Islam, and in  doing so “purifi ed” himself.83 This version wishes 
to confi rm the voluntary conversion of Mu‘awiya but also that he enjoyed 
a certain priority (sabiqa) in the adoption of Islam.

In addition, the pro- Umayyad current necessitated a rehabilitation of 
Hind herself. On her fi rst encounter with the Prophet Muhammad, when 
she went to meet him with a group of  women to offer him their allegiance, 
Hind, in Ibn Sa‘d’s Tabaqat, spoke to him in words that refl ected the Muslim 
 woman she had now become: “Messenger of God, praise to Allah who gave 
victory to the religion of his choice so that I may benefi t from your mercy. 
O Muhammad, I am a  woman who believes in God and his messenger.” 
Lifting her veil (niqab), she presented herself: “I am Hind bint ‘Utba, and 
the messenger of God answered: welcome to you.” Upon becoming Muslim, 
she struck an idol in her  house with an axe  until she broke it into pieces 
while repeating, “We  were deluded about you.”84 Ibn ‘Asakir, moreover, 
relates that Hind told her son Mu‘awiya that she dreamed on three suc-
cessive nights that she was in utter darkness, then she would see a spot of 
light, and it was the Prophet calling her to Islam. She consequently de-
stroyed the idol in her  house, went to the Prophet, proclaimed herself 
Muslim, and gave him allegiance.85 Prophetic tradition includes one hadith 
via ‘A’isha, the wife of the Prophet, stating that Hind bint ‘Utba came to the 
Prophet and told him, “There  were no  people that I wished to be humili-
ated more than the  people of your tent; and now I do not wish for a  people 
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to have more glory as much as your  people.”86 Positive reports also em-
phasize Hind’s aggressive role in the defense of the new cause. Once her son 
became governor of Syria, she took part in the  battle of Yarmuk (13/636) 
against the Byzantines with undiminished ardor, exhorting the Muslims to 
“circumcise their uncircumcised” adversaries with their swords.87

Hind is also rehabilitated by way of her son Mu‘awiya: Hind, the most 
excessive of the jahilis, is counterbalanced by the most halim of the Mus-
lims. Lisan al- ‘arab states that hilm is “patience and reason,” while Taj al- 
‘arus defi nes hilm as “the act of reining one’s soul and holding back one’s 
nature from the violent emotion of anger.” Hilm in Islamic ethics not only 
extols self- control and forgiveness but also, in the words of Charles Pellat, 
exhorts “an assemblage of features denoting moral pre- eminence as against 
the state of barbarity presented by jahl.” It thus extends from justice and 
moderation to forbearance and leniency, including self- control and digni-
fi ed be hav ior.88 The pro- Umayyad thread portrays Mu‘awiya as one of the 
most humane of Muslim rulers. He was not an austere, self- disciplined mor-
alist, and he had no special profi le in Muslim piety but represented the 
 human bridge between the jahili virtues (muruwwa) and tribal solidarity 
(‘asabiyya) on the one hand and the new order of Islam on the other. 
Mu‘awiya’s hilm became proverbial.89

Hind’s rehabilitation is also visible in adab texts. Here the stories are 
 different. One such story takes place in the early period of her life, when 
she was accused by her fi rst husband of adultery. He had returned home early 
to fi nd a stranger leaving his  house. Hind swore to her  father “in the ways 
they used to swear in jahiliyya”— that her husband was a liar.90 Like ‘A’isha 
when she was accused of adultery, Hind was unable to convince her  family 
or her husband of her innocence. Despite her protestations, her (own) words 
alone could not exonerate her. It was a pre- Islamic priest in Yemen who 
proclaimed her innocence: “Stand up, you are not ugly and you are not 
an adulterer and you will bring to the world a king who will be called 
Mu‘awiya.”91 Thus the saving of Hind’s honor was accomplished in a super-
natu ral way, as was that of ‘A’isha’s reputation with the descent of the 
Qur’anic verses 24:11–20.92 These anecdotes at last sketch Hind as a righ-
teous fi gure but also reveal the signifi cance and trust in reverence and 
prophecy, casting the ideal female as virtuous and pious.

Renate Jacobi points out the tendency in adab texts to upgrade Hind 
morally. Here Hind’s image casts her as a heroine of ‘Udhri love and links 
her to the poet Musafi r, who, like other ‘Udhri poets, falls in love and per-
severes in the face of hopelessness and despair. Most of the ‘Udhri stories 
follow a common pattern: the poet and his beloved fall in love and seek 
marriage, but the promise is broken as the  woman is married to a richer 
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man. The lover remains faithful and eventually dies of sorrow.93 Kitab al- 
aghani relates how Musafi r fell in love with Hind and wished to marry her 
 after her separation from her fi rst husband, Fakiha. Not being wealthy 
enough, Musafi r traveled to the court of al- Nu‘man b. al- Mundhir in Hira 
and, while there, met the rich merchant Abu Sufyan, who was on a busi-
ness trip and who informed him that he had married Hind. Musafi r fell sick 
and died; Al- aghani states, “He is one of those who  were killed by ‘ishq.”94 
It is signifi cant that ‘Udhri lovers are chaste, since a physical  union would 
destroy the idealism of true love. Adab foregrounds Hind’s chaste nature 
and invalidates the accusation of adultery brought against her by her former 
husband.

Hind, the highly disquieting female, is thus feminized by becoming a 
 woman who fi ts the dominant conceptualization of the normative feminine 
and the new patriarchal economy. Consequently, Hind is shown as having 
converted to Islam and to proper femininity. The  battle was fi nally over. In 
time, Hind manages to slowly slide from jahiliyya to Islam. Her jahili at-
tributes, her ferocity and brutality, are gradually tempered through a 
moral rehabilitation that only the civilizing force of Islam was/is capable 
of achieving.

Marking Jahiliyya, Rehabilitating the Umayyads

In the Abbasid texts jahiliyya came to be recalled as a temporal era that 
ended with the triumph of Islam, whose benefi ts could only be truly ap-
preciated if mea sured against the darkness of the time of ignorance. Jahil-
iyya became a “resource for communal and imperial self- fashioning.”95 A 
central hermeneutical prob lem for the history of jahiliyya and that of 
Umayyad memory is that they have been transmitted through texts from 
the post- Umayyad age. The shaping of both historical periods, but espe-
cially that of the Umayyads, went through several stages, infl uenced by the 
evolving discourses of religious authority, dynastic legitimacy, and regional 
politics, so that while it was necessary for the purposes of Abbasid legiti-
macy to remember the Umayyads as impious and tyrannical sinners, at-
tempts  were also made at rehabilitating the memory of the Umayyads.96

The anecdotes and the context in which they appear provide an im por-
tant playing fi eld for commentary on pre- Islamic history and the Umayyad 
past. The Abbasid polemic which opposed jahiliyya to Islam in terms of 
depraved/righ teous suggests that Hind bint ‘Utba is more than a minor 
fi gure at the edge of this unfolding drama, as she resonates with wider 
circles of meaning in the historical discourse. There was something “too 
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much” about the jahili Hind, and the texts needed, at some point, on some 
level, to reduce this “too- muchness” to manageable proportions.97 Hind’s 
be hav ior in jahiliyya signifi es an immoral, inferior culture, and she is high-
lighted as one whose expression must be dissociated from Islamic be hav ior. 
This backwardness represents Islam’s common, rejected past and thus 
unifi es the discursive Muslim community in the construction and defi ni-
tion of a new order. The transformation of the Arabs of jahiliyya from a 
barbarous, idolatrous, desperate, and abject  people into the morally, ethi-
cally, and po liti cally formidable  people that they had become was a mea-
sure of the superiority of the Prophet Muhammad and his revelation. A 
Muslim author writing in the third/ninth  century described the transfor-
mation of jahiliyya Arabs to respectful Muslims in the following terms: 
“They  were the greatest of communities with regard to unbelief . . .  they 
worshipped idols and poured out blood . . .  killing their own children. . . .  
They  were conquered by their own pleasures and their own desires. But 
[Muhammad] moved them away from the worship of idols and to the wor-
ship of the one God. . . .  And he made them judicious and wise, whereas 
before there had been ignorance. . . .  He tamed their hearts . . .  and he en-
nobled their characters, those who before had been wicked.”98

Islam had redeemed the Arabs from the/their jahilyya, and while Muslim 
chroniclers pre sent Islam as a decisive break in world history, supplanting 
what had previously existed, the Muslims of the time of Muhammad and 
the Muslims of all times constantly confront the temptation to slacken and 
turn away from the rigors of obedience to God. One hadith by the Prophet 
predicted the failure of the civilizing mission of Islam when he announced 
that the Muslim community would not abandon four jahiliyya practices: 
“Glorying in the deeds of one’s own ancestors, calumniating the pride of 
another’s genealogical descent, seeking rain by the confi guration of the stars, 
and wailing.”99

Jahiliyya is not a closed- off, inert space but was rather contiguous with 
Islam, and hence the threat of a cultural backsliding from Islam to jahil-
iyya is ever- pre sent. The history of Islamic origins is fi lled with such mo-
ments: when the Prophet’s companion Khalid b. al- Walid beheaded Islam’s 
enemies  after having promised them safety, the Prophet sent out his son- 
in- law ‘Ali, ordering him to examine the affair thoroughly “and trample 
down the custom of jahiliyya.”100 The caliphate of ‘Uthman provides a sim-
ilar example. When sedition against the third Rashidun caliph, ‘Uthman (r. 
23/644–35/656), started in Kufa, his staunchest opponents  were described 
as ahl al- ayyam, as still accustomed to the pre- Islamic lifestyle of raids, tribal 
negotiations, and rejection of singular leadership—in other words, men who 
 were still operating within the framework of jahiliyya. In the narrative, 
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Mu‘awiya is made to issue a warning about the dangers the umma would 
incur if Caliph ‘Uthman  were killed. Here there are none of the pragmatic 
and opportunistic characteristics that one usually fi nds in portrayals of 
Mu‘awiya. Instead, he gives fair warning about “the kinds of jahili politics 
that might once again come to prevail if the fabric of the jama‘a is torn.”101 
Hind is not simply overcome by the display of Muslim power following 
the conquest of Mecca. She is altered and absorbed into Muslim subjec-
tivity, thus signaling the interpenetrability of the religious categories that 
seem so overdetermined in narratives of the Islamic triumph over jahiliyya. 
Hind represents the jahili past that has been mastered as well as the jahili 
past that has ceded place and been absorbed into the Muslim pre sent. The 
traces of jahiliyya, nevertheless, necessitated constant reconquest and ap-
propriation, thus continuously reminding the Muslims of the threat that 
jahiliyya will always pre sent.102

The Umayyad Hind is more complex. The successive rewritings (of his-
tory) correspond to new meanings that  were given to the past in order to 
make it serve the needs of a pre sent constantly transformed. The changing 
po liti cal circumstances could not be satisfi ed with one monochord discourse 
for the entire period. The redemption of the memory of the Umayyads 
should be seen in this light, becoming not only possi ble, but necessary, in 
the second part of the third/ninth  century.103 In his third/ninth- century adab 
work, Ahmad b. Abi Tahir Tayfur includes an anecdote in which Caliph 
‘Umar b. al- Khattab prohibited Abu Sufyan from sprinkling the entrance 
to his  house with  water lest the pilgrims slip on it; when Abu Sufyan did 
not obey and ‘Umar himself slipped in front of it, he lashed him and then 
said: “Praise to God who showed me Abu Sufyan in the plain of Mecca; I 
hit him and he does not defend himself and I order him and he obeys. Hind 
heard him and she said: Praise Him O ‘Umar for if you praise Him you 
will be bestowed greatly.”104 Positive and negative traditions resulted in a 
more nuanced projection of the Umayyad Hind. Here the motive is clear. 
She is the mo ther of the fi rst Umayyad caliph, and her upgrading results 
from reaction to the pro/anti- Umayyad propaganda. El- Hibri has expressed 
surprise that pro- Umayyad historical voices could have originated amid Ab-
basid hostility, leading one to speculate on the role the Abbasids played in 
nurturing this image and, specifi cally, how they stood to benefi t from it. 
El- Hibri suggests that a moralizing current underlies the repre sen ta tion of 
the Umayyads, notably the portrayal of Mu‘awiya. The contradictory mes-
sages, about Hind in this case, “can [even] constitute a cohesive message 
on their own regarding  human be hav ior and its variability in response to 
changing conditions.”105

But  whether jahili, Umayyad or in fact Abbasid, since ultimately Hind’s 
repre sen ta tion is an Abbasid production, there is no doubt that, of all its 
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meanings, the pre- Islamic past was especially signifi cant as a locus for the 
moral warning, the consolation, and “amazement at the world’s mutability 
which contemplation of that poignant past evoked.”106 The vastness of 
pre- Islam had to be described, demarcated, and claimed. It is the peculiar 
emptiness of jahiliyya, emptied of historical agency, that creates its meaning; 
its very being can only derive from the Abbasid gaze that is fi xed on it. As 
medievalists have shown, the colonization of the past is an indispensable 
companion of empire, as it constitutes the invention of a past complemen-
tary to their own.107

A power ful conjunction of the jahili and the feminine was brought forth 
in the actions that Hind perpetrated. But the fact that Hind became a sa-
habiyya (a female companion of the Prophet) created a prob lem with the 
narrative. As a result, Hind, like all jahilis, is absorbed into the civilization 
of the conquerors. Indeed, Islam considers itself to be the most au then tic 
representative of a universal, supranational religion. This is clearly mani-
fested in the traditions about fi tra, the natu ral inborn religion which stands 
for the inherent religious status of a child before any religious education 
turns the child into a conscious member of a distinctive religious congre-
gation. Muslim scholars believe that this fi tra is synonymous with Islam.108 
Hind thus represents an ideal of the “natu ral” Arab with all the goodness 
and all the wickedness we (each) possess; she is also the exemplar who was 
transformed by Islam, becoming a new person, bypassing the hatred and the 
pain inherent in jahiliyya. Her story constitutes one of the ways in which 
the Abbasid discourse brought order to the chaos of the “primitive” and 
ever- threatening landscape of jahiliyya.
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The Muslims  were building a new world, fashioning a mode of living 
and a communal discipline that distinguished them from their pagan 

(and Jewish) neighbors. Muhammad’s mission was to usher in a radical de-
parture from the religious and social mores of pre- Islamic Arabia. A 
sweeping transformation of society was required. The opposition between 
righ teous Islamic conduct and unrigh teous jahiliyya conduct is clearly stated 
in the following verse, which addresses the wives of the Prophet and teaches 
them the new exemplary comportment, as contrasted with jahili practices:

Wives of the Prophet, you are not as other  women. . . .  
Remain in your  houses; and display not
your fi nery, as did the pagans of old.
And perform the prayer, and pay the alms,
and obey God and His Messenger.
 People of the House, God only desires
to put away from you abomination
and to cleanse you. (Qur’an 33.33)

The identity of the umma (Islamic community) was to be defi ned partly by 
its adherence to specifi c social and ritual practices so as to affi rm its distinc-
tiveness from pagans and from the other mono the ist confessions. In accen-
tuating the discontinuity between jahiliyya society and the umma, gender 
roles  were especially potent for conveying meaning.  Women protagonists 

 Women’s Lamentation and 
Death Rituals in Early Islam
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in the Islamic religious texts consequently have to be read within this con-
text of social realignment that characterized the transformation from 
pre- Islamic jahiliyya to the Islamic umma.1

Islam, being orthopraxic, carefully delineated correct practice under-
stood to be emblematic of belief. Muslims therefore erected boundaries 
between the acceptable and the reprehensible and between an old and a 
new order, mobilizing, as seen in Chapter 1, the concept of jahiliyya to 
create distance from certain types of non- Islamic practices and be hav ior, 
notably death rituals.2 Death practices came to constitute a barometer of 
faith and piety— death being the one moment common to all, arguably 
“the ultimate expression of society’s beliefs, and also the ultimate oppor-
tunity for shaping and controlling a society’s be hav ior.”3 Death creates an 
occasion for self- fashioning, and death rituals become charged social and 
cultural spaces in which issues of identity are negotiated with precision.4

With the rise of the new Islamic order, ritual mourning, notably the act 
of lamenting, entered into crisis. The Muslims rejected ritual mourning be-
cause it was grounded in an ideology of death incompatible with the new 
faith’s emphasis on salvation in the afterlife. Moreover, establishing a new 
social order brought with it deliberate restrictions that fostered the interests 
of the emerging state and public unity over those of  family and tribe. This 
entailed the reshaping of  women’s roles in death rites. The two concerns 
that weighed on the minds of traditionalists and jurisprudents, who valued 
social order and social uniformity,  were the ideal ritual order and the role 
of  women in society. The wailing of  women was offensive because it repre-
sented an act of complaint against God’s judgment and of rebellion against 
his decree and wisdom. According to Leor Halevi, the “strug gle over 
wailing” was a confl ict between two distinct modes of religiosity: the jahili 
mode, characterized by “spontaneous, emotional and violent rituals,” and 
the Islamic mode, defi ned by “conformity to dogmatic beliefs and by em-
phasis on routinization.”5

Ritual lamenting had similarly met with  little accommodation from the 
Christian church, which upheld that the separation of the living and the 
dead is temporary and that believers will be re united in heaven, and so a 
true Christian’s grief should be mea sured and moderate.6 The Catholic 
Church would persist in associating lamentation with non- Christian be-
hav ior. The converted Jews in Guadalupe, for instance,  were identifi ed in 
the ad 1485 persecution as heretics on the basis of customs inherited from 
their Judaic past, including mourning rituals, with one trial specifying that 
 women sang mourning chants for the deceased. In the early 1520s, Isabel 
Garcia from Hita was accused of having gone with other  women “to the 
home of a certain deceased person, [where they] climbed on top of the bed 
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of the said deceased and sang and cried and wailed.” Thus, keening lingered 
as a sign of both paganism and Judaism, and according to a Sevillian hu-
manist, “loud funeral pro cessions  were abolished by the Inquisition for 
smacking of pagans and Jews and as a  matter that  little benefi ted the soul.”7 
As religious beliefs developed, moral and ethical codes  were tightened and 
rendered more modest to refl ect the new creeds. Such propriety and hu-
mility  were refl ective of the theological and philosophical evolutions taking 
place across religions. Collectively,  women’s roles  were the refl ections of 
these shifts, but  were also individually the catalysts for ac cep tance or re sis-
tance to such societal transformations.

 Women  were of course the main culprits in these Inquisition  trials because 
 women are central to the pro cess of making sense of death and responding to 
it. It has been argued that the gendered division of  labor extends into the 
sphere of emotions, with the result that true femininity requires intuitive sen-
sitivity and emotional expressiveness, in contrast with true masculinity, which 
is predicated on rationality and emotional control.8 Death is associated with 
emotionality, and it is  women who express bereavement through crying and 
self- mutilation. Several theories have been advanced to explain the factors 
that underlie the sex difference in emotional expression— specifi cally, that 
crying may represent a female form of aggression; that  women, through their 
roles as nurturing, sympathetic mothers and wives, develop stronger attach-
ments to the deceased; or that  women may simply be used as the persons 
who symbolize publicly the loss that all have experienced.9

It is thus understandable why the campaign to reform mourning prac-
tices in the new Islamic order would have a gender dimension. The leading 
and almost exclusive role  women played in keening made mourning an 
explicitly female ceremony. In hadith lit erature, specifi cally in Kutub al- 
jana’iz (Books on funerary practice), this be hav ior was exemplifi ed as one 
of the hallmarks of idolatrous be hav ior associated with the jahiliyya. 
 Women’s roles in death rituals  were critical in providing new normative 
guidelines, which  were to be contrasted with jahili practices; their person-
ality and participation in death rituals during this pivotal era served as 
markers for religious and ideological shifts constitutive of the period. But 
another dimension is also added— namely, the tenacity of  women’s be hav ior, 
which would result in the survival of jahili mourning be hav ior, particularly 
in the guise of female lamentation.

Islam and Lamenting the Dead

Al- ‘Iqd al- farid, the adab compilation of Ibn ‘Abd Rabbih (d. 328/940), 
incorporates a long section entitled “Kitab al- durra fi  al- nawadib wa al- 
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ta‘azi wa al- marathi (The Book of Lamentations, Condolences, and Ele-
gies).” The subsection entitled “Crying for the Dead” includes three tradi-
tions relating to the Prophet Muhammad. In the fi rst tradition, he is seen 
crying over his dead son Ibrahim and is asked about his crying. The 
Prophet answered, “The eyes become tearful and the heart is saddened but 
we say only what is agreeable to God.” The next tradition has the Proph-
et’s companion ‘Umar b. al- Khattab rebuking  women for crying over a dead 
man. The Prophet told him, “Leave them, O ‘Umar, the soul is stricken and 
the eye is tearful, and the fulfi llment of the promise is close at hand.” The 
last tradition in this series takes place following the  battle of Uhud, when 
the Prophet heard the sound of weeping and wailing over the dead. The 
Prophet said, “But there are no  women weeping for Hamza!”(lakin Hamza 
la bakiyata lahu). “The  people of Medina heard that and from then on, no 
funeral ceremony took place which did not begin with the  women weeping 
for Hamza.”10

The inherent tension between the need to mourn and lament the dead 
and the proper Islamic attitude  toward death is refl ected in these traditions. 
Indeed, Islam changed the notion of death. The Qur’an portrays close rela-
tionships among the concepts of death, life, and God, who does not just 
create humans and bring about their death, but rather is the source of life 
renewal: “It is He who gave you life, then He shall make you dead, then, 
He shall give you life” (Qur’an 22:66). Consequently, a basic premise of 
Qur’anic teaching concerning death becomes evident: in his omnipotence 
God determines the span of  human life; he creates man and also causes him 
to die.11 Death, like all  else in the created order, belongs to the will of God 
and cannot occur without his leave. In Ira Lapidus’s words, “Death is the 
ultimate test of a Muslim’s capacity to accept God’s decree with fortitude 
and trust.”12 Death in the Qur’an and Islamic theology was no longer an-
nihilation and nonexistence; death is not an end but a step in a larger scheme 
and a necessary passage into the afterlife; it is merely the end of the ap-
pointed period (ajal) in which humans are tested in the world.  Human ex-
istence, which in Islamic belief has been extended to eternity, renders death 
a merely transitional phase. Since death is not the end, it can be accepted 
with solemnity and calm, for it is the transition to a new phase of existence, 
to a truer life. Thus, the pious Muslim has nothing to fear from death. 
Without wishing for it, it is his or her duty to accept death with serenity as a 
prelude to a new life and to carry hope for those who have died. It was only 
natu ral, in line with these new religious conceptions, for Islam to modify 
certain funerary practices, in par tic u lar, sacrifi ces and lamentations.13

In the new order, traditional acts of mourning such as crying out loudly, 
throwing dust on one’s hand, and the tearing of one’s hair  were abhorred, 
as the pietists stated that “the plaintive groan and the snort came from the 
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dev il.”14 Strong emotional reaction to death was condemned by religious 
pronouncement because it implied a skeptical attitude  toward the divine 
promise of eternal life and a preference for earthly values. If the former 
fl amboyant expression of excessive grief was no longer considered appro-
priate, then a new psy chol ogy, that of sabr (steadfastness) and contentment 
with the divine decree, was offered in its place. One hadith narrates the ac-
tions of Abu Talha’s wife to exemplify the virtue of sabr: When her child 
died, she did not inform her husband  until she conceived the following 
night. The hadith has the Prophet endorsing her be hav ior post facto.  Later 
consolation treatises, designed to comfort parents, included this tradition 
as typifying the exemplary be hav ior of the Prophet’s companions.15

Lamenting, niyaha, was condemned by the Islamic tradition. The root 
nwh does not occur in the Qur’an, nor does any term associated with the 
practice, such as ranna (to wail), ‘awwala (to bewail), khamasha (to scratch 
the face with the nails), shaqqa jayban (to tear the front of a garment), 
nashara sha‘ran (to let the hair down), latama (to strike the cheek), or 
nadaba (to bewail).16 These omissions exemplify the rejection of the instinc-
tive, uncivil practices of jahiliyya. Whereas the Qur’an is  silent about this 
practice, Muslim exegesis puts forward one verse in which a prohibition of 
niyaha is, according to commentators, implied in Surat al- Mumtahana:

O Prophet, when believing  women come to thee,
Swearing fealty to thee upon the terms that
they will not associate with God anything,
and will not steal, neither commit adultery,
nor slay their children, nor bring a calumny
they forge between their hands and their feet,
nor disobey thee in aught honorable,
ask forgiveness for them; God is all forgiving, All- compassionate. 

(Qur’an 60:12)

The generally accepted explanation in the exegetical tradition for “nor dis-
obey thee in aught honorable” is that this refers to niyaha, the tearing of 
clothes, the cutting of the hair, and the scratching of faces.17 This explana-
tion is also found in Ibn Sa‘d’s Tabaqat. In his chapter on the allegiance 
given by  women to the Prophet Muhammad, Ibn Sa‘d relates that Isma‘il b. 
‘Abd al- Rahman b. ‘Atiyya stated that he asked his grandmother Umm 
‘Atiyya about the meaning of the portion of the Qur’anic verse “nor dis-
obey thee in aught honorable,” and she answered, “He forbade us to la-
ment.” Abu Bakr b. ‘Abadallah similarly states that the Prophet received 
allegiance from  women “on the condition that they do not tear their clothes, 
nor wail, nor scratch their faces.” A third story refers to a  woman who came 
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to give allegiance to the Prophet, who recited to her the aforementioned 
verse; and “once he [the Prophet] reached the part ‘nor disobey thee in aught 
honorable,’ he said: do not lament.”18

Condemnation of niyaha is explicit in the compilations of hadiths, which 
include traditions admonishing crying over the dead and extravagant shows 
of grief. Niyaha, as an established institution of jahiliyya, was considered 
to be a legacy of paganism. As such, it was condemned by the Prophet, who 
said, as recorded in Muslim al- Naysaburi’s Sahih: “Four pre- Islamic (jahili) 
customs will be retained by my community. They are: boasting of the 
 family’s achievement (ahsab), attacking genealogies, invoking the planets 
in order to receive rain, and lamenting the dead (al- niyaha).”19 The Prophet 
is said, however, to have made a distinction between lamenting and weeping, 
niyaha and buka’. Grief and sorrow for the loss of a relative can be ex-
pressed, as the Prophet himself did when his only son died: “At the death 
of his son Ibrahim, the Prophet wept (baka). Someone said to him: O Mes-
senger of God, did you not forbid weeping? He said: I forbade nawah, the 
raising of one’s voice, in two instances: A voice raised in a state of happi-
ness . . .  and a voice in times of misfortune which shows itself in mutilating 
one’s face, tearing of clothes and a diabolical mourning cry. My personal 
tears express my compassion (rahma).”20 Thus, while lamenting (as wailing) 
was forbidden, weeping was permitted if discreetly done.

Another tradition in Muslim’s Sahih mentions that one of the Prophet’s 
daughters sent him a message that her son was on his deathbed. The Prophet 
ordered her to be patient, but she sent  after him asking for his presence. 
He went and, upon lifting the child in his arms, his eyes became tearful. He 
explained his reaction by saying, “This is a compassion that God brings 
into the hearts of mankind.”21 The Musnad of Abu Dawud includes the fol-
lowing tradition, which similarly distinguishes between niyaha and buka’: 
“He [the Prophet] permitted singing during weddings and also weeping 
(buka’) over the dead without lamenting (niyaha).”22 While consolation was 
a very desirable sunna (prophetic custom) which must be given to all, la-
menting the dead was forbidden. The most im por tant collections of pro-
phetic traditions— namely, those of al- Bukhari, Muslim, Abu Dawud, and 
al- Nasa’i— have transmitted that the Prophet instructed Muslims “not to 
bewail over a dead person.”23 Some traditions prohibit striking the head 
with the hands and the tearing of clothes when a calamity occurs. One tra-
dition specifi cally states that the one who strikes the face, tears the clothes, 
and summons the cause of jahiliyya does not belong to Muslims.24 What 
the prophetic tradition condemned was the gesturing and public histrionic 
manifestations of grief, a theatricality verging on a lack of sincerity. More-
over, the tradition was meant, perhaps, to discourage actions of lamenting 
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that would increase rather than obliterate the grief of the bereaved person. 
But most of all, wailing and manifestations of abandonment to grief  were 
deemed to be incompatible with resignation to God’s will and submission 
to his decisions.

 Women and Jahili Lament

If death ritual and response to fatality  were dramatic acts, it was of course 
 women who  were the main actresses in the per for mance. According to al- 
Mubarrad, in jahiliyya, if  women wished to exaggerate their sadness, they 
would shave their heads and strike their faces with their sandals.25 The 
 woman who lost her husband would shave her hair, scratch her face, and 
redden a piece of cotton with her own blood and place it on her head.26 
One of the most famous pre- Islamic scenes of lamentations provides 
glimpses into some of the practices that  women followed in lamenting their 
dead:

Whoever is happy with the killing of Malik,
let them come to our  women early in the day
He will fi nd the  women uncovered lamenting him,
hitting their faces . . .  
Scratching their faces over a young man
of good predisposition and  reputation.27

Pre- Islamic poetry functioned as a form of public register serving both as 
a method of communication and as the store house for collective memory, 
with poets representing their respective tribal interest. Within this system, 
 women  were entrusted with lamenting the dead as well as inciting men 
to war and to blood vengeance. The lament, which had ritualistic dimen-
sions, was performed at grave sites, tribal gatherings, and festivals.28 The 
poet Hassan b. Thabit describes the ways in which keening  women ex-
pressed their mourning:

O Mayya, arise and weep sadly at dawn as the keening  women do;
As those who carry heavy burdens cannot move for their weight
Who cry aloud scratching the faces of  free  women.
 . . .  They let their hair loose and their locks appear . . .  
They weep sadly like mourners whom fate has wounded,
Their heart scarred by painful wounds.29

The Sira reports that when the Prophet’s grand father ‘Abd al- Muttalib knew 
that his death was at hand, he summoned his six daughters and asked them 
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to cry over him so that he might hear what they would be saying upon his 
death. His dau gh ter Safi yya recited verses beginning with “I could not sleep 
for the voices of the keening  women.” His other daughters started their 
verses with something like “Be generous O eyes, with your pearly tears,”30 
refl ecting jahiliyya poetry recited on the occasion of death.

 Women’s role in lamentation during jahiliyya is epitomized in the person 
of al- Khansa’, the most famous of all the lamenting poets and the best- 
known female poet in the classical Arabic poetic tradition. Upon the death 
in  battle of her two bro th ers, her poetic potentialities burst forth in a never- 
ending strain of lament. Her hero and her obsession was her brother 
Sakhr.31 While al- Khansa’ lived most of her life in pre- Islamic times, post-
conversion stories refl ect the embarrassment al- Khansa’s newly converted 
kinsmen experienced at her continued mourning, both in the guise of ele-
gies and in her wearing of the pre- Islamic mourning garb. Anecdotes relate 
that al- Khansa’ revealed the reason of her deep grief to ‘A’isha, wife of the 
Prophet, when she asked her about the coarse camel hair shirt she was 
wearing: “What is this Khansa’? The Prophet, may God’s mercy be upon 
him, died and I did not wear it for him!” Al- Khansa’ answered by relating 
the unfailing support that Sakhr had given her in all moments of distress in 
her life. Three times she approached him in dire need, and he gave her half 
of his wealth. When she came a fourth time, his wife tried to persuade Sakhr 
not to give her anything, but he rejected this counsel, reciting, “Were death 
to destroy me, I am sure she would tear off her head- gear and put on a 
camel- hair bodice.”32 ‘A’isha and Caliph ‘Umar b. al- Khattab, on separate 
occasions, told al- Khansa’ that the bro th ers she was mourning and for 
whom she was composing elegies  were in hell, since they died before the 
appearance of Islam. Her answer both times was that this was all the more 
reason for her distress.33

These stories substantiate the disapproval in which pre- Islamic mourning 
institutions  were held  after the rise of Islam but at the same time empha-
size the strength of will of  women like al- Khansa’ in maintaining their 
mourning and expressions of grief, even in the face of societal censure.34 
James Bellamy states that it is hard to believe that al- Khansa’s grief for her 
bro th ers was so intense that it could only be purged by a hundred poems.35 
But was al- Khansa’s grief a solitary instance, or was it a refl ection of the 
uncontrollable passion that grief could unleash, of the primitive irrational 
taking hold?

The jahili lament can be paralleled with anthropological repre sen ta tions 
that globally framed lament as primitive to civilized socie ties. Spaniards, 
who described the funeral customs of non- European peoples, talked about 
the calm way in which Mexican Indians died and  were buried, in contrast 
to the  people of Guinea, who  were wild and uncivil, displaying their grief 
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by howling and crying. Such remarks suggest that mourning customs helped 
Eu ro pe ans distinguish between primitivism and savagery.36 Similarly, the 
new Islamic order found violent displays of grief offensive in that they al-
lowed nature to completely overwhelm culture. The poet Labid, for instance, 
warned his two daughters not to act, upon his death, in the manner of the 
 people of jahiliyya:

Behave and declare what you have been taught
do not scratch your faces or shave your heads.37

The fashioning of a new society that would deal with the drama of an 
individual’s death in an Islamic way meant that in contrast to pre- Islamic 
reactions, forbearance was, from now on, the correct Islamic response. In 
the context of the conquest of Khaybar, the Sira relates the reaction of one 
 woman who upon seeing her slain fellow (Jewish) tribesmen, “shrieked and 
slapped her face and poured dust on her head. When the Apostle saw her 
he said: ‘take this she- devil from me.’ ”38 It is, moreover, perhaps revealing 
that one of the few  women commanded by the Prophet to be killed was 
Sara, a singer and mourner (nawwaha) from Mecca who had gone to Me-
dina asking for the Prophet’s help, stating, “I have abandoned lamenting 
and singing.” The Prophet ordered that she be given food. However, when 
she returned to Mecca, she resumed her old religion, and started chanting 
insulting poetry about the Messenger of God. On the day of the conquest 
of Mecca, she was killed.39

The purpose of Islam’s injunction against excessive lamentation was to 
contain mourning. There  were thus religious prescriptions prohibiting la-
menting and traditions that explicitly condemned the work of the na’iha 
(professional mourner). The Prophet is reported to have said that the de-
ceased would be punished if a professional mourner was hired to keen by 
the grave. Another tradition has it that this punishment is reserved only for 
those who during their lives gave explicit instructions for professional 
mourners to attend their funerals. The opinion of the Prophet on profes-
sional female mourners is further expressed in the following utterance: “The 
professional mourner, if she feels no remorse before her own death, will arise 
on the Day of Judgment, but be held fast in skirts of tar and underskirts of 
sulfur.”40 One hadith states that the Prophet disapproved of the saliqa, the 
one who raises her voice in lamentation; the haliqa, the one who shaves 
her hair in lamentation; and the al- shaqqa, the one who tears her clothes 
in lamentation. Abu Dawud also includes in his collection a tradition that 
states that God’s curse is on the na’iha and the listener, al- mustami‘a (in the 
feminine form).41 The hired female mourner is, moreover, criticized by Ca-
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liph ‘Umar b. al- Khattab. She is someone who deserves no deference, as 
she hurts the dead in their tombs and prevents patience, whereas God has 
ordered it. She is cursed and promised punishment  unless she repents be-
fore she dies.42 Nevertheless, as mentioned above, the Prophet himself re-
quired that the  women of Medina lament Hamza’s passing. The seeming 
contradiction between the Prophet’s personal demand to lament Hamza and 
his general injunctions against lamentation produced the following hadith: 
“Every na’iha is in hell except for the na’iha of Hamza.”43

Female Lamentation and the Construction 
of a New Order

Grief organically arouses passion, as observed in Hind bint ‘Utba’s be hav ior 
 after the  battle of Badr, when her lamentation and call for vengeance pro-
longed and exacerbated tensions. Such be hav ior threatened to let the tem-
porary chaos of death and mourning spill over into society at large and 
threaten its stability. Hind used lamentation to keep alive her  family’s cause 
and to stir up the desire for revenge. Mourning  women  were indeed con-
sidered dangerous, especially since the themes developed by  women who 
lament  were at odds with the rhe toric of the public ideology of the emerging 
umma. The jahili  women’s be hav ior symbolized the forces of kin, nature, 
and emotion, while the Islamic discourse and rituals surrounding death sup-
pressed personal feeling.  Women’s lamentations  were thus deemed to be a 
refl ection of the impulsive, emotional  human reaction to death, which mo-
mentarily rules over self- control and piety.44 Passionate lamenting was dan-
gerous, all the more since it was inseparable from its status as a principally 
 women’s genre, and  women are represented as emotional and irrational, 
always requiring male control.45

Anthropologists have pointed to lament’s potential as an effective channel 
for venting dissatisfaction or protest. Indeed, linking lament too closely with 
emotion might obscure its character as an often po liti cally charged act. La-
ments  were per for mances not only of grief but also of grievance, moving 
some to violent revenge on behalf of the bereaved. In the ancient city of 
Athens, Solon blamed the emotional excesses of  women’s laments for causing 
barbaric blood feuds. The excessive mourning of Electra, Antigone, and 
Medea obscured their judgment and threw them into the realm of madness 
and death. In a similar fashion, perhaps, Hind mingled grief with rage and 
hatred to such an extent that it could be quenched only by an act of irra-
tional vio lence. And like Shakespeare’s Queen Margaret, who demanded 
recognition of the priority of her suffering, saying, “If ancient sorrow be 
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most reverend, / Give mine the benefi t of se niory,”46 Hind challenged the 
claim of the lamenter without peer, the grieving poet al- Khansa’, of being 
the most bereaved of all the Arabs, declaring herself to be the greatest of 
the Arabs in terms of catastrophes suffered. This was not simply a listing 
of catastrophes but rather a deliberate infl ammation of hatred. Queen Mar-
garet said, “Bear with me. I am hungry for revenge. . . .  Cancel his bond of 
life, dear God, I pray, / That I may live to say, The dog is dead,”47 in much 
the same way that Hind cursed and raged, giving vocal expression to her 
pain. She waits  until the next  battle to avenge  father, son, and  uncle. The 
passion of her grief is such that it potentially threatens the new order. 
Hind’s excessive call for revenge and her outrageous irrational acts stand, 
in the texts, in direct opposition to the accepting and quietist attitude with 
which Muslim  women  were supposed to react to the death of their male 
relatives.48

Lamentation has, historically, allowed  women to articulate their sorrow, 
to incite rage, to reveal their vulnerability when faced with a loved one’s 
death, and to remember and connect with the deceased.49 Ritual lamenta-
tion provided al- Khansa’ and Hind with a public platform from which they 
could speak and express their pain and need for revenge. The work of grief 
and the articulation of a grievance go together, as grief and grievance are 
linked in a linguistic sense as well as “within the psychic economy of loss.”50 
The  women who grieve at the same time that they protest and contest 
articulate their rage in uncompromising tones, making reconciliation 
impossible.

The narrative of Hind following the  battle of Badr and at the  battle of 
Uhud brings together vio lence, the female voice, and female lament, aligning 
each of these expressions with the irrational, the precultural, revealing the 
vacillation between the wild and the civilized, nature and culture. It is also 
a scene or freeze- frame, a marker of time between the pre- Islamic and Is-
lamic eras and the opposition to assimilation to the new—or any sense of— 
order. The verses recited by Hind incorporated passion and discontent 
with aversion and fantasy, thus developing a feminine mode of expression 
that challenged the new order. The Islamic answer to Hind’s excessive lam-
entations  after the  battle of Badr is refl ected in Safi yya’s response to the 
mutilation of her brother Hamza at the  battle of Uhud. The new Islamic 
ethos that Safi yya now represented called for a modifi cation of be hav ior, a 
display of restraint and forbearance. When Safi yya came to see the corpse 
of her brother, the Prophet told her son al- Zubayr to take her back “so that 
she does not see what has happened to her brother.” Safi yya refused, saying: 
“Why? I have heard that my brother has been mutilated for God’s sake . . .  
I will be calm and patient if it is God’s will.”51 Safi yya eulogized her brother 
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Hamza in verses that confi rm the profound belief of a Muslim  woman and 
her ac cep tance of God’s divine decree:

Are you my sisters asking in dread
The men of Uhud, the slow of speech and the eloquent?
The latter said Hamza is dead,
the best helper of the apostle of God.
God the true, the Lord of the Throne, called him
To live in paradise in joy. That is what we hoped and longed for.
Hamza on the day of gathering will enjoy the best reward.
By God I’ll never forget thee as long as the east wind blows,
In sorrow and weeping,  whether at home or in travel
 . . .  I said when my  family raised their lamentation,
God reward him, fi ne brother and helper as he was!52

Safi yya was mirroring the new paradigm of how the  women of the emerging 
umma  were to confront mortality. Safi yya’s patient reaction and words at 
the sight of the corpse of Hamza refl ect a withdrawal from the female world 
of lament, shifting emotions away from the morbid relish of female grief, 
giving instead the death of the fallen martyrs its full meaning. In this case, 
it is a  woman, a Muslim  woman, who translates the new mood, the new 
ideology, which prohibits lamentation over the dead and promotes an ethic 
of patience when confronting the tests of time and the decrees of God. Even 
the reactions to the Prophet’s own death  were to follow Islamic prescrip-
tions. When Umm Ayman, the Prophet’s nurse (hadina), cried upon hearing 
of the Prophet’s death, she is said to have defended herself by saying, “By 
God, I do not cry over him knowing that he has departed to what is better 
for him than this world; I cry for the termination of revelation.”53 This was 
again emphasized by Muhammad’s companion Asma’ bint ‘Umays, who, 
upon hearing of the Prophet’s death, shrieked. Someone called out: “Are 
you crying over the Messenger of God? Are you shrieking over the Mes-
senger of God? Asma’ answered: We are neither crying over the Messenger 
of God nor are we shrieking over him but for the termination of revelation 
(inqita‘al-wahi ‘anna).”54

The audible female voice in ritual lamentation induced anxiety, since it 
gave vent to the uncontrollable and irrational, that is, essentially feminine, 
emotions. The devaluation of feminine utterance is the consequence of an-
choring the female voice in the female body, which confers upon it the 
conventional associations of femininity with emotion and irrationality.55 
 Women’s lamentation came to constitute an offense against the new Muslim 
community. While the death of members in the jahili context may bring 
disorder, for the Muslims, death of individual members does not threaten 

Bereitgestellt von | New York University Bobst Library Technical Services
Angemeldet

Heruntergeladen am | 15.12.15 11:49



50 Women’s Lamentation and Death Rituals in Early Islam 

the sacred communal ties of the umma, since the loss involves not only the 
blood relatives of the fallen but also the entire community.56 Muslim  women 
 were to become the medium through which “correct” grief and emotion 
would erase the offense of their jahili past.

In the Sira of Ibn Hisham, the death of the Prophet is grieved only by the 
offi cial male poet Hassan b. Thabit (d. 40/659 or 54/673), whose long poem 
forms the closure to this lengthy biography. There, no  women are found 
lamenting. In the Muslim umma,  women’s lament, the female voice at once 
stigmatized, ideologically “marked” and construed as a prob lem, is now su-
perseded by the culturally sanctioned male voice of Hassan b. Thabit. And, 
indeed, while Ibn Sa‘d’s Tabaqat includes a large number of elegies recited 
on the occasion of the Prophet’s death, by, among  others, the companion 
Abu Bakr, the poet Ka‘b b. Malik, and the daughters of ‘Abd al- Muttalib, 
the majority of verses are by the offi cial poet, Hassan b. Thabit.57 The verses 
refl ect a change from the pre- Islamic style, genre, and method of composi-
tion, away from the ideals of pagan tribalism and  toward the new Islamic 
ideal defended by an emerging po liti cal and religious community. Unlike 
the pre- Islamic poet who defended his tribe against rival tribes, the new 
polarity, depicted in Hassan’s poetry, was one between the faithful and their 
adversaries.58

Islam was not alone in eliminating the role of  women in mourning rit-
uals. In ancient Greece, the outlawing of public female mourning by Solon 
in the sixth  century bc had given way in Athens to two new discursive 
modes of mourning, namely, the tragedy and the offi cial state funeral ora-
tion. A predominantly female oral tradition was rewritten as a set of per-
for mance conventions that excluded female performers and female mem-
bers of the audience. Mourning was reappropriated in a pro cess that negated 
the female. It is as if the attempt to impinge on  women’s ritual authority 
through suppressing their lamentations was a move to silence them. Regu-
lating mourning equaled regulating  women, so strongly does the recip-
rocal relation between  women and mourning assert itself in the ancient 
Greek texts.59 Similarly, in the emerging Muslim umma, there was a bi-
nary and gendered opposition between the offi cial (male- performed and 
male- attended) and the unoffi cial (female lamentation) modes of mourning. 
Death was to leave the private, personal domain of the female and enter 
into the public and po liti cal world of the male. Lamenting  women who 
symbolized disorder and jahili ways  were to be replaced by institutional-
ized poets such as Hassan b. Thabit, who  were henceforward allotted the 
task of expressing the new Muslim community’s reaction to a given loss.

But such reformed discipline in ritual lament was not easy to follow, since 
it is through the acts of tending the dead that  women carry out the soul’s 
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serious work necessary upon loss of a loved one.60 Denying the veracity of 
certain beliefs, practices, and rituals was not enough to eradicate them. A 
gap would persist between offi cial theology and pop u lar practice. The new 
models of be hav ior would not easily displace the ancient mourning cus-
toms. For instance, Nu‘m, wife of Shammas b. ‘Uthman, a Muslim  woman 
whose husband was martyred at Uhud, elegized him in verses that did not 
conform to the attitude of forbearance expected from a Muslim  woman. 
Her elegy followed the manner of pre- Islamic elegies:

O eye be generous, let thy tears fl ow spontaneously
For the noble and victorious warrior
 . . .  I said in anguish when news of his death came,
The generous man who fed and clothed
 others has perished.61

A similar reaction was observed upon the death of Hanzala, one of the com-
panions of the Prophet. His wife lamented him, and neighbors reprimanded 
her, warning her that such an attitude would thwart her.62 The reaction of 
Hamna bint Jahsh, another of Muhammad’s companions, refl ected the 
dangers of  women’s emotionality, although she tried to abide by the new 
Islamic injunctions of controlled mourning. Having been told of the death 
of her brother ‘Abdallah, she responded, “We belong to God and to God 
we return.” Then she was told of the death of her maternal  uncle Hamza, 
and she uttered the same words for him. But when told of the death of her 
husband, Mus‘ab b. ‘Umayr, she shrieked and wailed.63 While the temporal 
culture urged conformity to the new order of Islamic propriety,  women ig-
nored the social expectation to self- suppress their emotions when enduring 
grief, and hence continued at least part of the death practices left over 
from jahiliyya.

During his lifetime, the Prophet had to constantly teach the proper atti-
tude  toward death that was compatible with the new belief and, thus, to 
draw the line between the old and new order. For instance, when Ja‘far b. 
Abi Talib was killed at the  battle of Mu’ta, someone informed the Prophet 
that the womenfolk of Ja‘far  were crying. The Prophet twice ordered them 
to refrain from such be hav ior, and twice they desisted. ‘A’isha claims that the 
Prophet said, “Go and fi ll their mouths with sand.”64 In one version, Ja‘far’s 
wife, Asma’ bint ‘Umays, relates that upon learning that Ja‘far was killed: 
“I stood up and screamed, and the  women came to me. The Prophet began 
to say: O Asma’, do not speak obscene words or beat your chest!” Another 
version, which projects a more appropriate response on the part of Asma’, 
has the Prophet asking her, “O Asma’, will you not rejoice?” She replied, 
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“But of course for you are dear to me.” He said, “Indeed, God most high 
has made two wings for Ja‘far that he may fl y with them to paradise!” She 
replied, “By my  father and my mo ther, O messenger of God, inform the 
 people of that.”65 Hadith compilations have included, moreover, specifi c 
directives as to the mourning restrictions that Asma’ was to follow: “Asma’ 
bint ‘Umays said that when Ja‘far was killed, the Prophet came to see us 
and he said: stand up, wear the clothes of mourning (al- hidad) for three 
days, and then do what you please.”66

The nuance involved between crying and lamenting, but more specifi cally 
the potential for excessive be hav ior around death, is yet again connected to 
the death of the Prophet’s  uncle, Hamza. When the Prophet returned from 
Uhud,  women came to cry for Hamza by the Prophet’s home upon the lat-
ter’s request: “The Prophet slept and  later woke up and they  were still 
crying so he said: woe unto them! They are still  here! Let them go back 
and never cry again over a dead person.”67 The Prophet had expected con-
trolled and restricted weeping over Hamza and thus reprimanded the 
 women when he saw that they  were extending their emotional outburst be-
yond the newly instituted norms.

 Women’s continued connection to lamenting is evoked by Umm ‘Atiyya, 
who states: “The Prophet ordered us when we came to give him alle-
giance not to lament. Not a  woman among us kept her promise except for 
fi ve  women.”68 Even on his deathbed, as his dau gh ter Fatima started to cry, 
he told her, “Do not cry, child, and say when I die: we belong to God and 
to Him we return.”69 The tension persisted, nevertheless, between what the 
offi cial religion allowed and what would actually be done: the grandson of 
the Prophet, Husayn, instructed his sister Zaynab before his death, “O sister 
fi nd solace in God’s consolation . . .  I beseech you not to rend your garment 
on my behalf, not to scratch your face or break out in wailing.”70 Such texts 
imply that  women instinctively resisted the newly prescribed suppression 
of their lament, echoing the primal,  human urge to physically express their 
grief in public or private, and demonstrating a lack of concern for their au-
dience and for their new faith.

Ignaz Goldziher collected information about the per sis tence of lamenta-
tion practices, including the following episodes: the wife of al- Hasan erected 
a tent over his grave and maintained it for a year; the  women of the Mu-
ghira clan placed their hair on the grave of the Muslim hero Khalid b. al- 
Walid; a poet saw girls beating their faces by the grave of an Abbasid prince 
in Samarra’; Ibn al- Athir al- Jazari, a court secretary  under Saladin, quoted 
a decree containing instructions which he wrote on the nomination of a 
muhtasib (market inspector): “To matters often practiced contrary to the 
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religious sunna belong the holding of assemblies of condolence, the wearing 
of black or blue mourning clothes, and imitation of the jahiliyya with 
wailing, excessive weeping and heart- rending grief bordering on deliberate 
provocation of God’s anger.” Goldziher provided these examples as proof 
that several features of jahiliyya practice endured in Islamic culture despite 
the opposition of the pious Muslims.71

This female contestation of the many prophetic injunctions to follow re-
straint and accept God’s decree seems to have continued all the way down 
to the Mamluk period. Usama b. Munqidh, the prince of the Syrian locality 
of Shayzar, described a mo ther whose son had been killed by the Franks 
as an el derly  woman, who would perform dirges for the deceased and la-
ment for her son.72 Upon the death of the Ayyubid sultan al- Malik al- ‘Adil 
in 615/1218, his son, al- Mu‘azzam ‘Isa, ripped his clothes and struck his 
head and face; when al- Mu‘azzam himself died,  women who never left their 
homes stood with their children in the streets and marketplaces, ripping 
their clothes and disheveling their hair, lamenting him for a full month.73 
We also read that when the Mamluk sultan al- Ashraf died in 693/1294, his 
jawari (slave girls) went out uncovered, slapping their faces in lamentation. 
His children and his ghulman (slave youths) stepped out as well, splitting 
their clothes and clamoring. His young slaves and the wives of the offi cers 
who  were attached to his ser vice put on the vestments of mourning and 
deambulated in the streets in the com pany of professional mourners who 
celebrated his funerary oration.74

In the eighth/ fourteenth  century, the jurist Ibn al- Hajj (d. 737/1336–1337) 
denounced the numerous “innovations” and un- Islamic manners that he ob-
served in the female customs associated with death rituals, stating that 
“ women expose their faces and spread their hair, they blacken both face 
and body, and lament and wail in loud, shrieking voices.”75 Ibn al- Hajj ex-
pounds how a na’iha was hired to intensify the atmosphere of mourning, 
leading female relatives and friends to the beats of the tambourine, the 
wailer orchestrating a power ful scene of lamentation.  Women indulged in 
these scenes, in defi ance of the sharia (religious law), for several days and 
nights  after the death.76 Social and religious inhibitions  were  little regarded, 
and the  women gave vent to their sorrow and their pain in a most vehe-
ment manner. A  woman coming to pre sent her condolences would enter 
while shouting her distress, striking and scratching her face, and “the 
nawa’ih (professional mourners) [would] receive her in their usual repre-
hensible ways.”77 The continuance of  women lamenters and professional 
mourners revealed their hesitancy to integrate into their new religious selves 
and kept them at the border between pagan and Muslim, wild and subdued. 
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The use of professional mourners thus continued in spite of clear condem-
nation, and Islam came to understand wailing as a common, intractable 
pagan rite that survived despite religious efforts to abolish it.78

While the evidence so far provided comes from mainstream Sunni sources 
refl ecting be hav ior within the Sunni community, the Shi‘i carried lamen-
tation to a far higher level  after the martyrdom at Karbala’ of the Proph-
et’s grandson al- Husayn in 61/680, an event that caused Shi‘ism to be de-
scribed as a religion of lament. Lamenting the  family of the Prophet carried 
with it an elite connotation, certainly of prestige. Although the Shi‘i  legal 
books rec ord opposition to violent lament, the tone of some traditions is 
ambivalent, since wailing for the imams was deemed appropriate.79 Weeping 
was to be a reminder of the sufferings of al- Husayn, whose death serves as 
a basis for identity and cohesion in the Shi‘i community. It is signifi cant 
that  here again lamenting for al- Husayn was initiated by a  woman, his sister 
Zaynab, who is said to have instituted the majlis, the mourning assemblies 
held to commemorate the tragedy of Karbala’, as a fundamental ritual. Al- 
Tabari says that as the  women passed al- Husayn and his  family, they 
shrieked and tore at their faces. Passing by al- Husayn’s body, Zaynab cries 
out: “O Muhammad! . . .  Here is al- Husayn in the open, covered with his 
blood; his limbs torn off.”80 In a further statement that cannot but evoke 
the martyrdom of the Prophet’s  uncle Hamza at Uhud, she exclaims: “Do 
you know what liver of the Prophet you have split? What blood of him 
you have shed?”81  Women’s lament  here refl ects a righ teous voice and a 
mature transition from unruly, sacrilegious wailing to reverent lament; it is 
evidence of the evolution of the emotional pre sen ta tion, yet at the same time 
proof that the act of lamenting itself, by virtue of its own primal power, 
could not be eradicated.

While in the fi rst/seventh and second/eighth centuries Shi‘i lamentation 
sessions (majalis al- niyaha)  were held in private or around the shrines of 
the imams, the third/ninth  century witnessed the appearance of professional 
mourners, both men and  women, who used lamentation elegies that they 
composed to commemorate al- Husayn and his  family. By the fourth/tenth 
 century, Shi‘i men and  women  were parading in the streets of Baghdad in 
pro cessions, mourning al- Husayn. Al- Tanukhi talks about Khilb, a na’iha 
in Baghdad, who lamented al- Husayn and the  family of the Prophet in pri-
vate  houses, because at the time  people  were unable to lament publicly for 
fear of the intransigent Hanabila. Khilb’s work posed a threat to her own 
life, for the head of the Hanabila said, “I have heard that a na’iha known 
as Khilb is lamenting; get her and kill her.”82 The attack on lamenting and 
its professional practitioner, the na’iha, thus sometimes resulted from such 
intersectarian tensions. The death of al- Husayn would continue to serve as 
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a fundamental basis for identity and cohesion in the Shi‘i community, es-
pecially so in the continuity of sorrow which is most powerfully presented 
in the mo ther of the martyred imam, Fatima, who remains the mistress of 
the House of Sorrows, both in this world and in the world to come.83

Shi‘i lamenting and weeping, which, as noted,  were performed by both 
 women and men, appear in the mainstream texts as excessive; by exten-
sion it is the entire community that appears as dangerously extreme. Given 
that this grief-  and grievance- triggered response is of a refl exive nature, we 
may understand the fact that it was forbidden but still practiced as evidence 
of the innate diffi culty that  human nature has in complying with the re-
pression of an intrinsic impulse—it is as if lament is unleashed all the more 
because it is felt and seen as unacceptable, thereby rendering its release 
all the more urgent. In so  doing,  women’s re sis tance demonstrated not only 
the immediacy of their emotion but also the weakness of their faith. More-
over, since mourning and lamenting are primarily female occupations, is a 
community whose redemptive suffering enjoins and provokes weeping 
hence feminized? But in  either case,  whether Sunni or Shi‘i, it is  women who 
are the main offenders, blurring the boundaries between the old and new 
 orders through their excessive lamenting and emotional indulgence, and in 
some ways prolonging a more complete evolution from pagan be hav ior to 
Islamic comportment, hence jeopardizing the order required by the new re-
gime. Emotion, especially when it is passionate, is seen as subversive, de-
structive, and dangerous.

The Per sis tence of Female Lamentation and the 
Enactment of Islamic Identity

The stubborn adherence to lamentation, despite the Islamic injunctions, but-
tressed and reconstructed ideologies of the illogicality of a  woman’s nature 
and her essential lack of authority and control.84 Such manifestations, 
 whether in any way real or merely textual repre sen ta tions, refl ected and 
consolidated the new gender constructions, which regarded such be hav ior 
not only as unmasculine but also as un- Islamic, having been undertaken 
by those who  were the opposite of both constructs—in other words,  women 
and jahilis (or sectarians). These displays reinforced the belief that if left 
uncontrolled,  women would revert to a wild and untamed condition, to the 
era of jahiliyya.

The theologian Ibn Taymiyya, in the eighth/ fourteenth  century, criticized 
the tenacity of pre- Islamic customs among Muslims of his time, which, to 
his mind, constituted a jahiliyya in a restricted sense. He explained that the 
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term jahiliyya is applied to a certain state (hal) or to the carrier of that state 
(dhu al- hal). Jahiliyya, Ibn Taymiyya confi rms, exists in Muslim lands and 
among many Muslims, just as the Prophet had stated: “Four characteris-
tics dating from jahiliyya persist among my  people.”85  Women  were clearly 
responsible for carry ing on at least one of these, namely, lamenting the dead.

The jahili rituals that survived, notably female lamentation,  were the 
source and the fi eld of a strug gle for power between the religious creativity 
of the masses and the establishment’s need for control.86 The rationale for 
prohibiting excessive grieving practices was based on the conviction that 
the show of great sadness on the deaths of friends and relatives implies a 
denial of the promise of being brought back to life on the Last Day. It was 
necessary to convince believers that death is the beginning of eternal life 
instead of something mournful. But the rejection of ritual mourning went 
beyond such associations to involve proper comportment, especially the 
avoidance of jahili excesses, epitomized by Hind as well as by the extreme 
emotionality of  women lamenters.

The emerging Islamic community, in this period of great historical tran-
sition, strove to establish a new order that sought to replace kinship and 
the power of blood relations with the emergent ethical order based on the 
principles of the new umma. The intense acts of lamentation of Hind and 
other jahili  women stood in contrast to the controlled, quietist attitude the 
 women of the new Muslim order  were expected to follow in reaction to 
the death of their loved ones, thus highlighting a binary construction of an 
ideal type of Muslim womanhood against an equally constructed jahili 
womanhood.87 The “Islamization” of death rituals implied, fi rst and fore-
most, the stifl ing of emotional outbursts, most specifi cally of lamenting (ni-
yaha), that pietists associated with jahili practices. However close to  actual 
pre- Islamic practice, niyaha became the construct of ideologues striving to 
defi ne by opposition the ideal Islamic ritual.88

Ritual lament was perhaps the foremost medium in which  women ex-
pressed themselves and their concerns publicly and could therefore exert 
some infl uence on their community’s affairs, posing a subtle challenge to 
the dominant ideology of the early Muslim umma. The rites of mourning 
are a society’s means of performing and containing grief. The po liti cal is 
not only tightly related to, but perhaps even arises out of, the rites and rit-
uals of mourning, since “there is no politics without an or ga ni za tion of the 
time and space of mourning, without a topolitology of the sepulcher.”89 
Seeing the danger and po liti cal potential of extreme grief, the emerging 
umma tried to bring funerary be hav ior  under state control, and thus estab-
lish masculine (that is, rational) control over death rituals. Male pietists 
feared that wild, wailing  women would counteract the good intentions of 
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the reserved Muslim men who obeyed God’s will and wished to establish 
the new order’s death rites.90 But all of this was an ideal scheme frustrated 
by the reality of wailing  women, whose spontaneous poetry and unpredict-
able be hav ior epitomized the chaos of pre- Islamic times and who gave in 
to their instinctive urges. Death rituals, especially lamentation, became one 
of the lieux de mémoire, an institutionalized realm where true memory is 
stored, taking refuge “in gestures and habits, in skills passed down by un-
spoken traditions, in the body’s inherent self- knowledge, in unstudied re-
fl exes and ingrained memories,” in the words of Pierre Nora.91

Our texts saw  women’s lament as an inferior model of comportment: 
pagan, feminine, and emotional. Grief was to be regulated and governed, 
and clear rules  were formulated for its per for mance. Jahiliyya as a point of 
origin became the domain that needs to be controlled, a historical moment 
that is to be put decisively  behind. The self- mastery of the early Muslims 
operated in ways to help them distinguish themselves from the unruliness 
ascribed to both the period of jahiliyya and  women’s be hav ior. The new 
order sought to bring  women’s laments and public displays of grief  under 
control and to adapt them for its purposes. The early Muslims recognized 
the threat of leaving this daring resource in the control of  women, whose 
ritual be hav ior had its roots in jahiliyya custom.

The canon of Islamic funerary practices set forth in fi qh (jurisprudence) 
lit erature provides a structure of order and meaning for the bereaved. But 
to understand Islamic beliefs and practices relating to death, we must stress 
that Muslim bereavement practices took shape between what is prescribed 
and what is performed, as death produces reactions that challenge, condone, 
or bargain with religious prescriptions, which consist of formalized rules 
and gain power by being embedded in divine will and prophetic example. 
The performed dimension of religion, however, is suppler and gives  people 
the freedom to appropriate, contest, adapt, and change religious and cultural 
norms.92 Elisheva Baumgarten has refl ected on the “religiousness” of cer-
tain practices and on how medieval  women rendered some daily actions as 
“religious proclamations.”93 In this par tic u lar case  women’s continued in-
volvement in lamentation suggests, even if obliquely, the weakness of their 
faith. The anthropologist Lila Abu Lughod has concluded that the “tradi-
tionally gendered rituals where  women lament the  people they have lost 
and men instead invoke God will become an im por tant means by which 
 women publicly enact their own moral and ultimately social inferiority.”94

The cultural authority of the  women lamenters was overtaken by the 
civilizing power of the transformation. However,  women (some of them, 
at least), as the protectors of cultural identity, withstood assimilation and 
maintained the rituals related to death. The  women who continued to 
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lament the dead  were, in a sense, societal in- betweens and spiritual go- 
betweens, entering as they did the “in- between” spaces that initiate new 
repre sen ta tions of identity and pioneer points of cooperation and contro-
versy.95 Thus, while their re sis tance refl ected at the surface a certain pas-
sivity, it was latently a boundary- maintaining mechanism against the new 
male- dominated order.

The new instructions regarding be hav ior about death created a temporal 
boundary between the time of jahiliyya and the time of Islam. The construc-
tion of “Islamness” required the invention of Islam as a religion, as an or-
ga nized body of belief and ritual severed from earlier cultural practices, no-
tably those that surround death.  Women’s lamentation will continue to 
represent, in the age of rapid religious change, a retarding effect of attitudes 
and rituals from the pre- Islamic past which remain operative in the Islamic 
pre sent. Their repetition, which is the very nature of rituals, represents, ac-
cording to Clifford Geertz, “an enactment, a materialization, a realization 
of the worldview encapsulated in myth and symbol,”96 implying continuity 
with the past. The textual examples give a pivotal role to the fi gure of the 
lamenting  woman, underscoring the degree to which  women participated 
in the shaping— through ac cep tance or opposition—of changing religious 
practice.  Whether they  were performing jahiliyya or articulating their re-
formed Islamic selves, through lamenting or abstaining from lament,  women 
 were inherent markers of identity and belonging.
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In his analy sis of the rise of persecution in medieval Eu rope, R.  I. 
Moore suggests that “the very pro cess of identifying and rebutting heresy 

[gives] it greater coherence,” transforming disparate and inarticulate here-
sies into an image of a threatening monster. Heresy, when acknowledged 
and attacked, gains greater visibility and prominence, but its exposition is 
not necessarily representative of the  actual peril it poses to an established 
regime or orthodoxy. The heresiological lit erature misrepresented the her-
etics, exaggerating their number, their indulgent be hav ior, their convictions, 
and their sphere of infl uence.1 Eu rope developed a tradition of persecution 
of outsider groups, including heretics, defi ned according to well- established 
ste reo types that placed  women and sexuality at center stage.2 Indeed, charges 
of sexual deviance have been generally attached to heretical movements. In 
twelfth- century Eu rope, the Waldensians  were described as unrestrained he-
donists, forsaking the spiritual for sensual experience. The Cathars  were 
also accused of teaching  free sex, and the Council of Rheims in ad 1157 
condemned sex orgies as a part of their heretical be hav ior. A  century ear-
lier in the Byzantine Empire, the theme of sexual transgression was similarly 
deployed in the polemic against the Paulicians who  were accused of par-
taking in orgiastic and incestuous be hav ior.3

All these attitudes render the study of  women and sexuality in premodern 
heretical movements problematic. The heresiological sources  were written 
from the point of view of self- identifi ed orthodoxy; moreover, they  were 

The Heretical Within

The Qaramita and the Intimate Realm
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authored by men who used the heretical  woman as a vehicle to assert their 
own orthodox male selfhood.4 Such narratives reveal, consequently,  little 
about the  women in the groups in question and a lot about how male writers 
used stories of  women to drive and challenge conceptions of gender rela-
tions and sexuality, and, more broadly, determine how  women functioned 
as tropes in this discourse.5 I analyze the way antiheretical polemic was used 
in mainstream Sunni sources regarding one Islamic heretical group, the Qa-
ramita; more specifi cally, I examine how  women and sexuality  were used 
as ploys for boundary defi nition and differentiation. Sunni texts imply that 
the Qaramita promoted a sexual ethic that radically differed from the “cor-
rect” Muslim one. Their purported sexual licentiousness was used as a 
polemical tool to exclude them from the body politic.

Heresy in Islam

There is no specifi c Islamic term for heresy. In a sense there is no heresy in 
Islam, if one is to follow the Christian defi nition, as in the Abbasid era there 
was no dominant religious voice with the moral or coercive authority to 
impose its views to the exclusion of all  others. There could, therefore, be 
no orthodoxy but rather a variety of opposing parties competing for the 
right to defi ne doctrine.6 In theory, every Muslim was  free to propagate his 
or her own vision of Islam while condemning other visions as “corruptions.” 
This meant that every theological school of thought upheld its own ver-
sion of orthodoxy while accusing other groups of delusion and heresy. As 
orthodoxy had been contested in this fashion, it seemed rather fl uid. But, 
nevertheless, ijma‘, the unanimous opinion of qualifi ed jurists belonging to 
the classical Sunni schools of law, had the ultimate claim to defi ne Islamic 
orthodoxy. All other opinions came to be considered heterodox.7

The authority of consensus became an established princi ple in Sunni ju-
risprudence by the fourth/tenth  century, with the consequence that vio-
lating it risked accusations of heresy. Orthodoxy is a pro cess, and its his-
tory is one of how claims to truth come to be enshrined in social practices 
such as rituals and in institutions such as the “community of scholars,” the 
‘ulama.8 As Hamid Dabashi points out, “orthodox” and “heterodox” are 
polemical rather than hermeneutic terms, and it was the po liti cal success 
of a par tic u lar interpretative reading that rendered a religious position “or-
thodox.”9 The Sunni Muslims represented early Islam as a single, uniform 
community with a fi rm canon and foundation from which sects developed 
and strayed from the  whole. Theologians who  were determining the con-
tent of the sunna had to indicate who would belong and who would re-
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main outside it. They identifi ed when an individual’s error or a deed be-
yond the scope of the sunna was considered unbelief.10 However, even 
within the Sunni branch of Islam, the complexity of doctrinal developments 
prevented a single idea of “orthodoxy.”

The Arabic term that comes close to defi ning heresy is zandaqa, which 
originally connoted believers in dualist doctrines who nominally professed 
Islam, but which was  later generalized to include holders of unorthodox, 
unpop u lar, and other wise suspect beliefs.11 The term zandaqa came to be 
used for all kinds of heretical deviation  until eventually it designated more 
than  simple error— namely, unbelief. Another term connoting heresy, ghu-
luww, is related to exaggeration or excess in one’s religious belief, such as 
the denial of prophecy and Islamic law or the preaching of antinomianism. 
The term ilhad came into use in the early Abbasid age to signify not so much 
adherence to false religious doctrine as rejection of religion as such— 
materialist skepticism and atheism. With the consolidation of Sunni ortho-
doxy in the fourth/tenth  century, heresiography came to employ set designa-
tions for those considered opponents of Sunnism: Batiniyya (those groups 
rejecting the literal wording of the sacred text and stressing instead batin, 
the inward meaning, most especially the Isma‘ilis), Qadariyya (theologians 
embracing the princi ple of  free will), and Ibahiyya (antinomian groups). 
However, consistency in these defi nitions was never achieved.12

Marina Rustow suggests that to challenge the power the Qaraites wielded 
in the Jewish community, the fi fth/eleventh- century Rabbanites of the 
Fatimid Empire accused them of heresy. Rustow underlines that beliefs in 
Islam and Judaism became heretical when religious majority authorities ap-
plied the use of force.13 Similarly, according to Sherman Jackson, in the 
absence of a formal ecclesiastical hierarchy, all that is needed to establish 
and sustain any orthodoxy is authority, which may be formal or informal. 
Orthodox creed, elusive as it was, could be established only through state 
support.14 The question of which movement constituted a sect and which 
set of beliefs constituted heresy was not deci ded by dogma but by the views 
of the majority or by a minority’s lack of success. Persecution was founded 
in the temporal mind- set and on chance rather than on dogma and law;15 
and thus, in some sense, orthodoxy came to mean the ac cep tance of the 
existing order, whereas heresy represented its criticism or rejection.

According to Daniel Boyarin, the invention of heresy is essential to the 
creation of the discursive category of orthodoxy; hence the two notions 
“come into the world of discourse together,” always to be defi ned in each 
other’s context, “borders within” being constructed so as to eradicate se-
mantic and social fuzziness and produce fully separate entities.16 This is how 
many religions and regimes have originated—by standing in opposition to 
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the beliefs or mores of a pre de ces sor or neighbor who in some way is seen 
as a threat. As long as orthodoxy and heresy are codependent, the antago-
nism they share for each other, the innate sense of confl ict, will live and 
breathe— constantly grating against each other and redefi ning their own 
and each other’s boundaries. In his account of the transition from pa-
ganism to Chris tian ity in late antiquity, Peter Brown has described such a 
tactic as conductive to peaceful coexistence: “Clear cut enemies and fi rm 
codes of avoidance, based on a sharp sense of pollution, can have the ef-
fect of protecting religious groups from each other. It gives them room to 
back off.”17

Most heterodox information has not been preserved and is available only 
through the mediation of the heresiographers, whose texts are late, sche-
matic, and frequently hostile to the doctrines and groups they describe. The 
opacity of the sources, given what we know about heretical groups and 
what the mainstream Sunni historians and traditionalists wanted to pre-
serve, refl ects the biases of the emergent Sunni orthodoxy. Historical de-
velopments have, therefore, been hidden  behind a polemical image and a 
negative paradigm.18

The Sunni lit erature, in par tic u lar, sought to defi ne the doctrinal basis 
for a Sunni orthodoxy by applying a sectarian label to all those who did 
not fi t the mold. This became the basis for exposing their infamies, leading 
to  either a legally derived charge of heresy or outright demonization. The 
genre of fi raq (heresiography) included discussions of comparative religion, 
sectarian beliefs, and religious polemic, the authorial aims focusing on “the 
encyclopedic and taxonomic desiderata of the heresiographical genre, such 
as the delineation and establishment of communal boundaries.”19 The fi raq 
lit erature has been described as an effort to form a conception of an or-
thodox center in Islam and to reveal the presence of the heterodox bodies 
as distinct from the center.20

The interest in describing sects partly owes its impetus to its usefulness 
in defi ning Sunni doctrine by contrasting it with heretical views. Debates 
about “heresy” brought basic beliefs into focus as notions of orthodoxy 
and heresy led to more coherent religious communities and, in turn, rein-
forced group identities. And indeed, the formulation of Sunni doctrine 
evolved from counteracting or renouncing the heresies.21 The Shafi ‘i 
Ash‘ari theologian ‘Abd al- Qahir al- Baghdadi (d. 429/1037) aimed in 
his Al- Farq bayn al- fi raq, a classic in the heresiographical tradition, to con-
struct an apologetical treatise in order to advocate the Sunni doctrine and 
to denounce the heresies that  were threatening it. His aim was not to write 
a history of the sects but to elaborate a normative classifi cation of the sects 
in terms of their relative distance from the Sunnis, the only repositories of 
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the  whole truth. Since he considered these sects to be guilty of apostasy, he 
thereby provided legitimacy to all the repressive mea sures that the state un-
dertook in the past and that it would undertake in the  future against the 
extremist and redoubtable sects that survived, namely, those of the Ba-
tiniyya.  Under the appellation Batiniyya, Al- Farq includes the Qaramita of 
Iraq, Syria, and Bahrain as well as the Fatimids of Egypt. In his treatise, al- 
Baghdadi demonstrates that the credo of the Batiniyya is incompatible with 
the Muslim religion. The thesis of the Al- Farq, which is repeated by  the 
heresiographers and other sources, is that Batiniyya, Qaramita, Isma‘iliyya, 
and ‘Ubaydiyya designate,  under  different names, the diverse manifesta-
tions of one movement whose main aim is to demolish the religious and 
po liti cal edifi ce of Islam.22 These terms, it should be emphasized,  were 
often used interchangeably in the sources, as will become obvious in the 
following discussion.

Historical Background of the Qaramita

The history of early Isma‘ilism, extending from the mid- second/eighth 
 century to the establishment of the Fatimid caliphate in the early third/
ninth  century, is obscure, and  until recently the Isma‘ilis, like all move-
ments of contestation which are described mostly through their opponents’ 
opinions,  were judged primarily on the basis of evidence provided by 
their adversaries. The anti- Isma‘ili version of the Sunni polemists has been 
traced to a work written by Abu ‘Abdallah Muhammad b. ‘Ali b. Rizam in 
the early fourth/tenth  century. While Ibn Rizam’s polemical treatise has 
been lost, excerpts of it have been preserved and  were used in another anti- 
Isma‘ili work written about 370/980 by Akhu Muhsin (d. ca. 375/985–986). 
Most of Akhu Muhsin’s work has also been lost, but im por tant portions of 
it have been preserved by three Egyptian historians. It is this account by Ibn 
Rizam- Akhu Muhsin aimed at discrediting the  whole Isma‘ili movement 
that constituted the basis for most subsequent Sunni writings on the sub-
ject.23 Indeed, it became one of the main sources from which heresiogra-
phers and polemicists drew their knowledge about the secret doctrines of 
the Batinis. According to Wilfred Madelung, they discovered in the account 
enough atheism, libertinism, and blasphemy to justify the disrepute in which 
the heretics  were held.24

 After its underground beginnings, the Isma‘ili movement erupted on the 
historical stage around the mid- third/ninth  century as a dynamic revolu-
tionary or ga ni za tion conducting intensive missionary activity. Its adherents 
began to attract the attention of the Abbasid authorities and the public at 
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large  under the name al- Qaramita. Initially used for the followers of 
Hamdan Qarmat, an Isma‘ili leader in the environs of al- Kufa in the third/
ninth  century, the term “Qaramita” came to be generally used for those 
Isma‘ili groups who refused to recognize the claims of the Fatimid caliphs 
to the imamate. This split took place in 286/899. In addition to the peas-
antry of southern Iraq, the Qaramita gradually attracted Bedouins in north-
east Arabia and the Syrian desert, especially  after opportunities to serve in 
the military, obtain government subsidies, and have any control over trade 
decreased.25 The Qaramita succeeded in founding a power ful state in Bah-
rain  under the leadership of Abu Sa‘id al- Jannabi starting in 273/866, and 
they soon disposed of one of the most effective fi ghting forces in the Is-
lamic world.

The early fourth/tenth  century witnessed a great burst of activity. Abu 
Tahir al- Jannabi, Abu Sa‘id’s son, began a series of devastating campaigns 
into Iraq. The Qaramita repeatedly and seriously threatened the caliphate 
of Baghdad, plundering, assassinating, sacking Kufa and Basra, and at-
tacking the pilgrim caravans. Some Qaramita believed that the Mahdi, the 
prophesied savior, would come in the year 300/912, end the era of Islam, 
and initiate the seventh and fi nal religious era. The Qaramita intensifi ed 
their attacks on their opponents as the anticipated date approached. It was 
in preparation for this event that, in Iraq, they pooled their property and 
moved to an abode of emigration (dar al- hijra) where they exchanged their 
life as villagers for one as soldiers on the Mahdi’s behalf.26 The sources re-
late that the Qaramita peasants of Kufa  were ordered to give up increas-
ingly large proportions of their wealth to their religious leaders on the 
grounds that  doing so would ensure true harmony (ulfa) and that one- fi fth 
of their booty should be given to God. The Egyptian encyclopedist and his-
torian Shihab al- Din al- Nuwayri (d.733/1333), relying on Ibn Rizam, 
stated the following: “They assessed their net worth,  whether cloth, or other 
things, and they paid him the one- fi fth with such rigor that a  woman paid 
one- fi fth of what she wove and men one- fi fth of the product of their work. 
Once this was established, he imposed on them the duty of ulfa, which 
meant that they should gather all their possessions in one place to benefi t 
from them in common.”27

An alternative date to the advent of the Mahdi, following the conjunc-
tion of Jupiter and Saturn, was in the year 316/928, when the Qaramita of 
Bahrain and Iraq made what they expected to be their fi nal attack on Iraq 
and even threatened Baghdad itself. Abu Tahir’s activity reached its climax 
when he conquered Mecca during the pilgrimage season in 317/930. The 
Qaramita of Bahrain committed a terrible slaughter of the pilgrims and in-
habitants, carry ing off the sacred Black Stone of the Ka‘ba to their capital 
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at Hajar. It was not  until twenty- two years  later that the stone was returned 
 after payment of a high ransom. The sources stress that their extreme mili-
tary actions  were accompanied by radical religious alterations, a frank ad-
mission that for the Qaramita of Bahrain the external rites of Islam had 
come to an end.

According to Hugh Kennedy, the Qaramita attacked certain areas of Iraq 
because they wished to have access to Basra and other Gulf ports. They 
also wanted to secure the right to protect the pilgrimage caravan, the hajj, 
in return for payments and military salaries from the Abbasid government. 
Thus, it is not that the Qaramita disapproved of the hajj on religious grounds 
but rather that for them the hajj was the best economic opportunity in 
Arabia.28 The Qaramita justifi ed their actions by proclaiming the sover-
eignty of the Mahdi, the rightly guided imam from the  house of the Prophet 
who would establish justice and order.29

And, indeed, in Ramadan 319/931, Abu Tahir handed the rule over to a 
young Persian captive from Isfahan, recognizing him as the expected Mahdi. 
The young Persian took a series of actions that ended up demoralizing the 
movement: he ordered the cursing of the prophets and the worship of fi re; 
he initiated the abolition of the external (zahiri) law by issuing strange 
and, by normal Muslim standards, repulsive rules, with much recourse to 
Zoroastrian ideas; and he had some prominent Qarmati leaders put to 
death.  After some eighty days, and  after having turned against the pillars 
of the community, Abu Tahir had him killed and confessed that he had been 
duped by an impostor. The episode severely hurt the reputation of the move-
ment, especially with the accompanying manifestations of libertinism and 
the ritual violation of the law in shocking and outrageous manners.30

While the attempt to abolish the Islamic sharia by the Persian captive 
in Bahrain failed, a second,  later attempt was more successful, for we read 
in the text of the Isma‘ili traveler Nasir- i Khusraw that Bahrain had ac-
quired a new po liti cal or ga ni za tion and abolished ritual worship around 
the mid- fi fth/eleventh  century: Muslim ritual and dietary law had van-
ished, the locals did not pray, and social relations  were egalitarian. Po liti-
cally, he described it as a sort of oligarchic republic governed by a council of 
six who ruled with equity and justice.31 Nasir- i Khusraw is one of the rare 
sympathetic sources; most of our information, as already mentioned, comes 
from sources that viewed the Qaramita as heretical extremists and relate 
sensational accounts composed of a strange mixture of truth and fi ction. 
One anti- Qaramita voice, for instance, was Abu Bakr al- Nabulsi, chief jurist 
in Damascus, who said, “Holy war (jihad) against those [al- Qaramita] has 
priority over holy war against the Byzantines,” arguing that the Qaramita 
 were polytheists and hostile to the prophets, though they falsely claimed to 
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be Shi‘a, while the Byzantines  really  were  People of the Book. Moreover, 
“the Byzantines do not conceal their religion, but on the contrary, they pro-
claim it; while those atheists (kuffar) and polytheists (mushrikun) harbor 
polytheism (shirk) and deceive  people by claiming to be Shi‘a.”32

This constituted a major prob lem. While orthodoxy is represented as the 
negation of heresy, heresiological discourse frames the association of heresy 
and orthodoxy as one of emulation.33 Heretics who skillfully mimic ortho-
doxy represent a deeper threat, as the heretic runs the risk of being indis-
tinguishable from the true orthodox. The Qaramita, as Muslims, although 
of an ultra- Shi‘i doctrine, could play the game without  really accepting 
its rules, and as a result be able to bludgeon Islam with its own weapons.34 
The danger they represented was consequently extremely acute, as stated 
by al- Baghdadi: “Beware that the harm infl icted by the Batiniyya on the 
 different Islamic groups (fi raq) is greater than the harm infl icted by the Jews, 
Christians and Zoroastrians . . .  even greater than the harm to be infl icted 
by the Dajjal [the anti- Christ].”35 In his chapter entitled “Those Who Pre-
tend to Be Muslim While They Are Not,” Fakhr al- Din al- Razi (d. 606/1209) 
also cautions that the harm infl icted by the Qaramita on the true religion 
is greater than the harm that befalls it from all types of unbelievers, since 
their ultimate goal is nothing less than to completely obliterate the ca-
nonical law.36 Much  later on, the Hanbalite scholar Ibn Taymiyya (d. 
728/1328) issued a religious decree stating that the Nusayriyya and other 
Qaramita are more harmful to Muhammad’s umma than the Turks and the 
Crusaders.37 This censure summarizes the authoritative Sunni perception 
of a damning linkage. The Qaramita, as Muslims themselves,  were more of 
a threat to the regime, as they could potentially twist their knowledge of 
the faith and Islamic rituals to their will and acquire followers who would 
bring down the state.

The actions of the Qaramita— notably the killing of thousands of inno-
cent pilgrims, the burning of Qur’ans, and the defi ling of the Ka‘ba— 
revealed the true face of their heresy in all its manifestations: externally 
they feign the Shi‘i faith, internally they hide pure unbelief. The secrecy in 
which the Batinis enveloped part of their doctrine, as well as their early his-
tory, furthered this direction in the hostile sources. They  were considered to 
be the worst heretics and  were regarded with suspicion and prejudice for a 
host of reasons, notably for their doctrine of the “inner meaning” (batin) and 
the specter of license (ibaha).38 The charge of allowing the forbidden (ibahat 
al- maharim), with its intended libertinism, served to categorize certain 
groups on the fringe of the Shi‘a, namely, the Ghulat (those who practice 
ghuluww), as a class apart, especially since for them knowledge of the imam 
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was the most essential religious obligation, and consequently reduced all 
other obligations to insignifi cance.

By the fourth/tenth  century, with the rise of the Isma‘ili Fatimids in Egypt, 
the Abbasid caliphs and the Sunni religious scholars (‘ulama) launched a 
widespread anti- Isma‘ili propaganda campaign with the aim of discrediting 
the Isma‘ili movement so that the Isma‘ilis could be condemned as here-
tics. Polemicists concocted accounts of the sinister teachings and practices 
of the Isma‘ilis, attributing to them a variety of shocking beliefs and prac-
tices.39 The entire Isma‘ili enterprise represented a complete contrast with 
which compromise was not possi ble. Their violent tactics and their alter-
native social lifestyle posed a threat to the integrity of the Muslim com-
munity and  were regarded as un- Islamic. The Isma‘ilis, and in par tic u lar 
their extremist offshoot, the Qaramita,  were emblematic opponents against 
whom the vocal majority defi ned itself and its beliefs.

Deviance can  either challenge or reinforce rules or law and  either en-
courage social change or uphold social hegemony. In this case, sexuality 
was the main vehicle for the expression of deviance from mainstream cul-
tural norms. The violent campaign against the Qaramita (and the Batiniyya 
in general) was unscrupulous, and defamation and calumny strengthened 
these prejudices. The diffusion of malicious accounts of the Qaramita’s 
teaching and of slanderous stories about alleged excesses practiced by mem-
bers of the sect proved especially harmful to them.40 Unlike the jahilis, 
who  were ignorant of the new Muslim norms, the Qaramita  were the per-
petrators of deliberate transgressions upon Muslim society, all the more 
dangerous because they  were secretly located in the heart of the norm. In 
this intolerable situation, concern for sexual conduct was textually deployed 
in an attempt to keep the groups apart.

The Qaramita  Women and Sexual Conduct

When discussing the Late Antique landscape, historians point out that ac-
cusations of heresy  were often accompanied by charges of immoral be-
hav ior, a well- known rhetorical technique. The pagans are said to have 
leveled three charges at the early Christians as a ground for persecution: 
atheism, Thyestean banquets, and Oedipal  unions. Sexual promiscuity was 
widely alleged, and it was reported that they had sexual intercourse with 
all  women (sisters and mothers) and children, regardless of their age.41 One 
Roman consul accused the Christians of immorality  under the guise of reli-
gion, stating that they come together for a feast with their children, sisters, 
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and mothers, and  after much feasting, the light is put out, and “in the 
shameless darkness, they embrace one another with unspeakable lust, as 
chance brings them together.”42 Similarly, a pagan description of a commu-
nion ser vice of a Gnostic Christian sect, the Phibionites, states: “First they 
have their  women in common . . .  the man . . .  says to his own wife stand 
up and make love with the brother.”43 Some Christians accused Gnostics 
of extreme sexual license, while Roman pagans accused the Christians of 
incest, misinterpreting the Christian custom of calling those unrelated to 
them “brother,” “sister,” “ father,” and “mo ther.”44  Later on, in medieval 
Eu rope, the heretical sects preparing for the return of Christ dreamed of 
abolishing sexuality. In that spirit, the men attempted to live with the  women 
in purity as bro th ers and sisters, a shocking proposition that struck at the 
fundamental armature of society. The detractors of these sects believed that 
they  were lying and that in reality, at night, they practiced communal sexu-
ality. Paul of Chartres wrote what was whispered, namely, that at the end 
of their reunions, each one got hold of the  woman next to him, be it his 
mo ther or his sister.45 What we can gather from these comparisons is the 
similarities in the accusations and attacks of the reigning majority against 
the deviant minority, the “ethical” against the “primitive,” the modest 
against the indecent. This is also the case with the Qaramita.

One of the main charges brought against the Qaramita by their Sunni 
opponents was that they preached and practiced communal sexuality. Judge 
‘Abd al- Jabbar states in Tathbit dala’il al- nubuwwa that the Qarmati man 
who has achieved the seventh degree of initiation is to share his wife with 
 others who have achieved similar degrees of initiation, since “sharing wives 
is like sharing food and the generous man is he whose wife has sexual 
intercourse with another man in his presence, the way food is eaten in 
his presence.”46 The fourth/tenth- century Tarikh akhbar al- Qaramita by 
Thabit b. Sinan al- Sabi’ includes the following anecdote, which relates a 
specifi c encounter and names the protagonists involved: Ibrahim al- Sa’igh 
reports that he was at one time with Abu Sa‘id al- Jannabi when Yahya b. 
al- Mahdi visited the latter. They ate, and once they fi nished, Abu Sa‘id left 
the room  after ordering his wife to sit with Yahya and not to stop him if he 
wished to have sexual relations with her.47 The judge ‘Abd al- Jabbar in-
cludes the same anecdote, adding that Abu Sa‘id told his wife, “If this holy 
man (wali) wants you, don’t prevent him from yourself, he is more deserving 
of you than me.”48

A Sunni jurist from the fi fth/eleventh  century from Yaman talks about 
the “ghastly scene” (al- mashhad al- a‘zam) in which these heretics,  after 
drinking, would gather their womenfolk, blow out the candles, and grab 
hold of whoever fell into their hands.49 Abu Hamid al- Ghazali (d. 505/1111), 
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affi rming these suspicions, stated that what is known about the Batiniyya 
in general is that they allow complete licentiousness, including the lifting 
of the veil, the permission of forbidden sexual acts, and the disavowal of 
canonical laws.50

The best- known such account is related by Ibn Rizam and transmitted 
by al- Nuwayri in his Nihayat al- arab fi  funun al- adab: “He ordered his 
representatives (the da‘is) to collect all the  women one night so that they 
might mix indiscriminately with all the men and he told them that this was 
the perfect and last degree of friendship and brotherhood.”51 Muhammad b. 
al- Hasan al- Daylami, whose work dates from the early eighth/ fourteenth 
 century, reiterates more fully the accumulated accusations concerning the 
be hav ior of the Qaramita: “They abandoned praying and the call to prayer, 
Islamic canonical laws and belief, they made light of the Prophet and of 
the Ka‘ba, they killed the pilgrims, destroyed the mosques and made 
 everything forbidden by religion permissible . . .  [allowing] sexual inter-
course with daughters and sisters and the marriage of two males. . . .  It is 
the sect of comfort, licentiousness, the devil and the passions. . . .  It releases 
them from the restrictions of the law . . .  and permits them what is for-
bidden from God’s sacrosanct laws (maharim).”52

Al- Daylami lists fi fteen  different names for al- Batiniyya, including al- 
Qaramita, al- Isma‘iliyya, al- Ibahiyya, al- Malahida, and al- Zanadiqa. He 
explains that they are referred to by the name Ibahiyya because “they are 
 people of licentiousness who do not follow the laws . . .  and they allow what 
God has forbidden in terms of money,  people and  women.”53 Having written 
about their affi liation with Babik al- Khurrami, which earned them the name 
Bibabikiyya, al- Daylami relates once again that many Yemeni Batiniyya 
communities have a “special night” of  women- snatching, known as the 
“Night of the Ifada.”54 Accordingly, the Batiniyya, including the Qaramita, 
or ga nized large- scale mingling of the sexes which disregarded the prohibi-
tions on which the institutions of the  family and society  were founded. Such 
calumnious imputations  were evidently intended to stir up hatred and con-
tempt for the Batiniyya at large.55

While often the reference is to the Qaramita of Bahrain, “Qaramita” 
gradually became a fl exible pejorative term that was used widely to refer 
to other groups of Batiniyya. The designations Batiniyya and Qaramita  were 
often interchangeable. Hence, in the third/ninth- century Yamani work en-
titled Kitab sirat al- hadi ila al- haqq, the author uses the term “Qaramita” 
when he is  really talking about another Batini group whom he accuses of 
authorizing incest. The esoteric nature of these groups, the lack of factual 
knowledge about their beliefs and doctrines, and the inability to fi t them 
into the norm allowed the propagation of a par tic u lar ste reo typed gender 
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discourse. Sunnis accused them of engaging in sexual relations with their 
mothers, sisters, and daughters. Kitab sirat al- hadi ila al- haqq discusses the 
Isma‘ilis’ having sexual relations with their mothers and sisters. On Fridays, 
all the men and  women intermingled: “Mothers have sexual relations with 
their sons, sisters with their bro th ers . . .  whoever refrained from this, was 
killed.”56 Accounts such as these aroused offense and incited hostility. It 
was the offense to purity, abstention, and devotion that provided enough 
justifi cation for the Sunnis to defend their values and to confi rm them within 
the boundaries they  were striving to erect.

Qadi ‘Abd al- Jabbar, whose Tathbit refl ects the position of ahl al- sunna 
 toward the Isma‘ilis and Fatimids, represents an advanced stage of the anti- 
Isma‘ili Sunni awakening in the fi fth/eleventh  century. He writes about the 
admissibility for the Isma‘ilis in general of sexual intercourse with female 
kin and the sharing of wives.57 The author of Al- Farq bayn al- fi raq states 
that “the Batiniyya reinterpreted the principles of religion (usul al- din) as 
well as the principles of the law (usul al- sha‘ria) for the purpose of elimi-
nating them,” and that this is demonstrated in their sexual be hav ior.58 This 
insistence on incestuous practices is reiterated in an early anti- Isma‘ili pam-
phlet that purports to be reproducing the Isma‘ilis’ line of reasoning: “Is 
there anything more strange than the be hav ior of certain  people who claim 
to be possessed of intelligence and of religion? If they have a beautiful sister 
or beautiful dau gh ter, far exceeding the beauty of their own wives, they will 
deem it unlawful to marry them . . .  and will give them away to a stranger, 
considering him as having a better title to those  women than they them-
selves! Do not the fools realize that they have a much better right to their 
own sisters and daughters than a stranger? Look at the ancient Zoroas-
trians; did they consider such marriages as unlawful?”59 Indeed, the pam-
phlet attempts to justify such conduct and suggests that the Isma‘ili initi-
ates have dissociated themselves from sharia altogether— that when a 
believer reaches the highest degree of the faith, he is relieved from religious 
practice, and nothing previously forbidden will be prohibited for him  now.60

Al- Nuwayri summarizes the extreme state that the Qaramita as a com-
munity had reached, discharged of religious duties and held to no obliga-
tions.61 ‘Abd al- Jabbar makes a similar if not more damning list: the  Qarmati 
men are not forbidden from anything, neither from their mo ther, dau gh ter, 
or sister; nor from pork, adultery, or sodomy (liwat), nothing at all.62 The 
accusation of sexual deviancy included that of sodomy. ‘Abd al- Jabbar, in 
relating the episode of al- Isfahani, stated that he called for sodomy to be 
permitted and that generally the Batiniyya allowed sodomy; al- Baghdadi 
also states that the ruler of Bahrain ordered sodomy and that a ghulam 
(slave youth) who refused would be killed.63 Sodomy, as another form of 
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sexual deviance in the Abbasid era, served as a further cultural backlash 
against the Qaramita and was represented in the sources as another offense 
against order and modesty.

Sexualizing Heresy

The information in our texts regarding the immorality of the Qaramita was 
part of the temporal discourse about civilization and religion and helped 
develop it, and as such functioned as a cultural marker, a sign, about the 
place of the Qaramita in Islamic society. The manipulation of the categories 
of  women, gender, and sexuality played an im por tant role in the construc-
tion of orthodoxy and the categorization of those who represented devia-
tion from the cultural norms of Islam; orthodoxy was defi ned, in part, to 
stand in contrast to the Qaramita notions of these categories. The negative 
connotations implied that religious deviance entailed immoral be hav ior 
and that the religiously deviant  were uncivilized and wicked. Indeed, the 
effect of such stories was to barbarize the Qaramita—as the story of near- 
cannibalism had barbarized Hind and what and whom she represented— and 
to put them outside the pale of civilization. In the words of the judge ‘Abd 
al- Jabbar: “And once the swords  were all raised against Islam, zandaqa, 
ilhad and ghuluww took the upper hand, and so they reverted to jahiliyya. 
Don’t you see that the Qaramita and Batiniyya in al- Ahsa’, once they  were 
victorious, . . .  cursed the prophets, discontinued the laws (shara’i‘), killed 
the Muslim pilgrims . . .  and . . .  brought in Dhakira al- Isfahani and said: 
this in truth is the Lord, and they worshipped him.”64

Their reversion to jahiliyya is patent in the actions of Zaynab bint Sa‘id, 
wife of Zurqan: Dhakira had killed her husband and son, and so once he 
was himself killed, in a salient imitation of Hind bint ‘Utba, “Zaynab came, 
she slit his abdomen, removed his liver and ate it. It was a great scandal.”65 
The  under lying message of these accusations was that the Qaramita  were 
 people who had distanced themselves, in a fundamental way, from their 
general cultural context. The threat they represented led them to be ejected 
beyond the scope of the possi ble, the tolerable, the thinkable, lying there 
quite close, but being impossible to assimilate.66

Such hostile stereotyping was also engaged in against the Mazdakites/
Khurramis, who  were accused of indulging in any and every unnatural and 
illicit pleas ur able inclination, including intercourse with close relatives. Such 
stereotyping is malicious in the way in which it bundles together vari ous 
acts and customs, taken out of context to portray the actors as barbaric, 
with no concern for civilized be hav ior or self- control. Patricia Crone has 
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detected a pattern to the charges: the targets are invariably secretive sec-
tarians of a spiritualist, Gnostic, and/or antinomian kind. Their beliefs di-
verge widely from those of their neighbors, and their failure to live by the 
religious law of the majority is equated with libertinism.67

All the wild stories about the Qaramita  were meant to characterize the 
movement as disorderly and rebellious, turning the Qaramita into a danger 
to society because they subverted  house hold loyalties and the sexual social 
order through their orgiastic, incestuous, and homosexual practices. This per-
ception expresses the threatening image of a community with uncontrolled 
moral boundaries. Was this symbolic functioning of sexuality emerging at 
the time when the Sunni community was becoming more concerned with 
defi ning itself as an orthodoxy, constantly guarding against the attacks of 
heretical opponents? In any event, there is no doubt that incompatible 
boundaries  were at issue and that the treatment of Qarmati  women helped 
defi ne the edges and, in so  doing, to structure the inner workings of true 
orthodoxy as, at least in part, a reaction to Qaramita practice.

Neguin Yavari has pointed out that the fi fth/eleventh- century Siyar al- 
Muluk by the Seljuk vizier Nizam al- Mulk (d. 485/1092) accuses the Qa-
ramita of practicing community of wives and adhering to the abolition of 
private property. Like other Sunni works, the anti- Isma‘ili anecdotes in Siyar 
al- Muluk serve to formulate orthodoxy and to outline the instability of the 
world Nizam al- Mulk was living in, notably the weakening of centralized 
rule, the emergence of autonomous dynasties, economic collapse, and a gen-
eral lack of order, where good religion is  under threat and  women do not 
remain in their prescribed roles of purity and piety. Siyar al- Muluk readily 
uses  women and heresy as “rhetorical devices to warn of po liti cal and so-
cial unease.”68

In identifying the politics of gender as they are inscribed in textual 
production, Leila Ahmed singled out the Qaramita as a group that posed a 
very  different interpretation of gender relations. They  were presented as 
having departed from the prescriptions in orthodox Islamic society per-
taining to  women and to the proper relations between men and  women.69 
However, as Marshall Hodgson suggests, “it is easy to draw a picture of 
general licentiousness out of a difference in princi ple on where to draw the 
line in eliminating a set of prescriptions.”70 The accusers  were, rather, fi lling 
a lacuna in their knowledge of Qaramita beliefs and practices, the defama-
tion relying less on what was known than on what was left to be imagined. 
As mentioned earlier, accusations of incest and immorality had been leveled 
against pagan and Christian sects who  were condemned to a clandestine 
existence.
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The Qaramita, in their early stages,  were a diffuse category, but they  were 
crucial in shaping the pro cesses that went into the defi nitions of religious 
identities during this period. Accusations of heresy became valuable rhe-
torical tools for the Sunnis during times of po liti cal upheaval. The Qaramita 
represented one of the gravest threats to the stability of Islam and the Ab-
basid caliphate; war against them was, hence, a means of assisting the 
Abbasid state to confi rm its legitimacy and its credentials as the defender 
of Islam. The Qaramita  were invested with dreadful images which inspire 
hatred and fear and consequently infl ame persecution.

The heresiographical schemas refl ect the concerns of orthodox scholars 
who  were trying to shape the community in which they lived. According to 
Paul Freedman, historians offer two main explanations for the increased 
climate of intolerance in medieval Eu rope, one focusing on irrational fears 
with res pect to certain groups, and another on the growth of an offi cial ap-
paratus of taxonomy and control.71 In the same vein, the Qaramita  were 
unsettling the border, complicating and blurring the binary divide, providing 
moments in which the borders of supposedly established, socially accepted 
categories  were transgressed. Defi ning the Qaramita as a sectarian category 
was meant to order the world and set and impose meaning on early Islamic 
society. This is a function of power. It was only  after proponents of a pop-
u lar, or accepted, set of beliefs gained enough clout to impose their views 
on  others that heterodoxy could become heresy.72

The Qaramita represented in the Islamic tradition what the Sunni ma-
jority came to reject morally, po liti cally, socially, and theologically. Their 
image, which was the result of a Sunni- controlled vision, was meant to teach 
lessons that would naturally come at the expense of the Qaramita. Jeffrey 
Kenney has stated that the Khawarij sect came to be seen as an example of 
what Islam was not: the Khawarij  were cast as “rebels against the established 
order not because they  were inherently evil or anti- Islamic but because they 
lost out in the historical competition to determine what the Islamic order 
would be.”73 Likewise, Sunni historians and theologians used the Qa-
ramita as a social policing mechanism to defi ne and defend the borders of 
Islam. They manipulated the perceived gender roles and sexual mores of 
the Qaramita to prevent them and  others like them from infringing on the 
Islamic community’s social, religious, and po liti cal space.

Heresiology insists on a discourse of the pure, a discourse that requires the 
hybrid as its opposite.74 The dominant culture was not open to syncretism 
and would not accept anything but uniformity in dogma and in religious 
practice. This explains, according to Abdelmajid Charfi , the polemicists’ ob-
stinacy in protecting Islam from all types of “contaminations” as well as 
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hardening the lines of partition.75 Orthodoxy, even if elusive, provided the 
norms of the true and universal standards of civilization. Orgiastic be-
hav ior, incest, and sodomy  were markers of cultural distance, of barbarity. 
However, unlike the barbarity of jahiliyya or of outsiders, the  enemy within 
was much more dangerous, because cultural distance was, in this case, not 
correlated with  either temporal or geo graph i cal distance. The Sunnis saw 
the Qaramita as related to perversion, especially since they  were presumed 
neither to give up nor to assume a prohibition, a rule, or a law; rather, the 
reigning orthodox body turned the Qaramita aside, misrepresenting their 
beliefs and actions, taking advantage of them, the better to deny them. It is 
this ambiguity that deeply disturbs identity, system, and order; and this is 
especially so when the subject fi nds the “impossible within.”76 Hence, 
what we have is a discourse about internal divisions, in which the lines 
between “them” and “us”  were drawn between neighbors. Damning the 
Qaramita was im por tant in the effort to neutralize them and to exert au-
thority over them and the threat they posed, especially in times of distur-
bance, when pressure  rose to redefi ne relations among the vari ous emerging 
communities.  Women  were used instrumentally, in this context, to regulate 
the boundaries, inventing symbolic overlap between “the  woman as other 
and the other as  women.”77

Analyzing the images, ideas, and stories assembled in the mainstream 
narratives reveals the way in which the Qaramita as a phenomenon  were 
imagined and interpreted by non- Qaramita Muslims. The world of the Qa-
ramita was in ven ted to resemble, in some sense, that of jahiliyya. It was a 
world in which distrust and fear ruled, in which the norm was a state of 
all- against- all warfare and, even worse, in which lasting bonds of  family, 
community, peace, and prosperity would be unknown. It is a jahili world 
reborn in the horrifi c excesses of the Qaramita phenomenon whose violent 
character transgressed all limits. In addition to the story of Zaynab (wife 
of Zurqan) related earlier, this willingness to transgress all is equally re-
fl ected in a tale related by a pious mo ther who searched the desert camps 
to reclaim her son, who had joined the rebels: “I found him in a Qarmati 
army. . . .  He asked me: what is your religion? I said, it is Islam, my son, as 
you know. He answered: mo ther, leave this religion and join me.” As she 
tried to run away from her son, he followed her and, striking her with his 
sword, wounded her shoulder.78 The mo ther told the story, horrifi ed at the 
defi ant atmosphere of the camps, whose converts rejected the ethics, mo-
ralities, and laws of established society. Her zealous and emancipated son 
was tough and cruel, showing no ac know ledg ment of a mo ther’s dignity.

The Qaramita withdrew from the community of ordinary Muslims, as 
they considered themselves to be the only true Muslims, determined to re-
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produce the Prophet’s exemplary migration (hijra). This is why they moved 
to the desert or lived on the periphery of the Muslim world, alone in their 
camps. They believed they  were being confronted not by Muslims of lesser 
quality but by unbelievers. It is this perspective that makes the anecdote 
just related understandable. However, for the Muslims, the Qaramita re-
fl ected a total rejection of the most basic of social bonds and the most in-
stinctive of loyalties.

The Abbasid sources reinforced the preconceptions and constructed a 
ste reo typical description of these heretics and of their heretical be hav ior. 
While such stories do not prove that anything of the sort took place, they 
do suggest that the mainstream culture was ready to believe the worst about 
those it marginalized or excluded. It is as if the establishment did not want to 
comprehend any inclination or refl ex to diverge from the norm as anything 
but perverse, which in turn reproduced the image of heresy that those 
recording it already entertained.79 The formidable portrait painted of the 
Qaramita in the surviving lit erature was part and parcel of the thread of 
accusations of sexual license routinely attributed to deviant groups. Indeed, 
heretical ideologies  were seen not only as antagonistic to the regime, but 
also as dissenting from Islam.80 Tales of  women naturally found their way 
into descriptions of heretical debauchery. In their diatribes, the Sunni writers 
ascribed to them sexual promiscuities and transgressions. In such a histor-
ical vision, the Qaramita emerged as a main foil to Islam’s essential (hetero)
normativity. By mobilizing public opinion, by spreading rumors that cast 
aspersions on the private activities of the Qaramita, those in authority  were 
trying to undermine any legitimacy the Qaramita may have had. In any case, 
it was not necessary to know anything about the Qaramita other than 
that it was a community that had parted from the practices of society and 
was inducing secession in  others.

Hodgson emphasizes that one should not rule out the possibility of the 
elimination of many sexual taboos in a movement of revolt.81 The Qaramita 
 women  were not veiled, men and  women intermingled, and monogamy was 
practiced. The fact that the rank and fi le of the group consisted of Bed-
ouins and peasants goes a long way  toward explaining their relative freedom 
compared with the more restricted movements of the female urban  middle 
and upper classes. This urban/rural distinction and the Qaramita’s alterna-
tive value system regarding gender relations may have appeared to their 
Sunni contemporaries as nothing less than debauchery. Were the Qaramita 
spawning new models of  different Muslims, men and  women, no longer 
completely following the same norms, imperatives, and logic? As Ann 
Brenon states, “whoever controls  women . . .  holds the key to the hearts, 
to the engagements, and to the intimate and profound choices. If a society 
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trips, it is because its  women, at the least, have given the nods.”82 The 
Qaramita established their own subculture, creating a religious hierarchy, 
rites, and beliefs. While distortions of elements of  actual practices attached 
to the Ira nian Mazdakites and Khurramis could have infl uenced them, as 
the connection with the Persian Mahdi might indicate, Qaramita  women 
seem to have actively participated, at least from a social and economic 
standpoint, in sustaining the movement, as is evident from their fi nancial 
contribution as spinners and weavers. Perhaps this meant that they played 
a more dynamic role than was generally assigned to  women in urban set-
tings. It is as if the Qaramita  were themselves prompting the development 
of new defi nitions of authority and gender as well as challenging preexisting 
ones.

The Qaramita  women— symbolizing the threatening forces of sexuality, 
social chaos, and false belief— represented the fears of men who long for 
an articulation of precise group boundaries and individual relationships in 
a world where  everything seemed muddled. Indeed, the threat presented by 
the heretics was prevalent and contagious, especially so in the sexual menace 
it contained. The “threat” was packaged in a repulsive reaction of fear— a 
fear of social change. That the Sunnis protected their social boundaries by 
eliminating “sexual pollution” may suggest that “the boundaries which 
the prohibitions in question protect are threatened, or thought to be.”83

The primary evidence for the Qaramita comes from a body of texts that 
do not view them in a favorable light. The unequal distribution of po liti cal 
power in Abbasid society gave more authority to the predominant, Sunni, 
segment of society (ahl al- sunna), privileging their narratives, interpreta-
tions, and understanding.84 The production of the Qaramita  women was a 
discursive one, focusing on a par tic u lar mode of appropriation, codifi ca-
tion, and knowledge about  women, with the implicit assumption of main-
stream Islam as the primary referent in theory and praxis. Establishing an 
authoritarian discourse is an im por tant technique in demonizing one’s op-
ponents. Sharp defi nitions of opposites, coupled with a clear, orthodox view 
of history, enabled contemporaries to create for themselves an imagined 
world of certainty, consisting of fi rm moral boundaries. A preoccupation 
with the defi nition and place of ethical borders refl ected the anxiety of Mus-
lims who feared the disintegration of traditional social structures and thus 
engaged in reinforcing such structures. The emerging discourse of heresi-
ology acted as a catalyst to redefi ne the pa ram e ters of its imagined com-
munity, guarding its borders, delineating for itself who is inside and who is 
not. Standing on the fault line, the Qaramita projected the unresolved is-
sues created by the hegemonic ideology.
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While the early Muslims assumed a reformist and punitive ap-
proach to the pagan or “unorthodox” groups, they approached their 

main imperial rival— Byzantium—in a more nuanced manner, albeit still of-
fering judgment, and a misconstrual of Byzantine reality, in their own 
texts. Medieval Muslim thought distinguishes between dar al- islam, ter-
ritory  under Muslim po liti cal authority, and dar al- harb, the world out-
side Muslim territory. Within dar al- islam, another distinction is made 
between Muslims and non- Muslims, and within the general classifi ca-
tion of non- Muslims, two separate identities are recognized: the dhimmis, 
believers of recognized religions— notably Jews, Christians, Zoroastrians, 
and Sabians—on the one hand, and polytheists on the other. In medieval 
Muslim understanding, Chris tian ity was an incomplete and imperfect rev-
elation, one that had been superseded and perfected by Islam, the fi nal 
revelation. Muslim polemical lit erature accused the Christians of having 
deviated from true Chris tian ity and of having corrupted the Christian 
scriptures (tahrif), with the Qur’an itself stating that Jewish and Chris-
tian scriptures have been tampered with. Medieval Muslims felt, therefore, 
a religious superiority over Christians, and this vision helped to defi ne the 
Christian Byzantines in ways that reinforced the gulf between Byzantium 
and the Islamic establishment.1

From the very beginning of the Arabic Islamic historical consciousness, 
Byzantium served as one of the primary sites of “otherness” in contrast to 

Beyond Borders

Gender and the Byzantines
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which it constituted itself. The early confl ict between the two powers, Byz-
antium and the Islamic state, directed the orientation of the medieval 
Arabic Islamic sources, in many instances giving military and po liti cal 
affairs a predominant place in the major chronicles and historical works. 
However, a permanent state of war did not discourage cooperative con-
tacts, which arose in a variety of contexts— through continuous commer-
cial relations; exchange of embassies; internment and ransom of prisoners 
of war; deportation of conquered urban populations; movements of traitors 
and exiles; and containment of Byzantine  women as harem slaves. The fron-
tier was a barrier, but also a point of contact as a semiporous border that 
permitted the exchange of ideas and standards, manners and customs, lan-
guages and literatures. Byzantium was not, therefore, an exotic, impene-
trable land. It was relatively well known, leaving limited room for specu-
lation.2 The one main exception, however, was in the Islamic repre sen ta tion 
of Byzantine  women and gender relations, which served as a polemical 
focus for the belittlement of Byzantine culture. Byzantium was similar to 
the new Islamic order because of its shared mono the ism and geo graph i cal 
closeness, while, conversely, its gender and sexual systems  were radically 
 different: Byzantium was hence characterized by moral licentiousness, per-
missiveness, and de cadence, whereas the Islamic social system refl ected 
modesty, female seclusion, and monogamy. Byzantine  women’s threat-
ening sexuality was one of the well- known axes along which identity and 
alterity  were constructed as a response to exposure to the ominous con-
tiguous neighbor. It was a trope that played a central and polyvalent role 
in the textual production of the Abbasids, particularly since its image pre-
sented a portentous picture of what Muslim  women would become if they 
 were to test the bounds set for them by their orthodox Islamic culture.

The Imperial Byzantine Female Figure

The alternative moral standard of the Byzantines was most perceptible in 
Byzantine empresses, who could play a variety of roles, notably, participating 
in imperial ceremonies, dispensing patronage, becoming regents, and legiti-
mizing a new reign. Byzantine imperial  women  were, moreover, depicted on 
coins and in statuary and other offi cial art, and  were addressed with titles 
such as augousta (majesty) and despoina (mistress, lady).3 By contrast, wives 
and mothers of caliphs  were secluded at the caliphal court,  were not depicted 
on coins or other pictorial manifestations, and  were not granted any titles. 
They managed to obtain power only once their son or husband succeeded to 
the caliphate, and even then only through the private exercise of infl uence.
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The Arabic Islamic texts expose an awareness of this signifi cant differ-
ence, as they include information about some Byzantine empresses, notably 
Irene (ad 797–802), an empress and regent for her son Constantine VI. The 
sources tell of the battles in which Irene confronted Harun, son of Caliph 
al- Mahdi (158–169/775–785), and the subsequent peace treaty by which 
she promised to pay a rich tribute to the Abbasid state. Irene continued to 
send gifts to the caliph  until her son Constantine came of age and began to 
wreak havoc. Constantine reportedly violated the agreement, and his in-
justice, tyranny, and vice became obvious to his subjects. Consequently, 
Irene ordered that Constantine’s eyes be exposed to a heated mirror, and in 
this way he was blinded.4 The blinding of Constantine VI was explained 
by the Arab authors in terms of Arab- Byzantine relations. Irene’s act was 
not seen as indicative of her own po liti cal ambitions; rather, it was the act 
of an able stateswoman who placed the interest of the Byzantine Empire 
above  everything  else, even her own son. The Arab authors do not condemn 
the cruel act of blinding. In fact, they seem to condone it in light of the 
great trou ble that Constantine’s policies had caused the Abbasid state.5 
These actions of Irene’s show the potential agency of the imperial Byzan-
tine female, but of special signifi cance  here is the very fact of a female 
ruler. Al- Tabari states that the “sovereign (sahib in masculine form) of 
the Byzantines was Augusta, wife of Leon, because her son was a minor at 
the death of his  father.”6 This use of the masculine form of sahib calls to 
mind the fact that when Irene took power she did so as an honorary man, 
using male titles to denote her status and projecting herself into male rit-
uals and male defi nitions of imperial majesty.7

Generally, in Byzantium the personality of the imperial female was al-
most exclusively private and social in nature, refl ecting the temporal view 
of  women as passive, peripheral fi gures and the expectation that they would 
fi ll a companionable, decorative role. However, as the last example suggests, 
their position could extend to the po liti cal sphere and, on rare occasions, 
endow them with agency and infl uence. While Irene’s rule was rather excep-
tional, the general visibility of Byzantine empresses was manifested in their 
participation in court ceremonials. The empress and her entourage  were 
required to balance the male hierarchy attending on the emperor, as well 
as to receive the wives of dignitaries and to provide a female counterpart 
to the imperial ceremonies. The role of the empress as leader of the court 
 women is confi rmed in an anecdote about the long- term widower Emperor 
Michael II, whereby the men of his court complained because there was no 
empress to lead their wives in the court of  women.8 This is attested also on 
the occasion of the visit of Princess Olga of Kiev to Constantinople in 957, 
when Empress Helen and her attendants prepared an elaborate series of 
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receptions and banquets, along with introductions, obeisances, and ex-
changes of gifts: “Upon the arrival of Elga the Princess of Rus’, a reception 
was held . . .  the princess entered with her noble (female) relations and the 
elite of her female attendants. They all stood in front of the Emperor.”9

This unique case of the reception of a female head of state reveals the 
involvement of  women in the palace as well as of all the imperial  family in 
such offi cial formalities. The empresses’ ceremonials, however,  were not 
confi ned to the palace, but on special occasions took place in the public 
arena: we know of religious and civil commemorations from the fourth/
tenth- century Book of Ceremonies, a manual compiled at the order of the 
Byzantine emperor Constantine VII.10 The Book of Ceremonies rec ords that 
during the Pentecostal liturgy the empress sat in the gallery of Haghia So-
phia and granted an audience to the wives of imperial dignitaries, offering 
each of them the kiss of peace. On Palm Sunday, the empress received church 
offi cials. Byzantine empresses thus presided over their own court and cer-
emonial sphere and  were involved in a calendar of rites and ceremonies.11 
This role of reception reinforced the stately image of the court, refl ecting 
its grandeur and majesty as well as its sense of beauty and structure.

Muslim authors  were aware of the Byzantine empresses’ participation in 
public events. Muhammad al- Marwazi (d. 334/945) wrote that the queen 
was seated next to the king on the royal throne, partaking in his decisions, 
politics, and other business. He was called basilus (king or sovereign), and 
she was referred to as dizbuna (despoina).12 Al- Marwazi was amazed that 
the Byzantine empress accompanied the emperor on campaigns and at-
tended par tic u lar games in the hippodrome. On such occasions, “the king 
comes with his intimates and servants. . . .  He sits on an eminence over-
looking the place and there appears his wife called dizbuna with her ser-
vants and intimates . . .  and she sits in a place opposite the king.”13 This 
account illustrates not only the visibility of the imperial Byzantine female, 
but also her potential for agency, as demonstrated in her ability to partici-
pate in im por tant public events during which she could offer advice and 
judgment on po liti cal matters to the king.

A famous encounter between an Arab ambassador and a Byzantine em-
press is reported by al- Maqqari (d. 1040/1631); he mentions the poet 
Yahya b. al- Hakam al- Ghazal, who was a member of the diplomatic mis-
sion that the Andalusi ruler ‘Abd al- Rahman II sent to Constantinople in 
the third/ninth  century. Al- Ghazal was then very old. Some episodes men-
tion his meeting with the Byzantine empress Theodora: “He was one day 
sitting in an audience with the emperor when his wife appeared in her great 
attire. She was as beautiful as the rising sun.” Al- Ghazal could not remove 
his eyes from her. Her presence distracted him from the conversation with 
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the emperor. When prompted by the latter, he confessed the  matter to him 
through his translator: “Inform him that the beauty of this queen has 
dazzled me to the point of distracting me from his conversation for I have 
never seen the likes of her.”14 The captivating beauty of the empress and 
the poet’s reactant distraction reveal in part the imperial female’s symbolism 
as decorative and sexual. Presumably adorned with jewels, fi ne clothing, 
and provocative makeup and hair, she represents a fanciful view of an ideal 
female, as passively attractive and sexually open, as well as an expression 
of male sexuality and desire.

Such visibility and the interaction of Byzantine empresses with high of-
fi cials  were unthinkable for the Muslim authors of Islamic texts. Exposure 
to the imperial Byzantine female presented a stark contrast to the atmo-
sphere at the Abbasid court.  Women of the caliphal  family  were never in-
troduced to offi cials or courtiers, and at no time did they play a role in court 
ceremonies,  either inside or outside the palace. Even the most im por tant 
feminine presence at the Abbasid court, namely, the mo ther of the caliph, was 
not connected to any ceremonial. In the Abbasid context, the segregation of 
the sexes was especially enforced among the higher strata of society. In the 
Abbasid view,  women represented reserve and modesty, as refl ected in 
their religious practice as well as their lifestyle: seclusion was considered 
a form of modesty and would encourage the female culture of demureness 
to which early Islam aspired. The only class of  women who might have es-
caped this rigid system to some extent  were the slave concubines.

The Rumiyya

The Arabs knew Byzantine  women mostly through the institution of con-
cubinage. As enslavement of Muslims was forbidden, concubines often came 
from outside the Islamic lands and  were generally  either taken as war booty 
or purchased from slave traders. These concubines brought with them the 
manners and customs of their countries, cultures, and religions, as well as 
stories of their homelands. There  were manuals and epistles designed to as-
sist merchants and connoisseurs in the purchase of female slaves by listing 
the characteristics specifi c to  women of  different origins. For instance, a pas-
sage in the epistle of Ibn Butlan (d. 458/1066) states, “It is said that who-
ever wants a slave- girl for plea sure should take in a Berber; if he wants her 
to tend precious things, he should take in a Byzantine; for bearing children, 
a Persian; for nursing, a Frank; for hard work, a black; for war and courage, 
a Turk or a Slav.”15 This passage not only evidences the acceptability of 
concubinage in Abbasid society, but also further illustrates the distanced, 
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ste reo typed views that Muslims had of  women of the vari ous races and geo-
graph i cal entities.

The Abbasid caliphs gave concubinage respectability as a means of royal 
reproduction, as foreign concubines often mothered Muslim heirs to the 
caliphate and thus served an integral role in perpetuating Muslim “nobility.” 
In the third/ninth and fourth/tenth centuries, it was above all Greek  women 
from the Byzantine Empire who formed the aristocracy of the caliphal harem, 
and it was their sons who became caliphs. The mothers of the Abbasid Ca-
liphs al- Muntasir (247–248/861–862), al- Muhtadi (255–256/869–870), al- 
Mu‘tadid (279–289/892–902), and al- Muqtadir (295–320/908–932)  were 
all concubines of Byzantine origin.16 That the only “real” knowledge of Byz-
antine  women Islamic authors may have had derived from their encounters 
with Byzantine concubines constitutes a signifi cant  factor that infl uenced 
their perception.

Byzantine concubines and Byzantines in general  were considered beau-
tiful.17 One reference to the beauty and seductiveness of Byzantine  women 
is contained in the biography of the Prophet, which states that during one 
of the incursions led by the Prophet Muhammad, he asked Jadd b. Qays, of 
the Banu Salima,  whether he would like to fi ght the Byzantines. Jadd re-
plied, “Will you allow me to stay  behind so as not to be tempted, for ev-
eryone knows that I am deeply attracted to  women and I am afraid that if 
I see the Byzantine  women, I shall not be able to control myself.” It was 
likely in connection with this incident that the Qur’anic verse (9:49) de-
scended: “Some of them there are that say, ‘Give me leave and do not 
tempt me.’ ”18 These examples serve to teach us of Islam’s ac know ledg ment 
of men’s innate desire and its aim to tame that appetite not only in  favor of 
self- control but also through principled action.

The allure of Byzantine  women is also stressed in the story of the Ab-
basid caliph Harun al- Rashid (170/786–193/809), who took captive the 
dau gh ter of the patrician overseeing the fortress of Heraclea. She was beau-
tiful and he loved her, building for her a fortress on the Euphrates which 
he called Heraclea to remind her of her own home in bilad al- Rum (the 
Byzantine Empire).19 This belief is reiterated in a poem in Siyar al- Thughur 
when the poet turns our attention to the Byzantine  women captured by the 
raiders and describes their physical beauty and sexual attraction:

In transparent clothing, they are driven like sheep,
Seized and defended with spears and missiles
As fl ocks are guarded by herdsmen in the desert.
Among them are many a slow- stepping gazelle,
Who cannot walk, so fat are their thighs,
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And so heavy her sloping, even buttocks!
She is fl irtatious and diffi dent:  were a stylite to see her, he would descend.
Were a priest to see her he would not be able to resist
Kissing her feet and making excuses.
She weeps with an eye fl irtatious and black
And strikes a face as luminous as the moon.
It is white, overlaid with a color like wine.
On her right breast, she tempts [you]
With slapping and scratching and plucking
Of the long hair that hangs to her waist.
Every part of her you can see is tasty
And any man who attains her might rest easy.20

The importance of Byzantine  women’s physical appearance is refl ected in 
these references. Such glowing reports of the beauty of the Byzantine fe-
male also tend to belittle Muslim  women, as emphasis on the attractions 
of Byzantine  women implies that local beauty was no match for them.21 
Yet the very presence of this allure on the other side of the frontier— and 
thus relatively close by— had the potential to threaten the harmony of the 
Islamic male- centered universe, as it was believed that Islamic men would 
be tempted by Byzantine attractiveness and sexuality. Indeed, the Prophet 
states in al- Bukhari’s Sahih that there will be no “fi tna more harmful to men 
than  women.” In its broadest meaning, fi tna is any test put before humans, 
but it is often used to describe  women’s function as moral and spiritual tests, 
“female beauty” as a “bait that leads to perdition, to damnation.”22 Fitna 
is a key concept in defi ning the dangers that  women and, more particularly, 
their bodies,  were capable of provoking in the  mental universe of men. Fitna 
in the sense of disorder and chaos refers also to the beautiful femme fatale 
who makes men lose their self- control.  Women’s beauty is fi tna. And so is 
their disruptive infl uence.  Women as a source of fi tna, as a source of tempta-
tion, are a constant theme of the Arabic Islamic literary tradition, and this is 
especially so in the case of Byzantine  women.23

Byzantine  Women’s Sexuality 
and the Threat of Fitna

The fourth/tenth- century Fihrist of Ibn al- Nadim includes a provocative 
pre- Islamic story that tells of Byzantine  women’s infl uential capability. The 
protagonist of the vignette is the dau gh ter of the Byzantine emperor Julian 
(361–363). The Persian king Sabur Dhu al- Aktaf (Shapur II, 310–379) was 
imprisoned in Julian’s imperial palace, where the emperor’s dau gh ter met 
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and fell in love with him, freeing him and endangering the empire as a con-
sequence, for Persia was Byzantium’s foremost  enemy.24 The Byzantine 
princess actively collaborated in the  enemy’s cause, conspiring against her 
own  father: thus, she became dangerous to her own  people. The Arab 
Muslim authors also mention another emperor’s dau gh ter who captured 
the heart of the sixth- century Arab poet Imru’ al- Qays.25 But, indirectly, 
she was to cause his death, since her  father, in anger, sent Imru’ al- Qays the 
gift of a poisoned shirt. Thus, the disruptive role universally ascribed to 
 women— and especially to Byzantine  women—in their interaction with men 
is reiterated and given a particularly perilous dimension, as their be hav ior 
may result in  others’ deaths or, even worse, in the defeat of a  whole nation. 
This disruptive female role is found again and again in  different contexts 
and ways, with varied outcomes, in the Arab Islamic sources. In general, 
the stories we read attribute a threatening, negative quality to the disor-
derly female role, as it incites lack of attention, abandonment of duty, or 
war and the death of men and  others. This negative association casts the 
infl uential potential of females in an unfavorable light and further dimin-
ishes the character and quality of  women, which these socie ties largely ad-
vocated to subdue. Moreover, this disruptive trait is hazardous to the 
sought- after religious order, which may explain Islamic prescriptions for a 
modest, passive role for  women, to prevent any cause for such disruption.

The danger posed by fi tna proceeds from female sexual allure and pro-
miscuity, leading to the downfall of men and nations. However, fi tna is not 
solely an attribute of Byzantine  women: it is a marker for any  woman who 
is given “too much” liberty— that is, the Islamic social expectation was that 
 women should be highly regulated so as to prevent the disruptions associ-
ated with fi tna. Islamic sources show not Byzantine  women but the writers’ 
image of these  women, who served as symbols of the eternal female— 
constantly a potential threat, particularly given the blatant exaggerations of 
their sexual promiscuity. In Abbasid texts, Byzantine  women are associated 
with sexual immorality, and that quality overshadows their other attributes 
and virtues—so much so that it is diffi cult to unearth historical evidence of 
their daily routines and individual achievements. The third/ninth- century 
prose writer al- Jahiz states that Byzantine  women are not circumcised, and 
this is why they are among “the most shameless  women in the  whole world.” 
Al- Jahiz also draws a direct connection between chastity and circumcision. 
Byzantine  women  were thought to have sharper passions because they  were 
not subjected to circumcision. The “uncircumcised  woman,” he writes, 
“fi nds plea sure, which the circumcised  woman does not.” Because Byzantine 
 women  were thought to fi nd sex more enjoyable, they  were more prone to 
adultery. The judge ‘Abd al- Jabbar confi rms this opinion. However, he re-
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ports that married Byzantine  women  were usually chaste; it is the unmar-
ried who  were adulteresses, and they often started fornicating while still 
living in their parents’ homes. He also mentions that Byzantine  women  were 
not veiled; even when married, they passed the  people in the market with 
heads and faces uncovered, showing all their beauty.26 That Byzantine 
 women are unveiled illuminates the idea that they represent an ideal yet al-
luring female form, an expression of male desire; and the connotation of this 
passage suggests the irreverence and immodesty of their exposure and the 
refl exive repulsion of an Arabic Islamic readership.

However, these random references betray a strong inclination  toward 
generalizations and ste reo types. While it is diffi cult to know the social re-
ality of Byzantine  women at any given time, the Byzantine sources are clear 
enough about the conventions of be hav ior and thought attributed to Byz-
antine  women. In Byzantium,  women  were expected to be retiring, shy, and 
modest, and devoted to their families and to religious observances. The up-
bringing of  middle-  and upper- class daughters was expected to take place 
in the gynaeceum, the part of the  house reserved for  women, in virtual se-
clusion. Outside of the gynaeceum,  women had  little contact with men and 
 were expected to wear a veil. Byzantine girls devoted most of their youth 
to learning domestic skills in preparation for married life and  running a 
 house hold. They would learn to spin, weave, and embroider at an early 
age. One of the few surviving descriptions of girlhood is found in the en-
comium written by the eleventh- century Byzantine intellectual and politi-
cian Michael Psellus for his dau gh ter who died at the age of ten. He praises 
her piety, modesty, skill with the needle, and devotion to learning. She at-
tended church ser vices regularly and was engaged in charitable work. A por-
trait of the life of married  women in eleventh- century Constantinople 
emerges in the funeral oration of Psellus for his mo ther, whom he pre sents 
as the model of a wife and a mo ther. A somewhat austere fi gure, she spent 
her days in the  women’s quarter, spinning and weaving. She was sober in 
her clothing, set great store in almsgiving, and was very pious. She did not 
concern herself with public affairs.  After her dau gh ter and her husband 
died, she never left the  house again. However much idealized, this portrait 
must have seemed credible to Psellus’s contemporaries. According to An-
geliki Laiou, every normative statement on the subject of  woman’s place 
insisted that a good  woman did not leave her  house and that all  women 
 were to stay within that protected space.27 This anecdotal evidence attests 
to the existence of demureness among Byzantine female society and coun-
teracts the more salacious ste reo type of the Byzantine female fi gure.

Accusations of zina (illegal intercourse) abound with res pect to the Byz-
antines and are especially attributed to the alleged sexual promiscuity of 
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Byzantine  women. ‘Abd al- Jabbar states that zina was commonplace in the 
cities and markets of Byzantium. If a  woman had no husband, chose not to 
marry, she was  free to do what she pleased. There  were, he claims, many 
markets for prostitutes, who possessed their own shops and sat in their 
doorways, uncovered and con spic u ous. If one of them gave birth to a child, 
she could carry the baby to the patriarch, bishop, or priest and say, “I am 
giving this child so that he may become a servant of Christ.” Inevitably, the 
response was that she was a “pure and blessed saint,” accompanied by the 
promise of her requital for her good deeds. More provocative is the claim 
that the nuns from convents went out to offer themselves to monks, re-
ceiving thanks for such deeds.28 In reality there was an absolute separation 
of the sexes in monastic life. But how can one account for such claims? 
Where do such stories originate?

Adab al- ghuraba’ by Abu al- Faraj al- Isfahani (d. 356/967) includes an-
ecdotes featuring monks and monasteries within the Islamic empire where 
high dignitaries would stop for refreshment during hunting trips or other 
journeys. Monasteries provided a special sort of shelter, a “kind of abroad,” 
for notable Muslim and Christian men, who anticipated erotic adventures 
of a variety of types.29 One story takes place in 355/965 in the monastery 
of al- Tha‘alib:

While we  were walking around the monastery . . .  we saw a  woman with a 
face like an inscribed dinar . . .  we went with her fi lled with plea sure in her 
and her grace and sweetness of diction that only God knows. She stayed with 
us for the rest of the day and I composed the following verses about her, which 
I recited to her and which pleased her:

A slender girl of bewitching looks passed by us [in the monastery]
Brought out from her seclusion by monks
To glorify the religion as living proof of it.30

Monasteries served as secluded sites for men to experience their desire and 
sexuality; the  woman’s face  here is described as if inscribed on a dinar, or 
as exhibiting beauty comparable to female royalty. It demonstrates the 
appeal and captivation of the Christian female, whose looks and manners 
succeed in bewitching the visitor.

This collection also suggests that the monks  were welcoming of homo-
sexual lovers. ‘Abdallah al- Wasiti tells in one story about having frequented 
a group of sophisticated young men who once invited him to visit the mon-
astery in the city of Wasit: they traveled to the monastery and stayed for 
three days and  were entertained with  music and wine. Returning to the 
monastery a few months  later, the priest informed them that a handsome 
young man had come in, accompanied by a good- looking boy whom he 
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assumed was the young man’s lover. They drank and became enraptured, 
continuing such be hav ior for three days.31 He was  later saddened to learn 
about their departure.

A third account in Adab al- ghuraba’ has as its main character the third/
ninth Abbasid caliph al- Mutawakkil, who visited a monastery in Hims, 
where he saw a beautiful girl. Al- Mutawakkil asked the monk about her, and 
the monk informed him that she was his dau gh ter: “[Al- Mutawakkil’s] ad-
miration and desire for her grew . . .  and [he] was enraptured and almost 
tore his shirt . . .  she took us up to an upstairs room, overlooking the 
churches.” He eventually married her  after she converted to Islam.32 In con-
trast to the anecdote about the monastery of al- Tha‘alib, this story depicts 
the common qualities of distraction and undeniable desire: that the caliph 
had such a strong physical reaction to the Christian girl, and had her con-
vert so that he could marry her, attests not only to her attractive features 
but to the consequential transformative trigger brought on by the female. 
In this light, she is perceived as a threat to the Islamic sense of order and 
self- control.

Elite members of the Abbasid Empire found the combination of beautiful 
natu ral surroundings, the availability of wine, and the prospect of amorous 
adventures irresistible; the image of the monastery as a plea sure ground 
might be surprising to many Christians, but it is the image al- Shabushti (d. 
388/948) propagates in his book on monasteries. Al- Shabushti mentions a 
convent inhabited by nuns that attracted Muslims and Christians from the 
surrounding areas for nights of sexual abandon.33 Such manuals of “spiri-
tual geography” not only depict a total absence of piety in the Christian 
monasteries but portray the monasteries and convents as locations whose 
principal function was plea sure.34

The  women featured in these stories are Christians and embody, as such, 
an alterity that prefi gures and/or parallels the Byzantine  women’s other-
ness. According to Thomas Sizgorich, the  women in the convent symbolize 
Chris tian ity, as exotic repre sen ta tions of civilized and attractive differ-
ence, but also serve—as do Byzantine  women— the function of sexual ex-
travagance.35 Hence the stories on Byzantine monasteries and the sexual 
transgressions of the monks and nuns belong to what seems to be a collec-
tion of vignettes, assigning transgressive be hav ior in Islamic lands and, by 
extension, Byzantine lands, to monks and monasteries. The pornographic 
allusion of this material is clear; but it is also indicative of attempts to 
denigrate and defame a rival culture by exaggerating the laxity with which 
Byzantine culture dealt with its  women. Cultural fantasy represented at 
once a form of wish fulfi llment, emanating from deep insecurity in the face 
of the alien and unpredictable, and a form of sheer plea sure, delighting in 
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the exotic.36 The Byzantines, both female and male, are omnisexual, and 
prone to engage in sexual relations with no restraint. Not even monks and 
nuns are spared these accusations, as this licentiousness was a facet of a 
general pattern of moral shortcomings.

Men and Eunuchs, Marriage and Celibacy

Marital practices, notably issues of polygamy versus monogamy as well 
as divorce and celibacy,  were also major markers of difference between 
the gender systems of the Byzantine and Islamic socie ties. Each of the 
two empires had its own conceptions of social and familial life, and, per-
haps inevitably, the Arabic Islamic texts criticize Byzantine concepts of celi-
bacy, marriage— including monogamy— and divorce. In Islam, the question 
of celibacy versus marriage is resolved largely in  favor of the latter. The 
centrality of marriage in Islam is best captured by a tradition of the Prophet: 
“There shall be no monkery in Islam.” The clear example of the Prophet 
established marriage, and more generally  legal sexual intercourse, as sunna. 
Since marriage is so fi rmly regarded as the norm, it is not surprising that 
al- Jahiz expresses amazement at the Christian ideal of continence and at the 
priests, monks, nuns, hermits, bishops, and archbishops who do not marry 
and do not have children.37

Linked to the issue of celibacy was the use of eunuchs, notably the Byz-
antine custom of castrating (young) boys, especially those destined to the 
ser vice of the Church. Al- Jahiz writes, “The Byzantines are the originators 
of this custom which contradicts the spirit of kindness and mercy.” The Byz-
antines, along with the Saqaliba (Slavs),  were the only  people to practice 
castration, which was thought by the Arabs to be a most odious crime and 
a sign of the Byzantines’ pitiless natures and corrupt hearts. The Byzantines 
 were accused of mutilating innocent and defenseless children and, still 
worse, of even castrating their own sons and selling them.38 If they captured 
Muslims, they took the children and castrated many of the boys, a number 
of whom died as a result. They claimed to have compassion and mercy, yet 
castration was not even prescribed in canonical law or the Torah.39 Al- Jahiz 
explains that the eunuchs in the Muslim empire held the Byzantines respon-
sible for their mutilation, and this practice was offered as one reason why 
the Muslim eunuchs fought the Byzantines so fervently.40

Matrimonial practices of the Byzantines and medieval Christians in gen-
eral  were among the preferred themes that Arab Muslim writers routinely 
used to construct and consolidate their topoi of differences. Al- Jahiz states 
that the Christians could not divorce; only in the case of adultery could the 
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husband initiate divorce. The Andalusi geographer Abu ‘Ubayd al- Bakri 
(d. 487/1094), in relating an anecdote about Eu rope and the papacy, stressed 
that divorce was not allowed in their religion.41 The strict monogamy pre-
vailing in Christian communities represented a signifi cant contrast, since 
for Muslim men divorce was relatively easily attainable.

The other peculiar feature of the Byzantine institution of marriage, from 
the perspective of the Arab Muslims, was monogamy. An anecdote about 
Jurjius b. Jibra’il, who specialized in medicine and helped cure Caliph al- 
Mansur (r. 136–158/754–775), highlights this practice. One biographical 
dictionary relates a conversation between the two in the year 151/768. The 
caliph asked him: “Who serves you? He answered, my students. The caliph 
told him: I heard that you do not have a  woman/wife. He answered: I have 
a wife who is old and weak and cannot move from her place. . . .  The caliph 
ordered his servant . . .  to choose from among the Rumi female slaves three 
beautiful ones that would be carried to Jurjius together with three thousand 
dinars.” Upon seeing them, Jurjius sent them away, explaining to the caliph 
that Christians practice monogamy and never marry another or remarry so 
long as their wives are still alive.42 This anecdote demonstrates the differ-
ence of Christian monogamous practice, which must have seemed unusual, 
and certainly restrictive, to the elite Muslims.

Similarly, a Muslim text includes an anecdote that concerns a Muslim 
prisoner who converted to Chris tian ity and married a “well- to-do, beau-
tiful Byzantine  woman.” He lived happily with her  until, one day, he was 
sent on a forty- day expedition; while absent, he was informed that his wife 
had remarried. When he returned, he did not go home. Soon his mo ther- 
in- law came to see him with a large escort of her female neighbors, all 
wearing expensive clothes and jewelry. His mo ther- in- law informed him 
that his wife had not remarried because as a rumiyya, a Byzantine, she could 
not have two husbands; she had simply taken a lover during his absence. 
The other  women stood as witnesses to the fact that her lover was nothing 
more than that, for “this was not objectionable or shameful in their eyes.” 
The mo ther- in- law urged him to return to her, and he did. The conclusion 
of the narrator is that “all who enter bilad al- rum lose their jealousy and 
passion, and allow their wives to take lovers.”43 The warning tone of this 
passage insinuates that Muslim Arabs who would venture into Byzantine 
lands had better brace themselves, as they would encounter fi ery passions 
and strange sexual and marital practices.

This anecdote, moreover, hints at a par tic u lar feature attributed to Byz-
antine males. Competing nations often attribute “feminine” characteristics 
to their male rivals as a means of explaining dispositions that are unfamiliar 
and undesirable. Muslim perceptions of Byzantine men as lacking in pride 
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 toward their womenfolk reinforced the values of serious piety and respon-
sibility over  family and possessions in Muslim society, as contrasted with 
supposed Byzantine nonchalance. The cuckolded husband’s absence of jeal-
ousy was an accusation leveled against Byzantine men, but also against the 
Slavs and other Eu ro pe ans and,  later on, the Crusaders. Muslim men’s jeal-
ousy, possessiveness, and protection regarding their wives or other female 
relatives  were indicators of proper Islamic practice and, in their view, set 
them apart from other cultures who took these traits and characteristics 
less seriously. Ibn Fadlan’s account of the caliphal embassy from Baghdad 
to the king of the Volga Bulgars in the early fourth/tenth  century includes 
passages that confi rm this attitude by dwelling on sexual improprieties: 
“Each of them has a couch on which he sits. They are accompanied by beau-
tiful slave girls for trading. One man will have intercourse with his slave- girl 
while his companions look on. Sometimes a group of them comes together 
to do this, each in front of the other.” Another passage states that on the 
throne of the king of the Rus “there sit forty slave- girls who belong to his 
bed. Sometimes he has coitus with one of them in the presence of those 
companions whom we have mentioned.” James Montgomery has confi rmed 
that Ibn Fadlan’s account of the Rus does not balk at the opportunity to 
affi rm the cultural and religious superiority of Islam.44 André Miquel also 
points to the  different register that one encounters in the passages pertaining 
to some non- Muslim populations: the freedom of moeurs— real, imagined, 
or exaggerated— that the Islamic world attributes to the  women of the 
North, Turks, Bulgars, or Slavs.45 As Muslims hold themselves to an ethos 
of duty and purity, a Muslim male fi gurehead’s concern is to keep the  family 
and community intact— pure and without interference; this difference must 
have been incredibly diffi cult for the early Muslims to comprehend, as pride 
of virtue and devotion is a very fundamental ele ment in Islamic faith. The 
references, moreover, insist on the lack of jealousy shown by the men of these 
cultures.

Such a laissez- faire attitude is well known in a  later Muslim text that 
dates to the Crusader period, namely, the autobiography of the fi fth/twelfth- 
century Usama b. Munqidh, where it is stated that the Franks have no hint 
of jealousy— for example, that where one Frankish man walks along the 
street with his wife and encounters a friend, the husband will allow or en-
courage his wife to talk to his friend while he stands aside, away from her 
private conversation, and waits  until she is done conversing. Another story 
confi rms this assessment, highlighting Frankish males’ lack of marital jeal-
ousy as well as Frankish females’ licentiousness. Here a Frank who fi nds a 
man in bed with his wife reacts solely by telling him that if he fi nds him 
there again he will take him to court, “and this was his only reaction, the 
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height of his outburst of jealousy.”46 The Muslim perception of the Franks 
as lacking marital jealousy and of Frankish  women as sexually loose should 
be seen, according to Carole Hillenbrand, as refl ective of widespread Muslim 
attitudes and prejudices about the Franks which  were already deeply in-
grained by Usama’s own time.47

We also fi nd such judgments in Andalusi accounts of their northern neigh-
bors. The Andalusi Muslim writers dwell on the freedom of Eu ro pean 
(and other)  women, fi nding the same irreverent aspects of absence of jeal-
ousy among men and sexual license of unmarried  women.48 The Byzantines 
are thus not the exclusive target of such allegations, but they receive a greater 
proportion of the charges simply because they loom much larger in the Ar-
abic Islamic textual production than any of the other Eu ro pe ans.

The disempowerment of the Byzantine male is brought up as well in nar-
ratives of conquests where the rhetorical strug gle of the self and the other 
emphasizes the enslavement and consequent sexual defi lement of Byzan-
tine womenfolk as well as their presence in public; while Arab Islamic 
 women  were modest and confi ned in private settings. Ibn Hazm’s verses 
stress this point:

Of our  women. You did not capture many.
Whereas of yours we have as many as the drops of rain.
Indeed, counting them is an endless task
Like a man counting the pigeons’ feathers.49

The tone of this poem refl ects Arabs’ pride in their  women, whom they per-
ceive as modest and whom they seek to protect. The victory ode of Abu 
Tammam (d. 231/845 or 232/846) on the conquest of Amorium, “The 
Sword Is More Veracious,” illustrates the central role played by “the sexual 
gender- based imagery” in the description of Muslim military and po liti cal 
domination of the Byzantines. One of the most im por tant poems of the Ar-
abic language, the victory ode was presented to the caliph al- Mu‘tasim 
(218–277/833–842)  after his conquest of the Byzantine city of Amorium 
in 223/838. The poem uses concepts of gender, notably a dialectic of male 
domination and female submission, to convey the relationship of the tri-
umphant Arab Muslims to the defeated Byzantine Christians. Suzanne Stet-
kevych explains how sexual domination in the form of the rape of the 
conquered Byzantine city operates as the prevailing meta phor for military 
and po liti cal control. The Muslim army is described in defensive, mascu-
line terms, whereas Amorium, and Byzantium in general, assume female 
characteristics of passivity and allurement.50 In the verses that tell of Muslim 
soldiers raping Byzantine  women (lines 63–66), Abu Tammam uses the 
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paired gender construct of male/female, aggressor/victim, and Muslim/in-
fi del to consolidate Arab Islam as a masculine, thriving, and power ful body, 
and Byzantine Chris tian ity as feminine, acquiescent, and submissive.51

This textual pro cess of exposing Byzantine  women carries with it reli-
gious/theological overtones of Byzantine inferiority and also allegorizes the 
Islamic masculinist power of possession. The justifi cation of expansion 
could then be linked to issues of sexuality. Stetkevych notes that the image 
of sexually defi led womanhood is the customary means for expressing male 
dishonor and downfall.52 Here again, reference to Usama b. Munqidh’s text 
is relevant. He reports that Rafful, a Muslim Kurdish  woman from Shayzar, 
was captured during an attack on the town in 1137. Her  father almost lost 
his mind, roaming the streets and telling bystanders that Rafful had been 
captured. It was  later found that Rafful had thrown herself from the  horse 
of the Frank who had captured her, thus taking her own life to save her 
honor.53 While in this and other Arab Muslim texts  women’s social and 
moral roles hinged on the concept of honor, the Byzantines and the Cru-
saders are belittled for lacking the most basic  human sense of honor.

Byzantine  Women and the Bounds for 
Muslim  Women

The writings on which I have shed light had produced the Byzantine world 
for an Abbasid audience. These texts’ emphasis on certain sexual tropes 
worked to construct Byzantium as a par tic u lar kind of location and helped 
solidify Islam’s identity and sense of pride and belonging. Sexuality played 
a great role in mapping differences: the Arab Islamic “here” and the Byz-
antine “there”  were distinguished by the imagined differences between the 
sexual practices of “us” and “them.”54 The established rules of sexual mo-
rality in a given society are commonly subjected to friendly or hostile— but 
rarely impartial— evaluation by that society itself and by other socie ties it 
encounters. Islamic authors’ depictions mirrored their expectations. Their 
assessment of Byzantine  women derived not entirely from their observa-
tions, but was rather determined by the values, standards, and prejudices 
of Abbasid society. Accounts of fi rst-  or secondhand experiences, absorbed 
within existing paradigms,  were used to support rather than challenge con-
temporary social norms and practices. Indeed, for the Byzantine  woman to 
be recognizable within an Islamic context, she had to refl ect a series of pre-
existing ste reo types that Islamic society had adopted to strengthen its own 
sovereign base.55

The writings on Byzantine  women seem to articulate Muslim fears of fe-
male excess, and especially uncontrolled sexual activity, which threatened 
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to undermine Islamic feminine purity and the faith’s gender hierarchy of 
propriety. This threat was not unrealistic, for although Islam offi cially tol-
erated only marriage and concubinage, it was diffi cult to prevent illicit 
sexual contact from occurring. Al- Tanukhi, writing in fourth/tenth- century 
Baghdad, relates a serious social condition when the daughters of im por-
tant notables in Baghdad  were reported, by the police, to have been caught 
participating in immoral acts:

One of my neighbors was Abu ‘Ubayda. . . .  He used to be a companion (nadim) 
of Ishaq b. Ibrahim al- Mas‘abi. He told me that one day Ishaq summoned him 
in the  middle of the night. . . .  He [Ishaq] threw at me [Abu ‘Ubayda] papers 
that he was holding in his hands and said: read these. I read them all. They 
 were the reports of the police chiefs . . .  each one relating the day’s events. All 
the reports mentioned raids undertaken against  women who  were found for-
nicating. They  were the daughters of [high- ranking offi cials], viziers, umara’ 
and notables who had died or who had lost their positions. . . .  [Ishaq said] 
I am afraid lest a similar fate befalls my fi ve daughters and I have gathered 
them in this room to kill them immediately and fi nd rest.56

The passage informs us about raids undertaken by the police performed to 
enforce purity and propriety within society at the private level, and about 
the implication of  free  women of a certain standing in “immoral” activi-
ties. What connection does this story about fornication bear to reality? Does 
it indicate that debauchery among upper- class  women was commonplace? 
While these questions are diffi cult to answer, what this story clearly implies 
is the belief that in the absence of constant vigilance, the natu ral depravity 
of  women would inevitably lead to their downfall and the consequent dis-
honor of their families and community— and by extension that of the Is-
lamic empire itself. Indeed, this anecdote pre sents in an almost obsessive 
way a testimony to the precariousness of the lives of all Arab Islamic 
 women— even elite ones— and the profound fears of humiliation that their 
male relatives permanently harbored.

A similar story mentions the dau gh ter of Ibn Abi ‘Awf, a wealthy and 
infl uential man belonging to the close circle of ‘Ubayd Allah, the vizier of 
both al- Mu‘tamid (256/870–279/892) and al- Mu‘tadid (279/892–289/902): 
“It was mentioned that the news spread in Baghdad that Ibn Abi ‘Awf en-
tered his home to fi nd his dau gh ter with a man who is not her mahram.”57 
This text again suggests the possibility of illicit sexual contacts in fourth/
tenth- century Baghdad, implicating upper- class  women. His dau gh ter’s act 
had signifi cant repercussions on the power ful Ibn Abi ‘Awf. In fact, his very 
downfall resulted from her actions. This anecdote, in conjunction with the 
earlier one, reveals the existence of a certain freedom from conventional 
moral be hav ior among the upper classes that is not described in  legal 
and religious texts. Thus, while the early Muslims wrote derogatorily of 

Bereitgestellt von | New York University Bobst Library Technical Services
Angemeldet

Heruntergeladen am | 15.12.15 11:50



94 Beyond Borders

Byzantine licentiousness, the fact remains that such be hav ior also existed 
in the Islamic empire despite being viewed as unacceptable and punish-
able there.

There are also indications that prostitution prospered in vari ous Islamic 
cities during certain periods. In Baghdad, the Hanbalites, known for their 
intransigent rigidity,  rose up against this corruption of true Islamic moral 
standards, notably drinking wine, singing, and prostitution. In 323/935 they 
confi scated wine, harassed singing girls, or ga nized raids on  houses of ill- 
repute, destroyed musical instruments, and interrogated men accompanying 
 women unrelated to them in the streets. In 327/939 the Hanbalites are said 
to have prevented per for mances by musicians and the sale of female slaves 
as prostitutes. In addition,  under the Buyid ‘Adud al- Dawla (d. 372/983) 
prostitution was offi cially taxed.58 There was thus a real and constant fear 
of the degradation of Islamic mores that is represented in Islamic texts by 
a fear of uncontrolled sexuality. The views on Byzantine  women  were thus 
indicators of widespread internal concern.

Maria Rosa Menocal posits that what proves to be signifi cant and infl u-
ential in intercultural contacts are the perspectives generated between com-
peting cultures and their views and judgments of each other— whether true 
or fi ctionalized. Indeed, scholars investigating the interactions between cul-
tures must impart the reality of a culture, along with their impressions of 
what only appears to be reality to  others.59 Within their pre sen ta tion of 
Byzantine  women, what we have is an acute scenario of how  women might 
be compromised if they  were to go beyond the bounds set for them by their 
orthodox Muslim culture. The perception of Byzantine  women as seen 
through the lens of the Arab Muslims’ system of values and beliefs repre-
sents a reconfi rmation of the “proper” Muslim way of life. The images per-
meating Islamic sources corroborate the Muslim attitude that sees the con-
trol of sexual morality and hence of  women’s be hav ior as a prerequisite 
for stable social or ga ni za tion. The texts reveal a complex relationship to 
gender: the Byzantine female and male are made sexually strange, acting 
as the site where gender distinctions are blurred, the threat of the feminine 
more explicitly acknowledged, and the relationship between the sexes re-
defi ned in looser terms.

Irvin C. Schick has postulated that sexuality plays an integral part in the 
creation of “spatial differentiation”;60 and according to Valerie Traub, as 
sexual defi nitions and theories/knowledge passed across empires and cul-
tures, we realize that cultural understanding is highly po liti cally and reli-
giously charged.61 Arabic Islamic authors projected a Byzantine value system 
through the use of sexual tropes in order to trigger a discourse of spati-
ality. Rather than comprising an expository explanation of Byzantium, the 
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texts developed paradigms of oppositions, which refl ected only temporal, 
culturally saturated ideals and perspectives of a collective Islam. Byzantium 
in these texts is feminized, transformed into a seductive and dangerous land 
whose sexual values are perceived only through a comparative lens. Gender 
and sexuality came to function as constitutive elements of Byzantine alterity 
in two respects: fi rst, through a developed notion of a sexualized Byzan-
tium; and, second, through depictions of the Byzantine male as effeminate, 
a judgment supported all the more by the strong presence of eunuchs in 
Byzantium. These revealing texts illustrate the extent to which gender and 
sexuality served as vectors within the discourse of Byzantine alterity, effec-
tively used to draw boundaries and to imagine.62 But describing the sexual 
difference of the Byzantines also served as a ploy in the construction of the 
Abbasid norm itself. Byzantium, the geo graph i cal elsewhere, will continue 
to play this dual role. Arab Muslim interest in Byzantine  women did not 
stem from their importance or visibility, nor from anthropological or eth-
nographic concerns. Rather, Arab interest arose from a desire to show dif-
ference and to strengthen the idea that Arab Islam was the foremost cul-
ture of morality, propriety, and control—in par tic u lar, in the texts of authors 
who featured and contrasted the lax Byzantine attitude  toward  women and 
sexuality to the ordered perfection of Islamic civilization. Moreover, by in-
sinuating that Byzantine (and also Slavic and Frankish) men did not feel 
jealous when their womenfolk engaged with other men, the texts  were 
striking at the very masculinity— and, by extension, the moral order and 
authority—of their rivals.

Byzantium was posited as the locus of eroticism in a textual production 
constrained by a moralistic code. These repre sen ta tions are reminiscent of 
nineteenth- century depictions of the Oriental harem, which was an imag-
ined image from which Eu rope’s “sexual repressions, erotic fantasies and 
desire of domination”  were produced.63 Exploited as a means of evoking 
venues of erotic fantasy, Byzantium was, like the Orientalists’ Orient, a 
scene of escapist sexual fantasy, a space of sexual promise and threat. The 
long- term consequence of this formulation of Byzantine eroticism was to 
degrade Byzantine sexuality, for it was thought to contain a mode of ob-
scene de cadence that set the Byzantines apart.

To tell about Byzantine  women and gender relations was to enter into a 
well- understood narrative, part of an ongoing dialogue with which the au-
dience was familiar. Rather than taking the discussion to be evidence of 
corroborative information, this iteration occurs because the ste reo typed de-
piction agrees with the anticipated image.64 It is noteworthy that these ac-
counts  were written by individuals who had not traveled to the countries 
they described. Their imaginative approach to other cultures helps explain 
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how these authors could write with such confi dence on the Byzantines when 
almost none of them had fi rsthand experience of the Byzantines and their 
empire. It is nevertheless crucial to remind the reader that “engaged repre-
sen ta tions” tend to rely on the imagination of the writer/compiler and his 
cultural and historical context rather than on any detached, scientifi c obser-
vation.65 In the fi nal analy sis, looking  toward Byzantium brought only 
counterexamples of accepted, appropriate be hav ior, and that helped the 
writers reaffi rm their own identity.

The contentious nature of the relationship between Byzantium and Islam 
colored the discourse about Arab Islam’s orthodox Christian rival. More-
over, the relationship between the two was not hierarchical or one of op-
pressor and oppressed. Arab Muslims did not see the Byzantine Empire and 
its history as barbaric, uncivilized, and inferior: the two rivals  were equal, 
but  different. The image of Byzantium is one of a civilization that possessed 
an admirable history and culture— although its more contestable aspects 
of intimate relations are presented as corrupt, degenerate, and irredeem-
able. Throughout, there is a clear and self- evident idea of “us” and “them,” 
but  behind this seemingly totalizing discourse exists a rich, diverse, and 
intricate image of Byzantium. The discourse is nuanced in ways that temper 
the extremes and admit common ground, which perhaps explains why the 
sexuality of the Byzantines seldom provokes any sodomitic readings. Their 
sexual excesses are almost always presented in a heteronormative mode, 
and whenever they are made to operate “against nature,” they do so in ways 
that Muslims do, in excessive or illicit heterosexual activity.66

These Arab Islamic texts disclose an acute anxiety in their repre sen ta-
tions of Byzantine  women. This apprehension emanates from the cultural 
difference of the foreign (Byzantine)  women as well as from the moral ex-
pectations of their own local  women. Byzantium was fi gured in Arabic Is-
lamic lore as libidinously eroticized, becoming a “porno- tropics”67 for the 
Muslim imagination onto which its forbidden sexual desires and fears  were 
projected. Lack of control over passion characterized the Byzantines, who 
as such represented the antitype and constituted a warning of what the 
 future might hold if Muslim society  were to relax its morals and controls.
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Early Islamic discourses about  women and gender intimate a de-
sire to uphold and preserve communal religious and ethical boundaries 

in the face of their permeability. These perimeters  were dependent upon 
observing one’s place among other members of one’s religious affi liation, and 
in relation to other religious communities, especially since one’s position 
in society was to be ascribed within a matrix of identities, events, and be-
liefs.1 The limits of these religio- ethical boundaries and the imperative for 
their protection  were articulated in the sacred stories of the female exem-
plars who tested their limits and who, through their acts, helped refashion 
a new, accepted Muslim female identity; early Muslim female identity was, 
in fact, dependent upon the limits set by the exemplars’ stories from the 
fi rst/seventh  century.

The events surrounding Islamic origins would have lasting consequences 
for Muslim self- identity. Muslim intellectuals articulated a metanarrative 
of the primordial Islamic past, centered on the events of the life of the 
Prophet Muhammad and those of the period immediately following his 
death. Muslim theologians chose to remain anchored to this inspired past, 
and specifi cally to the men and  women who most exemplify pious attitudes 
and model be hav ior. Legitimacy and authority came to depend upon per-
ceived imitation of the example set by Muhammad and the fi rst members 
of his community. Thus the foundational princi ple of inclusion in the umma 
was, consequently, a “mimetic per for mance” through which Muslims sought 

Fashioning a New Identity

 Women Exemplars and the Search for Meaning
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to imitate the be hav ior of those men and  women who  were pre sent at the 
founding of the religion and who observed for themselves and lived by the 
example of the Prophet.2

The primary female exemplars  were the Qur’anic  women— notably, Mary, 
mo ther of Jesus, and the  women who have pride of place in the tradition of 
the Prophet, particularly his wives Khadija and ‘A’isha and his dau gh ter 
Fatima. However, there are dozens of other  women, mentioned in both the 
Qur’an and the Prophet’s tradition, who served as exemplars, defi ning by 
their be hav ior, in both actions and words, the bounds of acceptable Muslim 
identity. In his Mu‘jam a‘lam al- nisa’ fi  al- qur’an al- karim, ‘Imad al- Hilali 
includes 114  women who are mentioned directly or indirectly in the Qur’an.3 
Some of these  women are biblical fi gures who serve as models of virtue and 
devotion, while  others, also biblical, epitomize the evil in  women, like the 
wife of Noah and the wife of Lot. In Surat al- tahrim (Qur’an 66:9–12) the 
Qur’an singles out a few  women as  either poor or praiseworthy examples: 
“God has struck a similitude for the unbelievers, the wife of Noah and the 
wife of Lot; for they  were  under two of Our righ teous servants, but they 
betrayed them. . . .  God has struck a similitude for His believers, the wife of 
Pharaoh, when she said, ‘My Lord, build for me a  house in Paradise, in Thy 
presence, and deliver me from Pharaoh and his work.’ . . .  And Mary, Im-
ran’s dau gh ter, who guarded her virginity, so We breathed into her Our 
Spirit, and she confi rmed the Words of her Lord and His Books, and became 
one of the obedient.” The prophetic message for female followers is to 
abandon one’s aggressive, emotional, and heedless past and embrace a  future 
of devotion, purity, and obedience.

A large number of verses target Muhammad’s contemporaries, and in the 
featured female fi gures we encounter, the feminine model and antimodel 
coexist side by side. The Prophet’s aunt by marriage and wife of Muham-
mad’s  enemy Abu Lahab, Umm Jamil, is specifi cally accursed in verses in 
the Qur’an (111:1, 4–5): “Perish the hands of Abu Lahab, and perish he! . . .  
and his wife, the carrier of the fi rewood, upon her neck a rope of palm- 
fi bre.” However, a large number of Qur’anic verses address the piety of the 
female companions of the Prophet, each of whom displays instances of ex-
emplary be hav ior, such as patience, fi delity, and courage or other personi-
fi ed principles from which Muslim  women could learn.

This “teaching” material is found in more copious form in the Sira and 
the tradition of the Prophet, as well as in the early biographical diction-
aries that include information on female companions of the Prophet Mu-
hammad (the Sahabiyyat) whose devotion, conduct, and actions led them 
to supreme esteem as moral exemplars and prescriptive models for  later 
generations of Muslim  women. If we can envision the formation of the Is-
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lamic sunna against the background of jahiliyya, and in the face of the in-
difference of newly converted individuals, we can see, at least in part, why 
we fi nd in hadith descriptions of the early Islamic female elite idealized traits 
and inspirational examples requiring mimesis.4 The normative behavioral 
pre ce dents set by these  women are exemplifi ed, for instance, by Umm al- 
Fadl Lubaba, whose biography served as a religious model and pre ce dent 
for  later generations of Muslims. Umm al- Fadl Lubaba was the Prophet’s 
aunt by marriage and one of the earliest converts. Ibn Sa‘d states that she 
was the fi rst  woman,  after Khadija, to become Muslim.5 Upon Muham-
mad’s migration to Medina, she remained unprotected in Mecca. A highly 
reliable traditionalist, her piety was refl ected in her fasting, and her devo-
tion to Islam was proved when, wielding a tent pole, she attacked one of 
Muhammad’s leading opponents, Abu Lahab.6 Early converts to Islam such 
as Umm al- Fadl Lubaba and Khadija  were above all challenged to remain 
devoted to the new faith amid the enormous diffi culties that the early 
Muslim community faced.

Another exemplary female was Umm Kulthum bint ‘Uqba, who accepted 
Islam in Mecca before the hijra (the Prophet’s migration to Medina in 1/622) 
and was the fi rst  woman to migrate to Medina. As written by Ibn Sa‘d, “We 
know of no female Qurayshi other than Umm Kulthum bint ‘Uqba who 
left her parents as a Muslim  woman, emigrating to God and his messenger.”7 
She arrived at Medina, and her two bro th ers, who opposed her conversion 
and migration, arrived the next day and requested that the Prophet return 
her to them in accordance with the terms of the Treaty of Hudaybiyya, 
which had been agreed to between Muhammad and his opponents in 
Mecca. Umm Kulthum pleaded not to be returned, explaining that she 
might be tortured and forced to recant. A verse descended making room 
for a special dispensation for the  women refugees from Mecca (Qur’an 
60:10): “O believers, when believing  women come to you as emigrants, 
test them. God knows very well their belief. Then if you know them to be 
believers, return them not to the unbelievers.” The Prophet,  after testing 
Umm Kulthum bint ‘Uqba, determined that she had not left Mecca for any 
monetary need or marital reason, but only because of her love for God, 
Muhammad, and the religion.8 The occasions of revelation surrounding this 
verse emphasize Umm Kulthum’s exemplary piety, selfl essness, and courage.

Another such character is Umm ‘Umara, who was pre sent during the 
early battles of Uhud, Khaybar, Hunayn, and al- Yamama and was celebrated 
for her bravery. At Uhud, as a combatant, she is said to have sustained 
twelve wounds to her body while defending the Prophet, who praised her 
valor and stated that her per for mance on the battlefi eld was unsurpassed 
by anyone  else.9 On the fi rst day of the  battle, in which her husband and 
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two sons participated, she set out with her  water skin to quench the thirst 
of the wounded. She braved the battlefi eld  until she reached the Prophet. 
As the tide of the  battle began to turn against the Muslims, she began 
fi ghting with a sword as well as shooting a bow  until she was wounded in 
the shoulder. According to al- Waqidi, she proved her valor at Uhud as the 
Prophet witnessed her fi ght a strong  battle  until she sustained thirteen in-
juries. Her fervor was such that the Prophet smiled “ until his teeth showed. 
He said: You are zealous, O Umm ‘Umara!” ‘Abdallah b. ‘Umar also said 
that he heard the messenger of God say on the day of Uhud, “I did not turn 
right or left but I saw her fi ght for me.”10 This ele ment of female devotion, 
solidarity, and companionship is found repeatedly and serves as one of the 
fi rst examples of the religio- ethical turn from selfi shness to selfl essness, from 
perfi dy to loyalty.

At the  battle of Uhud it was as though two temporalities  were clashing 
in one moment: a pre- Islamic temporality of emotional and reactive ex-
tremes against that of a new era exemplifi ed by the courageous albeit con-
trolled be hav ior of the Sahabiyyat. On the battlefi eld, the  women of the 
opposing camps are reported to have invested themselves in combat, albeit 
in  different manners. The jahili  women provided encouragement, bolstering 
energy and a wish for revenge, but they did not fi ght alongside their hus-
bands, as Umm ‘Umara reported: “In the name of God, I did not see a 
 woman among them aim with an arrow or stone, but I saw them strike 
tambourines and drums and remind the  people of the dead at Badr.” Thus, 
 women of the rival forces  were thought not to have physically fought, but 
to have played a sentimental or emotional role by commemorating and 
mourning those who had died in the previous  battle. Umm ‘Umara refers 
specifi cally to Hind bint ‘Utba, who, she says, “was a heavy  woman for her 
frame, sitting with another  woman, fearing the cavalry, and having no 
strength to walk.”11 As I mentioned in Chapter 1, Hind stood at the edge 
of the fi eld, aggressively inciting the warriors into  battle to the point where 
she was nearly killed. A more energetic stance was taken by ‘Amra bint 
‘Alqama al- Harithiyya, who, when the standard of the Quraysh fell to the 
ground, took it and raised it up for the Quraysh to gather around. Her ac-
tion was momentous, as refl ected in the words of the poet Hassan b. Thabit: 
“Had not the Harithite  woman seized the standard, they would have been 
sold in the market like chattels.”12

While the jahili  women’s role was limited to acts of encouragement, some 
Sahabiyyat seem to have fought a hard  battle, risking their lives and sus-
taining numerous wounds. These acts of bravery illustrate  women’s dedi-
cation to the new faith, merged with an instinctive re sis tance to adopting a 
more controlled nature during such intense war- fi lled moments of this tran-
sitional period. At no point, however, are Muslim  women—in this  battle 
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or any other  battle, for that  matter— accused of mutilating their enemies’ 
corpses. At the end of the  battle, jahili  women such as Hind bint ‘Utba 
 were the sole culprits in the atrocities perpetrated on the bodies of the fallen. 
While some  women in  battle may have vigorously or inspirationally pro-
voked force, they strived to cultivate the new faith’s requirement of patience 
and ac cep tance in the face of the death of loved ones. The Muslim  women 
showed a pious resignation in relation to the fate of their relatives who fell 
in the course of the  battle. The section in the Sira entitled “Verses Recited 
on the  Battle of Uhud” includes only a handful of poems recited by  women: 
verses by Safi yya crying over her brother Hamza; the verse of Nu‘m, wife 
of Shammas, crying over her husband; and verses by Hind bint ‘Utba.13 
Both Safi yya’s and Nu‘m’s poetry show an ac cep tance of God’s will. Safi yya 
recited:

God the true, the Lord of the Throne, called him
To live in paradise in joy. That is what we hoped and longed for.

The yearning for vengeance by the jahilis was, by contrast, unquench-
able. Even  after their victory at Uhud, the killings, and the mutilation of the 
corpses, Hind bint ‘Utba, on her return to Mecca, is said to have recited:

I came back my heart fi lled with sorrow,
For some from whom I sought vengeance had escaped me,
Men of Quraysh who  were at Badr,
Of Banu Hashim, and of Yathrib’s  people.
I gained somewhat from the expedition
But not all that I had hoped.14

Nothing could quench the jahili thirst for revenge. No act, no  matter how 
atrocious or excessive, could alleviate the sorrow verging on despair at the 
death of their loved ones. The poetry selected in the Sira mirrored a new 
ethos and a certain psy chol ogy. The reckless but profound discontent ex-
hibited by Hind, whose acts, words, and anger do nothing  toward de-
creasing her feelings of apprehension and anxiety and, ultimately, her sense 
of defeat, is to be contrasted with the confi dence of the Muslim Safi yya, 
tranquil and gratifi ed in her belief in an afterlife and her ac cep tance of God’s 
divine decree.

Khadija

This binary construction between jahili  women and the Sahabiyyat was fur-
ther elaborated in the typology of Khadija, the fi rst wife of the Prophet 
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and perhaps the foremost female exemplary in Islam. Ibn Sa‘d states that 
before her marriage to Muhammad, Khadija experienced a miraculous oc-
currence during her participation in a pagan cele bration with other Meccan 
 women that centered on an idol in the shape of a man. This idol started to 
speak and predicted that a prophet by the name of Ahmad would be sent 
with God’s message. The other  women assailed the idol with stones, de-
nouncing it, while Khadija instead paid attention to its words.15

Khadija is a primary player in the stories of attestation, recognition, and 
revelation. The Sira relates that when Muhammad was in Syria, Khadija 
had commissioned him for caravan work and had sent her servant May-
sara to assist Muhammad; at that time, a hermit noticed Muhammad and 
told Maysara about him. Maysara communicated the information to 
Khadija, telling her about his honesty and his purity and what the  People 
of the Book said about him. Khadija became aware of Muhammad’s pro-
phetic mission and consequently deci ded to marry him. Khadija was the 
fi rst to be told about Muhammad’s fi rst revelation, and it was her cousin, 
Waraqa b. Nawfal, an Arabian Christian scholar with knowledge of the 
sacred scriptures, who confi rmed that the fi rst vision experienced by Mu-
hammad was a genuine prophetic one.16

Khadija gave the disconcerted Muhammad moral assistance and assur-
ance. The tradition relates that whenever Muhammad would hear a call 
addressing him as “O Muhammad!” he would return home and tell Khadija 
that he was losing his mind, and she would respond: “No, God will never 
do this to you. I know you as an honest person; you deliver what ever is 
put in your safekeeping, and you do good unto the kindred.”17 The Sira 
states that following her death and that of Muhammad’s  uncle Abu Talib, 
which occurred in the same year, a series of catastrophes befell the Prophet, 
as she had been a faithful vizier (wazir sidq) to him.18

Khadija is described as a merchant  woman of wealth and honor within 
Meccan society. Due to her stature in the community, her conversion made 
a considerable impression on the Quraysh. The Sira states that she was the 
fi rst person to become a Muslim.19 She died in 619, departing at a critical 
juncture, before Muhammad’s migration to Medina. Her legacy is founded 
on her pre sen ta tion as an unfaltering supporter of Muhammad’s mission 
at a time when he was rejected by his own tribe, by his own  people. Her 
role is amplifi ed by Muhammad’s attachment to her memory, a  matter re-
iterated by his  later wife ‘A’isha, who confessed, “I was not jealous of any 
of the wives of the Prophet except Khadija, even though I came  after her 
death.”20 The memory of the calm and poised Khadija was so estimable 
that it had entered the realm of perfection and made other  women feel 
jealous or less worthy, as they could not aspire to her venerable  character.
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Al- Bukhari’s Sahih includes a tradition that confi rms Khadija’s special 
status in an answer by the Prophet to ‘A’isha’s complaint that it is as if “there 
has been no other  woman on earth but Khadija.” He replied: “She was, and 
it happened and she bore me a progeny.”21 Muhammad confi rmed Khadi-
ja’s irreproachable legacy, stating in a tradition preserved in the Musnad of 
Ibn Hanbal: “No indeed, Allah has not replaced her with a better [wife]. 
She believed in me when I was rejected. When they called me a liar, she pro-
claimed me truthful. When I was poor, she shared with me her wealth and 
Allah granted her children though withholding those of other  women.”22 
As Muhammad attested, Khadija was the ultimate female model— devoted, 
believing and supportive, nurturing, and endowed by God—an unmatched 
mimetic object.23 Khadija, as Muhammad’s pious wife, represents a marker 
for Muhammad: she is the archetypal  woman and wife— and such fi rst 
 women and wives set an indelible pre ce dent and leave a lasting impression. 
Further, she is a marker for Muslim  women— the fi rst  woman to convert 
to Islam, the fi rst  woman to put her  whole trust and devotion in the Prophet, 
and the fi rst model of Islamic female be hav ior.

Both the hadith and the Sira praise Khadija as a  woman and a wife, cred-
iting her with insight into Muhammad’s character as well as recognition of 
the initial signs of his prophetic call. Her wealth supported Muhammad in 
his spiritual endeavors, and her fi nancial backing may have cost her her 
fortune during the period of the economic and social boycott proclaimed 
by major clans of the Quraysh, vis-à-vis the Prophet’s clan, the Banu 
Hashim, in the hope of forcing them to withdraw their protection of Mu-
hammad. Her constant devotion to Muhammad is refl ected in the ways she 
comforted and counseled him, steadying him in his path. Her role is sum-
marized in a passage from the Sira: “She strengthened him [the Prophet], 
lightened his burden, proclaimed his truth, and belittled men’s opposition.”24 
The hadith and the Sira touch upon the superiority of Khadija, highlighting 
her exclusive position among the wives of the Prophet, as the mo ther of 
his children, but also through his monogamous marriage to her as long as 
she lived. The parental and monogamous character of Muhammad’s mar-
riage with Khadija is signifi cant, as this fi rst marriage of his was the only 
monogamous one, during which he fathered a number of children and re-
mained singularly committed to them all; these factors further mythologize 
the fi gure of Khadija and contribute to her veneration. A number of tradi-
tions, moreover, link Khadija to Qur’anic fi gures and show Khadija as an 
infl uence on or model for other premier Islamic female fi gures. In one ha-
dith, for instance, the Prophet said, “The best of its  women is Maryam bint 
‘Umran; the best of its  women is Khadija.”25
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‘A’isha

Unlike the  later wives of Muhammad, Khadija lived most of her life in ja-
hiliyya, and jahiliyya society had  shaped her culture and environment, 
though she had adopted an Islamic lifestyle and piety upon conversion. She 
died before the hijra, that is, before the establishment of the fi rst Muslim 
community in Medina, in which new types of relationships and new forms 
of be hav ior  were born. It is the  later wives of the Prophet who  were re-
quired to abide by the tenets prescribed for them by Muhammad in Qur’anic 
verse. In par tic u lar, his wife ‘A’isha, brought up in a Muslim  house hold, lived 
at a moment of transition, and consequently her life refl ects both jahiliyya 
and Islamic practices. Two major episodes reveal such ambivalence in her 
life as well as her potentially exemplary role.

One incident is the affair of the lie (hadith al- ifk), an accusation of adul-
tery made against ‘A’isha in 5/627. Ibn Hisham relates that ‘A’isha had ac-
companied the Prophet during a raid and was inadvertently left  behind to 
be rescued by a young Muslim man, Safwan. Upon her return, rumors 
claimed that she had betrayed Muhammad with Safwan. The Prophet was 
concerned about the personal and communal implications of the accusa-
tion and asked for the advice of his close companions,  until he fi nally went 
to ‘A’isha and asked her to repent. She narrates: “The Apostle came in to 
me. . . .  He sat down and  after praising God, he said: ‘A’isha you know what 
 people say about you and if you have done wrong as men say, then repent 
towards God.”26 ‘A’isha’s parents had been pre sent, and she waited for them 
to reply, but they remained  silent. She specifi cally requested fi rst that her 
 father and then her mo ther speak in her defense, but they each replied, “By 
God, I do not know what to say to the messenger of God.”27 It is at this 
point that ‘A’isha realized that she was totally on her own and that she 
would have to defend herself, having lost the support of her parents and 
her husband; she tenaciously refused to admit guilt. She reports that as she 
heard the Prophet’s words, “my tears ceased and I could not feel them.”28 
She steadfastly asserted her innocence and fi nally could only utter in her 
defense a Qur’anic verse she had once heard (12:18): “But come sweet pa-
tience! And God’s succor is ever there to seek against that you describe.” 
‘A’isha verbally acknowledges that if she  were to protest her innocence, she 
would not be believed, and that she knows of no better example for her 
case than that of the Prophet Yusuf’s  father’s speech.29

By evoking the situation of Yusuf, ‘A’isha supported her own innocence, 
placing herself within a Qur’anic story involving a prophet who had also 
been subjected to false accusations. Moreover, her repre sen ta tion evokes 
other  women who  were accused of cunning and seduction, as the episode 
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of Yusuf with the wife of ‘Aziz forms a major subplot of the Qur’anic 
sura of Yusuf. She was thus conjuring the larger subtext of an attractive 
 woman accused of adultery in order to turn judgment of her accusation 
to her  favor.30 She was ultimately divinely vindicated by Qur’anic verses 
(24:11–20): “Those who came with the slander are a band of you . . .  Why 
when you heard it did the believing men and  women not of their own ac-
count think good thoughts and say, ‘This is a manifest calumny’? Why did 
they not bring four witnesses against it? But since they did not bring the 
witnesses, in God’s sight they are the liars.” While the revelation does not 
directly refer to ‘A’isha, focusing rather on the punishment of those who 
spread slander, ‘A’isha would, in Sunni sources, be given the epithet al- 
mubarra’a (the vindicated).

It is noteworthy that her story represents a striking similarity to the ac-
cusations leveled against Hind bint ‘Utba, who, as mentioned earlier, was 
also accused of adultery, lost the support of her parents as her words failed 
to exonerate her, and was only vindicated in a super natu ral way. Hind swore 
to her  father “in the ways they used to swear in jahiliyya” that her hus-
band was a liar, but to no avail, and it was ultimately a pre- Islamic priest 
in Yemen who was responsible for proclaiming her innocence.31 Thus, the 
saving of Hind’s honor was accomplished divinely, as was ‘A’isha’s reputa-
tion with the descent of Qur’anic verse. A main difference between ‘A’isha 
and Hind, however, is that whereas the accusation against Hind refl ected 
on her persona and her immediate  family, the accusation against ‘A’isha ad-
versely affected her husband, Muhammad, and the entire umma.32 ‘A’isha, 
as a wife of the Prophet, was already a highly visible fi gure to whom many 
 were expected to pay res pect and from whom they would take their cue— any 
sign of moral mischoice or degradation would refl ect poorly on her, the 
Prophet, and the faith, and could in a sense disenchant the public with 
them.

Another parallel between ‘A’isha and Hind bint ‘Utba is drawn between 
their public po liti cal involvement in the affairs of their communities. Arwa 
bint al- Harith had criticized Hind for stepping out of the traditional female 
role of tahrid (inciting male relatives to take blood vengeance), and instead 
taking matters into her own hands. This type of criticism is echoed in the 
Muslim sources with similar recriminations vis- à- vis ‘A’isha, whose involve-
ment in the politics of succession and in the civil war, following the murder 
of the third caliph, ‘Uthman, was played out textually in Sunni and Shi‘i 
sources. Denise Spellberg divides the earliest written responses to ‘A’isha’s 
role in the fi rst civil war, or the fi rst fi tna between ‘Ali and the Umayyads, 
into fi ve general thematic categories— namely, slander, humor, regret, pre-
dictions of doom, and negative defi nitions of womanhood. Her actions on 
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the battlefi eld are thus perceived as unholy, destructive, and unfeminine. 
Often in the same account ‘A’isha is the object of both praise and blame— 
praise as the wife of the Prophet, and blame for her po liti cal actions as his 
 widow. The divergent accounts about ‘A’isha reveal that, in the pro cess of 
writing about the fi rst civil war, the Sunni and Shi‘i communities formu-
lated  different strategies in their pre sen ta tion of a shared past. While Shi‘i 
Muslims cast ‘A’isha as the persecutor of ‘Ali, Sunni Muslims recognized 
the tension between ‘A’isha’s exemplary status as the Prophet’s favorite wife 
and her public po liti cal actions as his  widow. ‘A’isha’s defense did not focus 
on her participation in the confrontation but rather on reminding the blas-
phemers of her special status as the Prophet’s beloved wife: “Silence your 
disgraceful clamor. Are you slandering the habiba (beloved) of the prophet 
of God? She is his wife in heaven.”33

The Sunni defense of ‘A’isha partially transferred her blame at the  battle 
of the Camel to her companions during  battle, Talha and al- Zubayr. Shi‘is, 
however, continued to reproach ‘A’isha for her role in that infamous  battle. 
The sixth/twelfth- century Shi‘i author Ibn Shahrasub condemned ‘A’isha as 
a major player, as is shown in verses describing her march to Basra: “She 
came in a palanquin with the two villains; she pressed her army onto Basra; 
and it was as if she, in this action, was a cat who wanted to devour her 
male offspring.”34 This near- cannibalistic imagery reminds us, once again, 
of Hind bint ‘Utba, as does al- Mas‘udi’s poem of lament by a  woman who 
maintained that two sons, two bro th ers, and her husband  were killed in 
the confrontation. The fi nal line signifi es a causal relationship between 
‘A’isha’s transgression of the Qur’anic injunction and the  human suffering 
occasioned by the  battle.35

Commenting on the  battle of the Camel, Tayeb El- Hibri states that ‘A’isha 
is represented as a fi ckle personality, incoherent and ultimately harmful to 
the community; in a general sense, the message conveyed is about the det-
rimental role of  women in politics. Conspicuously absent from this depic-
tion is Mu‘awiya, who is distanced from the scene, perhaps to let the dis-
cussion focus more on ‘A’isha. It is ‘A’isha who is placed in the ironic position 
of arguing against ‘Ali in a way that facilitates the  later rise of the Umayyad 
po liti cal claim.36 What is perhaps obliquely suggested is that ‘A’isha’s par-
ticipation and prominent featuring in the  battle of the Camel potentially 
threatens to bring back jahiliyya. This is refl ected in the adversarial ex-
change that took place between Umm Salama, the Prophet’s wife and a 
staunch supporter of ‘Ali, and ‘A’isha. Like the exchange between Hind bint 
‘Utba and Hind bint Athatha, in which the latter attacked the former’s role 
at the  battle of Uhud, the sources highlight Umm Salama’s reprimand as 
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she reminds ‘A’isha from the outset that if she sets out for Basra, she will be 
disobeying God’s command, which in Qur’anic verse explicitly forbade the 
wives of the Prophet to leave the  house (Qur’an 33:33). The opposition be-
tween Umm Salama and ‘A’isha is inscribed in Ibn ‘Abd Rabbih’s Al- ‘Iqd 
al- farid in a series of communications in which Umm Salama’s major argu-
ment is that  women are not permitted to participate in  battle. Umm Salama 
tells ‘A’isha, “If the Prophet knew that  women could sustain jihad, then he 
would have authorized you.” ‘A’isha defends herself, reminding Umm 
Salama that her involvement in the problems of the community is her own 
business: “If I stay it will not be because of any restrictions [on your part]. If 
I leave, it will be concerning something about which I need explain no fur-
ther.”37 It is indeed ‘A’isha’s special status as Mo ther of the Believers that 
gives her the right to act in this way and to deliver a public speech. Almost 
as an apology for her be hav ior in these events, Ibn ‘Abd Rabbih is careful 
to include in his text a litany of her qualities, including the fact that the 
Prophet died in her arms, that she is one of his wives in paradise, and that 
Qur’anic verses descended to exonerate her from the charge of adultery.38

Although praised by Sunnis, ‘A’isha defi es categorization as absolutely 
positive or negative in the Muslim search for her meaning. ‘A’isha is the 
transitional  woman; her actions suggest that the legacy of jahiliyya was not 
extinguished overnight. She would remain for the Sunnis, nonetheless, a 
model of intelligence and an example of one who transmitted Muhammad’s 
traditions. Indeed, it is primarily through her role as transmitter of hadith 
that ‘A’isha is rehabilitated. About three hundred hadith transmitted through 
her are included in the canonical collections of al- Bukhari and Muslim al- 
Naysaburi. In this guise, she becomes a main source of details about the 
Prophet’s life. Her superior knowledge and reliability  were consequently es-
tablished in Ibn Sa‘d’s biography.39 ‘A’isha, however, engages not just in the 
transmission of Muhammad’s sayings but also in shaping the meaning that 
Muhammad’s practice would have for  later generations. In al- Bukhari’s 
chapter on exegesis in his Sahih, she emerges as an exegetical authority pro-
nouncing authoritatively on theological and ritual matters of central con-
cern to Sunni orthodox belief.40

The hadith collection of al- Bukhari, moreover, devotes a special section 
to the superiority (fadl) of ‘A’isha. One hadith compares her with tharid, a 
dish said to have been Muhammad’s favorite food: “There are many per-
fect men, but there are no perfect  women except Maryam bint ‘Imran and 
Asya, the wife of Pharaoh; and the superiority (fadl) of ‘A’isha over other 
 women is like the superiority of tharid over the rest of foods.”41 Here she 
is made to participate in a perfect triad composed of Maryam, Asya, and 
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‘A’isha. Linking her to these Qur’anic fi gures, models of purity and belief, 
enhanced her prestige and indirectly suggested that ‘A’isha was, like Maryam 
and Asya, a supreme female ideal.42

‘A’isha’s image was further sanitized through the depiction of a more ma-
ture version of herself, stricken with regret over her impulsive, aggressive, 
and wrongful public acts. The traditional Sunni sources refrain from having 
 others censure ‘A’isha for her role at the  battle of the Camel and instead 
pre sent her bitterly grieving her part in it. She is reported to have spent her 
fi nal days in self- recrimination, sighing that she wished she had been “a 
grass, a leaf, a tree, a stone, a clump of mud . . .  not a thing remembered.”43 
This story is corroborated by Ibn Abi Tayfur, who elaborates on the con-
text in which the statement by ‘A’isha was uttered: he says that when ‘A’isha’ 
became anxious and remorseful,  people asked why she felt and behaved so 
when she was the Prophet’s wife and the Mo ther of Believers. She replied 
that the  battle of the Camel still haunted her and made her “choke,” and 
she repeated that she wished she had died before the  battle or that she  were 
a forgotten thing (nasyan mansiyya).44

‘A’isha’s wanting to be unremembered, in a moment of despair, is related 
in a variety of traditions. One of them makes a clear reference to the words 
of Mary, mo ther of Jesus. ‘A’isha, as she was replying to ‘Abdallah b. ‘Abbas, 
who had been praising her, said, “I wish I  were a thing forgotten (nasyan 
mansiyya).”45 This is a verbatim reference to the verse that Mary utters as 
she is giving birth  under the palm tree (Qur’an 19:23): “Would I had died 
ere this, and become a thing forgotten (nasyan mansiyya).” Mary, who aims 
solely to please God with complete submission, is the one who asks for 
nothing at all except to be utterly forgotten; this wish to be forgotten is 
not only a verbal ac know ledg ment of suffering and shame, but a form of 
pleading to alleviate them or expunge them from one’s history, to remove 
them from one’s own and the world’s memory.46 Al- Tabari explains these 
words in his exegetical work as “something that is unknown and unmen-
tioned,” as if she was saying “I wish I  were the thing that was thrown away, 
left and forgotten,” or  else “I wish I had never been born and  were nothing 
at all.”47 The  later exegete Fakhr al- Din al- Razi (d. 606/1209) explains that 
such words— that is, the wish for annihilation— are uttered by pious  people 
whenever they are visited by affl iction. He provides the examples of the 
Rashidun caliphs who, at vari ous times, expressed their unworthiness in 
situations of distress. Caliph ‘Umar b. al- Khattab took a straw from the 
ground and said, “I wish I  were this straw, I wish I  were nothing!” And 
‘Ali b. Abi Talib said concerning the Day of the Camel, “I wish I had died 
twenty years before this day!”48 The culture of piety was profound, and 
any memory of disgrace— such as recalling ‘A’isha’s part in  battle, or remem-
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bering  different traumatic and unholy moments— would cause an indi-
vidual to want to withdraw the pain and torment caused, as if erasing a 
major scar or fl aw from an other wise near- perfect order.

In hadith and Qur’anic exegesis, ‘A’isha is often compared with Mary— not 
in connection with Mary’s divine se lection, obedience, and chastity, but 
rather with regard to both  women’s exoneration from the accusation of 
adultery.49 In this light, ‘A’isha’s likeness to Mary stands out. It is, however, 
the mature ‘A’isha and her  later wish to be forgotten that brings her closest 
to the model that Mary represented.

‘A’isha’s involvement in the  battle of the Camel is said to have irked her 
in the twilight of her life, especially since that  battle came to be thought of 
as the fi rst fi tna, encapsulating the negative forces working against the unity 
of the Muslims. One detects a palpable tension between the picture of ‘A’isha 
as self- willed and in de pen dent and her repre sen ta tion as submissive, con-
forming to the private and socially confi ned role for virtuous  women as it 
emerged in early Islamic society. Therefore, ‘A’isha’s legacy remains com-
plex. On the one hand, she was an exemplar, a beloved and favorite wife of 
the Prophet, whose model was to be emulated by Muslim  women; on the 
other hand, major events in her life served textually as markers that would 
trigger a rift between the diverging identities of the Sunnis and the Shi‘is.

Fatima, Mary, and the Search for Meaning

‘A’isha’s life, intersected by dramatic events, occasioned strong, though 
varied, reactions and contrasts with the tempered be hav ior of the Proph-
et’s dau gh ter Fatima, who is always presented in a state of demure piety. 
Sunni and Shi‘i depictions of her character praise her chastity, shyness, and 
obedience to her  father and her husband, as well as her work ethic and her 
close relation to the Prophet.50 One of the dominant themes of Fatima’s 
life is her experience of grief and affl iction during her early years as a wife 
and mo ther, which  were characterized by physical, emotional, and fi nan-
cial hardships mostly resulting from living in poverty. Another main theme 
is the intimacy of her relationship with Muhammad. As Muhammad’s dau-
gh ter, she hears the Prophet’s teachings fi rsthand and with great devotion. 
Al- Waqidi underscores this special relationship in an anecdote connected 
to the  battle of Uhud: “Fatima came out with the  women. She saw what 
was on the face of the Prophet, embraced him and began to wipe the blood 
from his face.”51 Recurring traditions stress her physical and emotional 
closeness to her  father. Most  women would not be permitted to come 
close enough to the Prophet to touch him or wipe blood from his face; 
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Muhammad allows Fatima to do so, as he holds her in high regard and 
trusts her. Muhammad perceives of Fatima as so crucial to him and the 
faith that he sees her in himself; she refl ects his vision for the faith back at 
him. Al- Bukhari’s Sahih, for instance, includes a tradition by the Prophet 
that states, “Fatima is part of me; whoever angers her, angers me.”52

Muhammad acknowledges Fatima not only as his kin, but as an esteemed 
 woman with exemplary care and regard for him and  others. Another tradi-
tion, repeated in the vari ous hadith collections, in the Tabaqat of Ibn Sa‘d, 
the history of al- Tabari, and Al- ‛Iqd al- farid, has it that Fatima visited her 
 dying  father, who whispered to her once, and she cried; and then whispered 
to her again, and she laughed. ‛A’isha said to herself that she had thought 
Fatima had pre ce dence over  women, but Fatima showed herself to be one 
among  women:  after the Prophet died, ‛A’isha asked Fatima about her re-
actions while the Prophet lay  dying, and Fatima replied that Muhammad 
had whispered to her, and so she cried in her grief. When he whispered to 
her a second time, he told her she would be the fi rst to follow him to the 
next world, and she laughed joyfully at the idea of it.53

Verena Klemm has posited that the early Sunni tradition does not provide 
a precise characterization of Fatima’s virtues. In Prophetic tradition she is 
compared to Qur’anic female models and is recognized as the “mistress of 
all  women of the world” (sayyidat nisa’ al- ‘alamin).54 Her life is normally 
divided into two parts— before and  after the death of Muhammad— and it is 
the second part of her life that is depicted divergently in Sunni and Shi‘i 
sources. In the Sunni repre sen ta tion, she is usually portrayed as an ordi-
nary pious  woman. Her ordinariness is refl ected on one level in her mar-
riage to ‘Ali, which includes quarrels and misunderstandings. Her modesty 
and hard work are stressed, but it is her piety that elevates her, making her 
one of the four perfect  women of the world, the other three being Mary, 
Asya, and Khadija.55

For the Shi‘is, Fatima is venerated to such a level of perfection that it 
becomes impossible for other Muslim  women to emulate her. The Shi‘i theo-
logian and devotional writer of the fourth/tenth  century Ibn Babawayh 
al- Qummi played a central role in the formation of the Fatima legend by 
turning her into the paradigm of the Islamic  woman par excellence. Shi‘i 
sources cata logue the injustices visited on Fatima, emphasizing her status 
as victim and her patience and endurance through suffering. In these texts 
she is portrayed as an archetype of the sorrowful mo ther pre sent on the 
battlefi eld of Karbala’ to support her soon- to- be- martyred son; as a com-
panion to her daughters when they  were in captivity; and as the perpetu-
ally pre sent participant in every majlis that commemorates Husayn.56 She 

Bereitgestellt von | New York University Bobst Library Technical Services
Angemeldet

Heruntergeladen am | 15.12.15 11:50



 Fashioning a New Identity 111

epitomizes not so much a victim who endures and mourns, but rather the 
reliable attendant to her  family and other members of her community; 
she represents the Islamic belief in understanding the value of forbearance 
and withstanding life’s hardships.

In the Shi‘i tradition the comparisons between Mary and Fatima as 
“the mistress of all  women” occur ever more frequently. Both Fatima and 
Mary are conceived and born in a miraculous way; both are suffering 
mothers who experience, actually or proleptically, the vio lence infl icted on 
their sons; both are heralded as “virgins”; to both is attributed the quality 
of purity— that is, freedom from menstruation and bleeding at childbirth; 
and both have sons who are martyred and whose deaths have a cosmic 
meaning and bring grief and lament to their sorrowful mothers. Among 
the names of honor given to Fatima in  later times is the Greater Mary 
(Maryam al- Kubra). Fatima’s preeminence is, however, unchallenged: Mary 
is “the mistress of all  women in this life”; Fatima is “the mistress in this life 
and the hereafter.”57 The Shi‘i narrative on Fatima established countless 
connections between her and Mary, as they share a signifi cant number of 
similarities. Mary and Fatima possess qualities that other Muslim  women 
can never achieve, such as their positions as fi rst among the  women of the 
world and of paradise, and their quality of eternal purity. However, while 
Fatima was revered as perfect—in such a way that she could not  really be 
considered a mimetic object— Muslim  women could still aspire to Mary’s 
ideal of purity and to Mary’s embodiment of perfect obedience.58

By the third/ninth  century, Khadija, Fatima, and ‘A’isha had come to rep-
resent a distinct, exemplary vision of  women. While both Sunni and Shi‘i 
believers chose Khadija as a fi gure of special reverence, the most  bitter 
divide came over the place of Fatima and ‘A’isha in Islam. And while the 
idealization of Khadija and Fatima glorifi ed— and hence dehumanized— 
them, making emulation diffi cult, ‘A’isha’s life, with its turbulence and 
complexity, would continue to require defense.

Sunni and Shi‘i assessments of ‘A’isha and Fatima refl ect several diver-
gences; they agree, however, in their appraisal of Mary. Mary is the only 
female identifi ed by name in the Qur’an, as if by this unique designation 
she is meant to encapsulate all  women. The Qur’an celebrates Mary as an 
example of believers (Qur’an 66:12): “And Mary, ‘Imran’s dau gh ter, who 
guarded her virginity, so We breathed into her Our Spirit, and she confi rmed 
the Words of her Lord and His Books, and became one of the obedient.” 
Despite the notoriety of Khadija, ‘A’isha, and Fatima in prophetic tradition, 
the most prominent female in the Qur’an is Mary, who stands as the pri-
mary exemplar of obedience and piety.
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Religious authorities have attempted to defi ne the facets of Mary’s 
premier status among Muslim  women. Mary’s admirable qualities include 
self- isolation and quiet domesticity, modest comportment and near invisi-
bility, ascetic frugality and devout obedience to God; and these are the femi-
nine attributes that Muslim  women are meant to emulate.59 Further, Michel 
Dousse argues that one of the primary characteristics of the Qur’anic image 
of Mary is her silence. The fi rst time she speaks, she addresses not fellow 
 human beings but angels (Qur’an 3:47), and even when she is challenged 
by her  people—as when she is accused of adultery— she remains  silent, 
pointing to the child in the cradle who speaks for her, a miraculous sign 
signaling his mo ther’s blamelessness.60 Mary, as the utmost female exem-
plar, is hence the idolized  silent and forgotten one (nasyan mansiyya), the 
one not known and not mentioned, the one without a voice, as she herself 
states in the Qur’an (19:26): “I have vowed to the All- merciful a fast, and 
 today I will not speak to any man.” Thus, the Muslim female ideal is self- 
denial with the ultimate purpose of sacrifi cing one’s desires for faith in God.

The mainstream Sunni sources established the centrality of Khadija, 
Fatima, and ‘A’isha as Islamic models. The need for female religious models 
united them in early Muslim discussions of their superiority, but in due 
course distinguished them as representatives of divergent po liti cal and con-
fessional loyalties. It is ultimately through their comparison with Mary 
that Khadija, ‘A’isha, and Fatima  were confi rmed as exemplars in Islam. But 
taken together, one realizes that these latter three female personalities re-
fl ect an attempt to fi nd meaning in the pro cess of fashioning a new Muslim 
female identity— one that separates them from Mary, who, while exemplary, 
predated Muhammad’s Islam.

Defi ning the Bounds of Early Muslim 
Womanhood and Beyond

Descriptions of Khadija, ‘A’isha, and Fatima evolved into a Sunni- Shi‘i sec-
tarian debate about which of the three exemplifi es the most esteemed 
 woman among the fi rst Muslims. Their repre sen ta tions strive to create dis-
tance from the dismal days of jahiliyya in which life had been immoral in 
its excesses and passions. As such they stand together (with the early  women 
companions) at the point of demarcation, defi ning the borderlines in a tran-
sitional age. Aziz al- Azmeh attests that Islamic history occurs at two 
levels— that of the pious Islamic self and that of its debasement by “other-
ness,” meaning non- Islamic peoples, heresies, and a multitude of enemies. 
In his understanding, time is split between origins and corruptions, leading 
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to a “parallel register of examples and anti- examples,” perfection and de-
bauchery, rights and wrongs, each originating from the primitive ideals of 
virtue and sin.61 In Islamic thought there exists a temporality which ac-
knowledges the contamination of the past (jahiliyya) and the radical na-
ture of change—of a new Islamic ethos carried within a new exemplary 
faith, wherein a set of female archetypes from the Qur’an and the hadith 
became constitutive of the utopian past order.62

Early Islamic discourse urged the establishment of an orderly universe 
that included “anxiety- provoking issues of gender.”63 The temporal anxiety 
about gender identities and relations was such that it found its way into 
apocalyptic material. The canonical books of Sunni hadith contain a chapter 
on fi tan (sing. fi tna), apocalyptic material devoted to relating prophecies 
and warnings about the events that would precede the end of the world. 
Fitna, a multivalent word that encapsulates negative forces at work against 
the unity of Muslims, came to be intimately woven with  women who  were 
seen as one of its major sources; fi tna, in fact, came to signify  women’s de-
structive infl uence on the social order and to implicate them in the apoca-
lyptic horror. It is noteworthy that the earliest association between  women 
and fi tna occurred around the events of the  battle of the Camel because of 
the pivotal role ‘A’isha played. In this regard, the Prophet’s companion 
‘Ammar b. Yasir stated, “By God, she [‘A’isha] is the wife of your Prophet in 
this world and in the coming world; yet God has tested you with her (ibtal-
akum biha) so as to know whom you will obey, Him or her.”64 Thus, ‘A’isha 
was perceived as the fi rst evidence of the presence of fi tna in the female and 
in the universe at large; ‘A’isha, as arguably the most “ human” among these 
prominent female fi gures, served a dual role as perfect/favorite companion 
and a reminder of the  trials that humans have to endure.

‘A’isha’s part in the  battle of the Camel would never be erased from Is-
lamic memory, as that  battle witnessed a rupture that ended the notion of 
a unifi ed Muslim community. That moment was seen as the fi rst fi tna in a 
series of fi tan that would culminate in the coming of the Hour. ‘A’isha’s role 
in the  battle of the Camel thus ensured that  women  were participants in 
the events that would result in the Day of Judgment. Walid Saleh posits that 
apocalyptic discourse was a tool that socie ties used to reinforce power struc-
tures and to warn of changes to the social order. In this vein, containing or 
regulating  women was not considered lightly; it was a  matter of “cosmic 
magnitude.”65

The early Islamic sources, both religious and secular, agree on  women’s 
place and role in society, and consequently also on  women’s nature. The fe-
male models in the Qur’an symbolized facets of the Islamic order and repre-
sented a means  toward its preservation.66 Ibn Shahrasub incorporates a list 
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of characteristics of the thirteen  women that God mentioned in the Qur’an, 
including Eve’s repentance, Asya’s yearning (for a  house in paradise), Sara’s 
hospitality, Balqis’s intelligence, Moses’s wife’s bashfulness, Khadija’s be-
nefi cence, ‘A’isha’s advice, and Fatima’s sinlessness. Another list registers the 
ten things that God gave to ten  women: repentance to Eve, beauty to Sara, 
protection to Rahima (wife of Ayub), sanctity to Asya, wisdom to Zu-
laykha, intelligence to Balqis, patience to Burhana (mo ther of Moses), choice 
position to Maryam, contentment to Khadija, and learning to Fatima.67 This 
cata logue of virtues provided an inventory of qualities that Muslim  women 
would be expected to draw on and adopt in casting their own identities.

In addition to the Qur’anic female fi gures, the  women who are particu-
larly favored by God are the Prophet’s wives. As the most infl uential  women 
of early Islam, they  were elevated as unrivaled models for Muslims. Their 
special status is revealed in Qur’anic legislation—in the rights, privileges, 
duties, and limitations imposed upon them— and they, in fact, served as 
the foundation for  later sharia  legal structures. In hadith, they are made to 
represent a cultural model for Muslim female morality— they are righ teous, 
moral Muslim  women of indispensable religious knowledge but who are 
thus “not like any other  women” (Qur’an 33:32). Their actions illustrate 
their dedication to establishing God’s order on earth by personal example. 
Their roles as the Prophet’s helpmates and supporters in his mission, in 
addition to their intimate involvement with him, gained them a high level 
of prestige. These fi gures’ biographies  were sketched in a rhe toric of exem-
plarity that recorded their merits, rendering the writing not as merely regres-
sive or historical in character, but as currently relevant and  future- oriented. 
Their special status expanded gradually as Muslim piety came to view them 
as models to emulate. With time, their be hav ior, as recorded in the tradi-
tion, was recognized as sunna that provided criteria of what was lawful or 
forbidden for Muslims, especially Muslim  women. These traditions of the 
Prophet’s wives (and dau gh ter) are also read as explanations to legitimate 
the status quo or establish the validity of a new religio- ethical paradigm. 
Hadith material on their personal comportment, dress code, and per for-
mance of ritual and worship was intended to be normative or prescriptive, 
not merely descriptive. According to Barbara Stowasser, each recorded 
quality symbolizes an ele ment of the “sunna- in- the- making,” and taken 
together they embody the corpus of the female ethos developed in early 
Islamic law and thought.68

The early Muslims  were required to interpret textual Islamic examples 
and create their new pious selves, to build and strengthen the new Islamic 
world. A growing body of research has suggested that  people undertake 
such identity transformations in accordance with narratives in which they 
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imagine themselves “emplotted”: creating one’s identity occurs with an in-
dividual locating oneself within a narrative— that is, seeing oneself as part 
of a context or story— and envisioning oneself emplotted as such. And thus 
individuals are driven to behave based on the memory and imagined view 
of themselves within that limited narrative.69 The early Islamic  women  were 
expected to re- create themselves within the new religious order and its ac-
ceptable limits, bringing out clear distinctions between the old order and 
the new. They would imagine themselves in the parables of the archetypal 
 women featured in the new Islamic scripture in order to recast their identi-
ties as compatible with their evolving context. The past would be recalled 
in accordance with a common repertoire of narratives that emplotted not 
only  women exemplars but their rivals as well, for the two are inextricably 
entwined.

The formulation of a new order and a new identity was achieved through 
a demonstration of ethical opposites: of Islamic virtues that would allow 
the world to prosper, and the jahiliyya or non- Islamic principles that would 
lead to its destruction. As the former prevailed through the power of its 
persuasion, the new order would defi ne what it meant to be a “true” Muslim. 
An ideal type of Muslim womanhood was constructed to symbolize key 
aspects of the Islamic strug gle for the maintenance of the boundaries of 
Muslim identity. This was necessary given that  human nature is always in 
danger of being overtaken by the primitive elements within it—in other 
words, reverting to jahiliyya. This is why the past (jahiliyya) needs to be 
constantly remembered. Jahiliyya is recalled, for instance, by Fatima in her 
one defying moment, when she requested her inheritance from the fi rst ca-
liph, Abu Bakr. On that singular occasion Fatima addressed Abu Bakr in 
the mosque while he was surrounded by the Muhajirun and the Ansar and 
reminded them all of the jahiliyya condition from which they  were saved 
by her  father, Muhammad. She quoted the Qur’anic verse (3:103): “You 
 were upon the brink of a pit of fi re and he delivered you from it.”70 There-
fore, we may gather that it is up to Muslims themselves to live by this ex-
ample and deliver themselves from such evil, and to incessantly discipline 
and transform any regressive elements.  Women, hence, must continually 
strive against any jahiliyya or primal tendencies and combat any inclina-
tions by emulating the companions of the Prophet, including the  women 
exemplars.

The ever- pre sent danger of backsliding to jahiliyya was offset by incred-
ible success stories that served to promote and emphasize the strength of the 
new order; if one had faith and lived a pious life, that counteracted the ja-
hiliyya in one’s nature. For in spite of looming dangers, all is not hopeless, 
since Islam alters  people. Even the relentless al- Khansa’, with her per sis tent 
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elegizing of her fallen bro th ers, was transformed. The sources state that she 
accompanied her four sons in the campaigns of the Muslim conquests, in-
citing them and reminding them of the glories that awaited them and of the 
heavenly reward of those martyred in religiously motivated combat:

You may know what God has prepared for Muslims,
A gracious reward for warring against infi dels.
Know that the everlasting abode is better than the abode that passes away.

Each of her sons advanced into the  battle, uttering a few lines of poetry in 
response to their mo ther’s speech, only to die one  after the other. Al- Khansa’s 
reaction to the news of their deaths refl ected her conversion: she thanked 
God for their honorable end and asked that she be able to join them in his 
abiding mercy.71

Such narratives celebrated a massive transformation by which the pre- 
Islamic past, jahiliyya, fl owed into a triumphant Muslim pre sent. The con-
version of Hind bint ‘Utba, in par tic u lar, amounted to a declaration of total 
victory. According to Muhammad Brayghash, it is impossible for some to 
see the one who chewed on Hamza’s liver as a truthful believer. Her tale is, 
however, signifi cant, for if she manages to follow the straight path it is be-
cause Islam succeeds in enlightening the heart and the mind, and in 
teaching maturity, understanding, and wisdom.72 Hind thus is the exem-
plar who was transformed by Islam. She is perhaps the only model of a 
 woman who changed her position so completely. Ultimately, she herself be-
comes an archetype for Muslim  women.

Authoritative narratives of the sacred  women of the Islamic past helped 
Muslims to imagine their origins and to affi rm their understanding of cru-
cial moments in their past, which have helped guide their identities. Qur’an 
and hadith female models are not only central to religious discourse on 
 women. Mary, Khadija, ‘A’isha, and Fatima became symbols of Islamic 
identity in dialectic with proximate communities, including the jahili Arabs, 
the Byzantine Christians, and the sectarian Qaramita. The Qur’anic  women, 
the Prophet’s wives and other female companions, became models for emu-
lation, their lives constituting power ful teaching devices for the faithful. 
They  were and continue to be particularly im por tant as models for Islamic 
formulations of self- identity, their meaning extending beyond Islam’s origins 
into an eternal pre sent.
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Identity formation is integrally linked to gender relations, sexuality, 
and repre sen ta tions of  women; widespread identity transformation is 

most prominent during historical shifts and periods of upheaval. During 
the early Islamic and Abbasid periods,  women’s identities  were challenged 
and diverged most between religious groupings— the jahilis, early Muslims, 
Qaramita, and Byzantines— though with increasing conversions to Islam, 
hybrids between these communities emerged, a refl exive way of shedding 
one’s old identity for the new. The vio lence, emotional temperament, and 
exposed sexuality of these hybrids, as well as the more unadulterated fe-
male forms of the non- Muslim communities, posed a threat to the new 
order, and the early umma sought to create— through scripture, law, and 
other stories and texts— a widespread narrative that served to persuade 
 women, and the community at large, of their proper pious roles. The 
 different female personalities and groups I have featured serve as markers 
of changing ideological boundaries of the Islamic “us” and the non- Muslim 
“them,” as well as historical time posts in Muslim  women’s evolution.

The evolving metanarrative of the advent and victory of a distinctively 
Arab Islam cast the dreadful conditions of life in Arabia during jahiliyya in 
stark contrast to the civilized environment of the Islamic Empire.1 The very 
continued presence of jahiliyya was itself instrumental in constructing, but-
tressing, and sharpening the social boundaries of Islam. The writings of 
Abbasid authors assumed the contemporaneity of jahiliyya along the same 

Conclusion
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line that the infl uential twentieth- century Islamist thinker Sayyid Qutb pos-
ited, that the world he lived in was in a state of jahiliyya. Jahiliyya in this 
sense can be understood as an atemporal notion, as it does not refer to a 
past era or to a specifi c geo graph i cal location, but is rather a cultural, so-
cial, and spiritual condition that can exist at any time and any place. In-
deed, as propounded by its modern advocate, there are only two kinds of 
cultures in the world: the Islamic culture and the jahili culture; and between 
them there is constant strug gle, one that is ultimately between belief and 
unbelief, between Islamic devotion to God and jahili adoration of the self 
and bodily needs.2 Consequently, jahilis are in some sense our contempo-
raries, the ever- pre sent adversaries of true Muslims, who are perpetually 
poised between sin and salvation. Jahiliyya lingers and must linger, if only 
as that which exists as the limit line to the practices and discourses that 
defi ne Islam.3 Jahiliyya was a focus of Islamic ideology from the onset, ac-
quiring new layers of meaning but remaining a main foil against which 
Islam and Muslims defi ne themselves. And it was Hind bint ‘Utba, the trans-
gressive  woman whose savage excesses verged on cannibalism, who was 
its ultimate embodiment.

The Muslim community, in this period of great historical transition, 
strove to establish a new order that would realize its religio- ethical vision, 
replacing kinship and the power of blood relations with the princi ples of 
the new umma. The excessiveness of the jahili female lamenters would be 
contrasted to the controlled, quietist attitude that the  women of the new 
faith  were to follow upon the death of their loved ones. Mourning rituals 
served as markers in the articulation of religious identities and the evolving 
conceptions of Islam in its early centuries. While Muslim  women  were to 
lament their dead with controlled dignity, wailing for the dead persisted and 
continued to be a female occupation throughout the Abbasid and Mamluk 
periods; we read of professional  women mourners all the way down to 
modern times. Hilma Granqvist collected death and burial songs in the early 
1930s in Palestinian- Jordanian villages and included a statement by a  dying 
man, Khalil, in which he said: “I forbid their  women mourners coming and 
their lamentations. The sin is on your neck if you let them mourn me.”4 In 
a more recent anthropological study, Lila Abu Lughod describes a funeral 
in which  women go to “cry with” somebody, as they perceive it as a shared 
experience. Crying by  women, accordingly, remains the quin tes sen tial act 
of ritual mourning, and it “involves much more than weeping; it is a chanted 
lament.”5 It is in this res pect that  women  were seen as borderline, to be con-
trolled, where emotional impulses must be subdued or swept away by the 
“steady hand” of male rationality.6
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Any narrative is built on se lection and exclusion. The main diffi culty in 
understanding the Qaramita movement lies in the scarcity of sources bearing 
witness to their creed and their historical origins and development; this is 
further problematized by the fact that historians have to rely on the views 
of their opponents. The story of the Qaramita was that of those marginal-
ized and even rejected by the metanarrative in the pro cess of creating the 
mainstream imagined community. This has raised a series of questions: 
Whose story is told? From whose perspective? Who is being silenced in 
order to tell it? How does one write the histories of suppressed groups? 
The narrative that is our only source of knowledge is one that has “impe-
rialistically” fi ltered the utterances of the marginalized Qaramita, a  matter 
that compels us to think about the nature of historical repre sen ta tion and 
the pervasive infl uence of the dominant epistemological framework.7

The Qaramita  were the difference that threatened to become the same: 
they  were hybrid fi gures, too close to the new order, who consequently 
needed to be rejected all the more strongly. This perilous and subversive 
blurring of boundaries provoked deep fears and anxi eties, and the Qaramita 
had to be cast in dark contrast to make orthodoxy appear all the clearer 
and more attractive and to maintain the coherence of the metanarrative. 
Producing an orthodoxy was a main discursive formation around which 
early Muslim strategies of self- defi nition coalesced. It is noteworthy, how-
ever, that while gender and sexual symbolism are extensive in these anti- 
Qaramita narratives, Qaramita  women as individuals are conspicuously 
absent. If it is the historian’s task, as Gyanendra Pandey posits, “to strug gle 
to recover ‘marginal’ voices and memories, forgotten dreams and signs of 
re sis tance if history is to be anything more than a celebratory account of 
the march of certain victorious concepts of power,”8 then the story of the 
Qaramita  women that we have represents a massive failure in this res pect.

In trying to demarcate the world our mainstream authors inhabited, 
 women of other cultures  were also recalled and brought to bear on the 
Muslim male’s own self- defi nition, as well as on the gender system he sought 
to protect. Byzantines represented proximate alterities within Islamic cul-
ture, as well as a historical Christian presence of which Muslims  were aware 
and with which they interacted. For Muslim men, Byzantine  women repre-
sented an inferior, erotic, and pride- wounding form of alterity, but still sym-
bolized an enticing, attractive difference, as their beauty was superior and 
held the power of distraction. The Arab Muslims saw Byzantine  women 
through a lens blurred by misinformation, misconceptions, and ste reo types. 
“Engaged repre sen ta tions” rely more signifi cantly on the imagination of 
the writer and his cultural and historical context than on any detached, 
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objective observation.9 This imaginative approach to other cultures explains 
how Islamic authors could write with such confi dence on the Byzantines 
even though almost none of them had fi rsthand experience of the Byzantines 
and their empire; and even when they did go to Byzantine lands, they drew 
conclusions that focused on and reinforced their own culture. These authors 
found Byzantium as they wanted it to be; they knew, a priori, what they 
would discover about it. Such preconceived “discoveries” have been brought 
up in connection with, among  others, the nineteenth- century Egyptian work 
Takhlis al- Ibriz fi  Talkhis Baris (Trip to Paris in 1827), in which Rifa‘a al- 
Tahtawi does not pre sent an accurate geography of Paris but one whose 
comparison draws on the geography of Alexandria or Cairo. Al- Tahtawi’s 
depiction was merely an occasion to emphasize the self; more importantly, 
it is al- Tahtawi’s trip to Paris that drives him to return home.10

The Islamic writers return to uphold their most prominent female fi g-
ures as power ful feminine prototypes who remain crucial for contempo-
rary Muslim practice and politics. Crafting  women as exemplars, in Islam’s 
formative phase, also served to focus the debate and determine the nuances 
of Islamic identity. The female companions of the Prophet enjoy the posi-
tion of al- salaf al- salih (the pious pre de ces sors) and have been regarded as 
moral exemplars of the umma. Details of the lives of these  women remain 
centrally constitutive both to traditionalist discourse and to contemporary 
Muslim  women who revisit them in their search for empowering models 
and alternative ideas of gender roles.11

My study has examined how female identities  were represented and 
constructed in the Abbasid sources that sought to depict and direct them. 
The historical communities— jahili, Islamic, Qaramita, and Byzantine— 
that I have highlighted in this inquiry are not entities, but rather collectivi-
ties that come into being through the very narratives that seek to invoke 
them. The formation of communal memory is a “reconfi guration” refl ecting 
shared and pre sent experiences and  future expectations of a par tic u lar 
group. Thus, “remembering” is not a  matter of recall, but a retrospective 
reconstruction of traditions so that the pre sent can be better understood in 
light of its past and so that a sense of continuity between the pre sent and the 
past can thus be achieved.12

The gender- based repre sen ta tions of groups and identities that we en-
counter in the Abbasid texts constitute a master narrative that seeks to 
discipline and assimilate difference. Creating a dominantly negative image 
of other groups in compelling textual form was an effective way of shaping 
Muslim collective identity(ies). The texts refl ected a prevailing ideology and 
contributed to the dominant discourse by shaping, selecting, and confi rming 
cultural constructs governing  mental and social life through limited repre-
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sen ta tions of  women, gender, and sexuality. But the lesson of examining the 
narratives on early Muslim  women and those of the surrounding commu-
nities is clear: the pro cess of deconstructing identity formation, particularly 
during an intense transitional period of history, reveals the insight that the 
metanarrative of an emerging or existent faith or society seeks to defi ne the 
limits of both ideological affi liations and identities and is also, in part, re-
defi ned and reformed by an evolving social context and temporal ethos.
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