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ABSTRACT

This dissertation is primarily a study of the idea of temporary Hell-fire punishment for 

the grave sinners of the Muslim community. The doctrine is taught by Islamic orthodoxy, 

both Sunni and Shic i, but its historical development has not been examined by modern 

scholars. The present study is offered as a preliminary investigation of this concept.

Probably under influence from the Judaeo-Christian tradition, the concept of temporary 

Hell-fire punishment found its way into the nascent Muslim theology of the early second 

century A.H. But at the time of its emergence (c. 700-750 A.D.), and for many decades 

afterwards, the idea faced resistance from 'scripturalists' within Muslim society who found 

no explicit support for it in the Qur3an. Muslim traditionalists sought to reconcile it with the 

text of the Qur'an, and eventually adopted it as a theological solution to the divisive and 

long-standing question of the fate of the Muslim grave sinner in the next world.

Within the early Muslim community, however, there also existed the belief, first attested 

on a Dome of the Rock inscription (c. 691-2 AD), of the eschatological intercession (shafacd) 

of the Prophet. The Qw°an had not explicitly granted the Prophet such a privilege, but given 

the 'monotheistic' precedent of prophets and holy men as intercessors, and a widely-held 

esteem among pre-Islamic Arabs for the figure of the 'intercessor' (shafF), it was not long 

before Muhammad was acknowledged as the intercessor par excellence on the Day of 

Resurrection. For the first 150 years, there were almost no discussions about the Prophet's 

shafdca, but sometime between the second and third century A.H., the issue, according to the 

our Iraqi historical sources, became a point of controversy. This was probably because 

Muslim scripturalists, who had opposed the idea of temporary Hell-fire, were now resisting 

the traditionalist doctrine that the Prophet's shafa'a would help grave sinners exit from 

Hell.
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Conventions

For transliteration, the symbols used are those of the Encyclopedia of Islam, 

except for 'd£ and 'k' which are rendered 'j' and 'q' respectively. With the exception of 

titles of works and cited phrases, the transliteration of passages of Arabic reflects 
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Dates are given in the usual combination Muslim (A.H.)/Christian (A.D). 

Qur'anic references are to the standard Egyptian version. Qur'anic translations are, 

with minor modifications, from A. J. Arberry, The Koran Interpreted (Oxford, 1955). 

I use slcm to transliterate the benediction salla Allahu calayhi wa-sallatn. 

I use 'traditionists' to mean those involved in the transmission of hadlth, and 

'traditionalists' to denote those who argued for the authority of hadlth alongside the 

Qur'an.
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INTRODUCTION



The Problem of 'Heir

It is commonly acknowledged that the concept of Hell presupposes the concept of 

a 'moral' death, that is to say, a death that is not neutral but involves an appraisal of 

the individual's conduct in this life with immediate consequences for his next one. 1 

The emergence of this idea of a 'moral' death seems to date back to ancient Egyptian 

texts (c. 2400 BC).2 In due course, this (Egyptian?) idea would also surface among the 

writings of Greek philosophers reflecting on human fate, and would establish itself

^

within the monotheistic traditions of the Near East. Clearly, the appeal to most 

religious systems of a judgement of the dead has to do with the importance which 

such a concept attaches to 'moral' behaviour: people are encouraged to lead 'good' 

lives so that they may be rewarded accordingly in the next. Put differently, people 

would be discouraged from 'evil' conduct in this world if they believed that they 

would be requited for it severely in the next. The deterrent-factor, then, constitutes the 

principal function of the idea of Hell.4

In addition, however, sociologists have pointed out that the concept of Hell 

reflects human aspirations for a 'divine' justice, a 'final justice' that will redress the 

injustices committed in this world, making the idea of post-mortem retribution 

attractive for many religious thinkers. 5 But while most religious systems adopted the

Most recently, A. Bernstein, The formation of Hell: death and retribution in the ancient and early
Christian worlds (Ithaca and London, 1993), pp. 3ff. 
2 S. G. F. Brandon, The judgement of the dead (London, 1967), pp. 6ff.

"Hell", in Late Antiquity: a guide to the postclassical world, ed. G. Bowersock et al. (Cambridge: 
Mass., 1999); on the possible connection between the Egyptian 'weighing of the heart' and the miniature 
balances found in Mycenaean tombs, Brandon, Judgement, p. 79.

D. P. Walker, The decline of Hell: seventeenth-century discussions of eternal torment (London, 1964), 
pp. 40f. 

M. Weber, The sociology of religion, trans. E. Fischoff (Boston, 1963), pp. 138-50.



idea of a judgement of the dead, the implication for the afterlife was not the same in 

all cases.

The most interesting difference for our purposes is that between religions which 

postulate metempsychosis or reincarnation (Hinduism, Buddhism and the Orpheo- 

Gnostic cults) and those which do not (Zoroastrianism, Judaism, Christianity and 

Islam). While both types anticipate a post-mortem requital of deeds, in the former 

group the judgement is only an interlude within a seemingly endless cycle of 

reincarnation. In the latter group, however, the judgement of the dead is a final act that 

determines the state of the individual for the rest of eternity. Consequently, although 

Buddhist Hell may turn out be just as horrific as Christian Hell, certain ethical 

problems could only arguably plague a Christian Hell. One such problem is the 

concept of 'eternal' punishment.

Because the post-mortem judgement, as applied in the second group of religious 

systems presented above, is final, it raises certain ethical questions about the doctrine 

of eternal Hell. For example, is such retribution compatible with a benevolent and 

merciful God?6 Should Hell-fire be retributive or rehabilitative? A debate over such 

issues has occupied Christians from the time of Origen (3rd century AD)7 through to 

the 18 th century and arguably to this day,8 and has not been restricted to theological

P. C. Almond, Heaven and Hell in enlightenment England (Cambridge, 1994), pp. 150f. 

7 "...God acts in dealing with sinners as a physician...the fury of his anger is profitable for the purging 
of souls. Even that penalty which is said to be imposed by way of fire is understood as applied to assist 
a sinner to health" (De Principiis, II.x. 4,6), in The early Christian fathers, ed. H. Bettenson (Oxford, 
1969), p. 258; Augustine, on the other hand, construes Origen's teaching on Hell as 'lax', City of God 
(Loeb Classical, London, 1972), XXI. xvii.
8 On the attitude of 20th century Christianity to eschatology, D. Fergusson, "Eschatology", in The 
Cambridge Companion to Christian Doctrine, ed. C. E. Gunton (Cambridge, 1997), pp. 226-244.

3



circles. 9 In contrast, it is difficult to envisage a protracted debate over the harshness of 

Hell amongst Buddhists, since reincarnation will always be seen as a way out. 

A 'lesser' Hell

The translation of a judicial process to the afterlife, in the form of a judgement of 

the dead together with the idea of retribution, also meant that many of the usual modes 

of intervention within a judicial system were carried over into the afterlife: just as in 

this world one could assist accused loved ones or secure special treatment for those 

already condemned, so in the next world one could also aid one's beloved dead 

through their post-mortem trial. 10 And so, although the very articulation of post­ 

mortem judgement through such imagery as the 'weighing of a soul' or 

mathematically-precise 'book-keeping' 11 supposedly implied that the judicial process

1 o
of the next life, in contrast to that of this life, was not open to corruption, some sort 

of intervention by the living on behalf of their dead was possible in most systems. The 

use of 'intercession' rituals, such as prayers for the dead and the belief in 

eschatological intercession were, in principle, more important to the religious systems 

which adopted a Final Judgement than those which anticipated cycles of 

reincarnation, though in practice there seems to have been little difference. 13 Not

9 Walker, Hell, esp. introduction; P. C. Davies, "The debate on eternal punishment in late seventeenth- 
and eighteenth-century English literature", Eighteenth-Century Studies 4 (1971), pp. 257-76.

The projection of ideas from this life onto the next is illustrated amusingly by a (c.) 9th-century 
Buddhist account, "The Record of a Returned Soul", where a monk finds himself in purgatory because 
of an error in the register of names kept in the underworld offices: S. T. Teiser, "Having once died and 
returned to life: representations of hell in medieval China", Harvard Journal of Asiatic Studies 48, ii, 
(1988), pp. 433-464, see pp. 447ff.

1 On Zoroastrian book-keeping, see M. Boyce, A history of Zoroastrianism: the early period (Leiden, 
1996), i, p. 237; for Qur'anic book-keeping, see Q. 83/7-9, 18-20.
12 Cf. Brandon, Judgement, p. 193.
13 Although cf. the intricate bureaucracy in medieval Chinese Buddhism designed to speed up the 
purgatorial journey of the dead one in the afterlife: S. F. Teiser, The scripture on the ten kings: and the



surprisingly, these practices form an essential part of Zoroastrian, 14 Judaeo- 

Christian, 15 and Muslim 16 devotions.

Such intercessions functioned well when the Final Judgement was envisaged as 

taking place immediately on the individual's death. But ever since the appearance of 

apocalyptic writing among the Jews (the earliest works dating from c. 3rd century 

BC), 17 there also existed the notion that a Final Judgement came after the end of the 

world on a Final Day; this created difficulties for the conception of the state of the 

dead, and raised the question of what happened upon death. The tension between the 

two judgements, an immediate and an apocalyptic, is reflected by New Testament 

passages some of which describe the dead as asleep (1 Thess. 4:13), while others seem 

to envisage an immediate judgement (Luke 16:22 and 23:43).

Christianity reconciled the difficulty of having two judgements by imagining the 

period from the point of a (Christian) person's death to the resurrection as a purgative 

interval which prepared the not-so saintly of the community for their final reunion

1S2
with God. Eventually, in Florence in 1438, this idea would be articulated as official

making of purgatory in medieval Chinese Buddhism, in Kuroda Institute Studies in East Asian 
Buddhism no. 9 (Honolulu, 1994).

M. Boyce, Zoroastrians: their religious beliefs and practices (London, 1979), p. 45: "probably 
Zoroaster with his insistence on the responsibility of each man for his own fate hereafter, reduced the 
number of traditional rites and observances performed on behalf of the newly departed spirit; but if so, 
long usage and family piety led to their revival, and intercession for the dead, with many prayers and 
offerings, became the general practice among his followers".

On the Christian side, esp. mass for the dead; cf. "dead, prayers for the", New Catholic Encyclopedia 
(New York, 1967), vol. 4, p. 671-73.

Prayers for the dead in general, but also those performed by relatives and other worshippers in the 

mosque (salat al-jandzd) before the casket of the dead person; for a survey, see C. E. Padwick, Muslim 
devotions: a study of prayer manuals in common use (Oxford, 1997, repr.).

M. Himmelfarb, Tours of Hell: an apocalyptic form in Jewish and Christian literature (Philadelphia, 
1983), pp. 8ff.
18 Thus Tertullian (d. c. 220): "Why cannot you suppose that the soul undergoes punishment in the 

underworld, in the interval while it awaits the judgement, either of punishment or reward...Otherwise 

what will happen in that interval? Shall we sleep? But souls cannot sleep.. .Or do you think that nothing



Church doctrine under the label purgatormm. 19 Eternal Hell it seems was reserved 

entirely for the incorrigible: all Christians would attain salvation.

One of the principal ways in which such salvation could be attained was through 

the idea of intercession. Many of the major figures of the Old Testament had 

interceded with God on account of their special status as His prophets or 

messengers.20 In the Christian tradition, quite apart from the very fact that Christ's 

death on the cross was construed as the ultimate 'intercessory' act, one that would 

atone for mankind's sins,21 New Testament passages frequently refer to Christ as

f\f\

constantly interceding with the Lord. But it is also a fact that 'intercession' causes 

tensions within this same monotheistic tradition, which result in the periodic 

condemnation of such practice by the religious authorities of that particular tradition. 

Thus, we find that while rabbinical discussions acknowledge the intercessory power 

of Abraham,23 they will also tend to downplay its importance lest it should manifest

/^ A

itself as 'idolatry'. When Byzantine Christianity experienced a 'monotheist 

reformation' in the first decades of the 8th century, this new-found enthusiasm was 

expressed through attacks on all traditional channels of intercession: saints, images,

0 ^

relics and even monks. Although periods of iconoclasm had marked Christianity

happens there?... (De Anima, 58): Christian Fathers, Bettenson, p. 161.
19 J. Le Goff, La naissance dupurgatoire (Paris, 1981), esp. ch. 1.
20 Abraham's intercession for Sodom and Gomorrah, Gen.: 18:23ff; his prayers for Abimelech's wives 
to regain their fertility, Gen. 20:7; Samuel intercedes on behalf of Israel so that God may forgive them 
after their idol worship, 1 Sam. 7:5.

21 1 John 2:1.

22 Rom. 8:26f., 34; Heb. 7:25f.

23 Babylonian Talmud, B. eErub. I9a, where Abraham takes Israelites out of Hell after a brief period of 

punishment.
O A

Ibid., B. San. 104a; in the Jerusalem Talmud, B. Ber 9:13, where one should not, as is widely 

practised, invoke the angel Michael in prayers to God. 

25 J. J. Norwich, A short history of Byzantium (New York, 1997), pp. 11 If.; P. Crone, "Islam, Judeo-



from its earliest days,26 the fact that the 8 th century outburst against icons and images

0*7

may have been precipitated by the rise of Islam is suggestive of a specifically 

monotheist tendency: the concern to maintain a distinction between the practice of 

invoking mediators and outright idolatry.28 For, at least according to the Qm°an, Islam 

was conceived as a monotheist reformation, an abandonment of previous idolatrous

90
practices: iconomachy is implicit in the Qur'an's condemnation of idols. Even non- 

Muslims saw the 'message' of Muhammad as a return to a 'purer monotheism'.30 But 

despite the Qur'anic emphasis on strict monotheism, Islamic practice reflected the 

same monotheist pattern of previous traditions: wide-spread acceptance and use of

-5 -I i^f\

intercession, together with periodic rejection of the idea.

Indeed, with regard to salvation in the next world, Islamic theology, as it later 

crystallized, reflected many of the ideas current within the monotheistic tradition of 

the Middle East. Sunni and Shlcl creeds attest to the belief held by many Muslims that

Christianity and Byzantine Iconoclasm", JSAI 2 (1980), pp. 59-95, see esp. pp. 63 (and n. 15 thereto), 
70,81.
9fi

R. Macmullen, Christianity and paganism in the fourth to eighth centuries (New Haven and London, 
1997), pp. 49ff.
27 Norwich, Byzantium, p. Ill; Crone, "Iconoclasm", pp. 59ff.
28 The Jewish ambivalence towards intercession is for the same reasons, see J. Bowker, "Intercession in 
the Qur'an and the Jewish tradition", JSS 11 (1966), pp. 69-82, esp. 76ff.
29 Q. 14/35; 6/47; 21/57.
30 R. Hoyland, Seeing Islam as others saw it: a survey and evaluation of Christian, Jewish and
Zoroastrian writings on early Islam (Princeton, 1997), pp. 535ff: a monk tells a Muslim that 
Muhammad had, 'freed you from idolatry' (p. 538).

Cf. the creeds enumerated in appendix 1.
32 Cf. a tract by Ibn Taymiyya, (Ahmad b. <Abd al-Hallm, d. 1328), al-Wasita bayna al-khalq wa'l- 
haqq, ed. M. al-MinyawI (Cairo, n.d.) where he tries to define acceptable forms of intercession; cf. G. 
Rentz, "The Wahhabls", in Religion in the Middle East, ed. A. J. Arberry (Cambridge, 1969), vol. 2, pp. 
270-84; D. S. Margoliouth, Ell, s.v. "wahhablyya", 1086b: "3) it is shirk to introduce the name of a 
prophet, saint, or angel into prayer, 4) it is shirk to seek intercession from any but Allah". Note the 
continuing controversy over the subject in Egypt. Recently, Mustafa Mahmud published a short treatise 
condemning the wholesale acceptance of shafafa, particularly the shafffa of the Prophet to get the 
Muslim grave sinners out of Hell, in favour of a kind of irjff on their fate (al-Shafaca: muhawala li- 
fahm al-khildf al-qadlm bayna al-mu3ayyidln wa'l-mucaridm, in Kitab al-Yawm series, Cairo, 1999); 
Azhar scholars promptly responded with a defence of the orthodox position on shafdfa: see the response



«^

all the members of the Muslim community belong to Paradise. All those who 

profess membership of the Muslim faith through the credo 'there is no god but God',

*3 A

will be saved. Moreover, any punishment in Hell which Muslim sinners may have to 

undergo would only be temporary. The Prophet himself would play an important role 

in the salvation of the community. On account of his eschatological intercession, 

Muslim sinners will get out of Hell. Much like the Christian sinner, the Muslim sinner 

would not be held in Hell forever. 

The 'sinning believer' in Islam

It is not often remarked, however, that the scheme of afterlife salvation, just 

mentioned above, was not implicit from the start, nor indeed was it necessary: 

Muslims, from the time of the inception of their community, had taken for granted the 

fact that their acceptance of the faith destined them for an eternal life in Paradise.35 To 

belong to the community of believing Muslims was to belong with the 'inhabitants of 

the Garden' (ahl al-janna), as opposed to the 'inhabitants of the Fire' (ahl al-ndr).36

_ *n
But for some 150 years after the death of the Prophet, Muslims, mainly in Iraq, were 

involved in polemical discussions38 about the status of the Muslim sinner.39 The

of (the imam) Mutawalll al-ShacrawI: al-Shafaea wa'l-maqdm al-mahmud (Cairo, 2000).
33 See list of creeds in appendix 1.

Or the shahada as it is known: la ildha ilia Allah; it is commonly followed by Muhammad rasul 
Allah, 'Muhammad is the messenger of God'. But Muslim tradition frequently only cites the first part of 
the shahada, probably for the sake of brevity, leaving the second part implicit.
35 The Qur'anic verses are too numerous to cite. See for example, s.v. j-n-n (janndt) in M. F. cAbd al- 
Baql, al-Mucjam al-mufahras li-alfaz al-qur^an al-kanm (Cairo, 1939, and several subsequent edns.: 
Beirut, 1992, for an edition with Qur'anic text included).
36 Cf. W. M. Watt, The formative period of Islamic thought (Edinburgh, 1973), p. 31.
^7

Our written sources for the period come mostly from Iraq, and it is there that the discussions we 
know about took place.
38 This estimate is based on the date of a substantial IbadI epistle that focuses on this question, and has 
been dated ad 184/800 by P. Crone and F. Zimmermann (The epistle of Salim ibn Dhakwan, Oxford, 
2001).

8



question that fuelled these polemical discussions was the attitude to be adopted 

towards 'offenders' or 'opponents' within the community.40 The question of the status 

and other-worldly fate of the Muslim sinner came to the fore of theological 

discussions as a result of civil strife (36-73/656-692) that saw Muslims involved in 

physical conflict with one another.41

The earliest discussion of the question of the fate of the 'not-so saintly' of the 

Muslim community, or the grave sinners as they were later identified, seems to have 

taken place with reference to the events of the civil war of the year 37/657. The events 

of this civil war, or the fitna as it was later called, had a profound impact on the 

Muslim literary tradition.42 It was these political events that informed, and arguably 

spawned, the theological debates surrounding the fate of the Muslim sinner which

A*\

preoccupied theologians for most of the second and third centuries. The question of 

the 'sinner' in Islam was, from the first instance, intertwined with political concerns: 

the political leader was the religious head of the Muslim community (sc. imam) 

whose duty it was to ensure that the community conducted itself according to the 

prescriptions of the divine law enshrined in the Qm°an. Political differences had not

39 The Qur'an makes a distinction between minor sins and grave sins (kaba'ir al-ithm), see Q. 42/37 and
53/32. Moreover, the Qur'an guarantees the remission of all minor sins so long as the grave ones are 
avoided, Q. 4/31: in tajtanibu kabd'ira ma tunhawna canhu nukaffir fankum sayyi3atikum wa-nudkhilkum 
mudkhalan kariman ("If you avoid the heinous sins that are forbidden you, We will acquit you of your 
evil deeds, and admit you by the gate of honour").

Certain sins were considered grave (see n. 39 above), and if a sufficient number of individuals 
attested to this guilt, then punishment had to be carried out (e.g. Q. 24/6ff). In addition, certain verses in 
the Qur'an suggest that it is a duty on every Muslim to 'command what is right and forbid what is evil': 
see now, M. Cook, Commanding right and forbidding wrong in Islamic thought (Princeton, 2000).

The dates cover the period from the Battle of the Camel to the first and second civil wars.
A O

Cf. G. Hawting (trans.), The history of al-Tabarl (tarlkh al-msul wa'l-muluk) volume xvii: the first 
civil war (Albany, 1996), xi-xv.

See EI2, s.v. "Siffin": M. Lecker suggests that the battle was psychologically traumatic for the 
Muslim community, and one side's efforts to justify its actions at the expense of the other was a source 
of polemical use of eschatological traditions.



only ideological but theological implications for the community. For the most part, 

the early Muslim sects that arose out of the civil conflicts of the first century were 

concerned with the ideological deviation engendered by schism. But the language 

employed to define and categorize such deviation, was the very language used to 

classify moral deviation. Thus, a political or ideological deviant could be called a 

kdfir ('unbeliever') for his rejection of a particular conception of the political 

community, and by extension his rejection of God's law. This did not mean, of course, 

that early Muslims were not concerned with moral offenders. But in their efforts to 

establish the nature of relations between (nominally) Muslim individuals in a 

community ruptured by internal disagreements, they were more immediately 

concerned with political allegiances.44 As we shall see, one early current within Islam, 

which we may term 'secessionist', regarded political opponents as religious opponents, 

defined them using the relevant terms (sc. kdfir, 'unbeliever', or mushrik, 'polytheist') 

and excluded them from the community. In response, there developed other currents 

that proposed an anti-sectarian approach and did not deny membership of the Muslim 

community to any self-professing Muslim, even if that person were a political or 

ideological opponent. An outline of the events of the first civil war will provide the 

reader with a better context for the issues raised thus far and for the ensuing 

discussion.

The first civil war had broken out over rival claims to the leadership of the 

Muslim community. The conflict was principally between two factions, on the one 

hand a Syrian party led by the local governor Muc awiya b. Abi Sufyan (r. 41-61/661-

44 The definition of these political relations would, naturally, have consequences for afterlife theology.

10



80) claiming revenge for their assassinated kin, the third caliph cUthman b. cAffan (r. 

24-36/644-56), and on the other an Iraqi contingent under the leadership of the 

Prophet's cousin and son-in-law, CAH b. Abl Talib (r. 36-41/656-61), the reigning 

caliph at the time. The confrontation never amounted to a full-scale war, and was 

probably no more than a series of skirmishes.45 But when the Iraqis finally decided to 

make an advance, the Syrians gave serious thought to the likelihood of their defeat.46 

Ironically, the conflict was soon tipped in favour of the Syrians, because of a schism 

they helped precipitate among the Iraqis. Realizing that they would be facing superior

A T

numbers, the Syrians contrived to hold off an Iraqi advance by raising copies of the 

Qur'an and offering a compromise: two arbiters, one from each side, would seek a 

solution to the dispute with guidance from the Qur'anic text.48 Fearing that the basis 

of the arbitration agreement (the consultation of the Qur'an for the purpose of 

resolving the dispute) would ultimately be ignored,49 and that the resolution of the 

dispute would involve a measure of political connivance, which might not ultimately 

turn in favour of the Iraqi partisans (the Syrians seem to have had no intention of 

recognizing c All's caliphate), 50 some of cAH's followers rejected the entire arbitration 

and seceded from his ranks; these were called Kharijites (khawarij). Their secession, 

Muslim sources relate, was marked by the slogan, Id hukm ilia li'lldh ("no judgement

Cf. T. Izutsu, The concept of belief in Islamic theology (Tokyo, 1965), pp. Iff.
Cf. M. A. Shaban, Islamic history A.D. 600-750: a new interpretation (Cambridge, 1971), p. 75. 

4 Cf. J. Wellhausen, The religio-political factions in early Islam, translated from the German (Die 
religios-politischen Oppositionsparteien im alien Islam) by R. C. Ostle and S. M. Walzer (Amsterdam 
and Oxford, 1975), p. 1.
47 Al-Tabari, Muhammad b. Jarir (d. 923), Tarlkh al-rusul wa'l-muluk, ed. M. J. de Goeje et al. (Leiden, 
1879-1901), I, 3328ff.
48 Tabarl, Tarlkh, I, 3329ff.
49 Cf. W. Madelung, The succession to Muhammad: a study of the early caliphate (Cambridge, 1997),
pp. 244ff.
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but God's"). The proclamation is based on verses from the Qur'an (notably Q. 6/57 

and 12/40) and likely reflected an early current of scripturalism among Muslims, 

which may be defined as the conviction that the Qur'an alone should constitute the 

source of legal and ritual authority for the Muslim community. 51 That the insistence of 

at least some of the Iraqis on the Syrians being fought until they submitted, or were 

defeated, was a scripturalist stance, is brought out by some early documentary 

evidence for Kharijite views. In a mid-second (?) century religious epistle, commonly, 

but mistakenly,52 identified as 'the second letter of Ibn Ibad to cAbd al-Malik b. 

Marwan', 53 the Kharijite author rebukes his ShTcite correspondent's justification of 

c All's conduct in the civil war (namely, cAlf s acceptance of the arbitration and his 

refusal to resume hostilities against the Syrians) as a breach of God's stipulation that, 

"if two parties among the believers fall into dispute, make peace between them, but if 

one of them transgresses (further) against the other, then fight the one that 

transgresses until it returns to the command (hukm) of God" (Q. 49/9).54 In other 

words, for these early secessionists, the Kharijites, at least insofar as can be discerned 

from the sources, arbitration in the matter of Mucawiya and the Syrians was an offence 

against God. They argued that where God provided judgements in His book, men

50 Cf. M. Hinds, "The Siffin arbitration agreement", JSS 17 (1972), pp. 93-113, esp. lOOff.

Cf. G. R. Hawting, "The significance of the slogan la hukma ilia lillah and the references to the 
hudud in the traditions about the Fitna and the murder of cUthman", BSOAS 41 (1978), pp. 453-63.
52 M. Cook, Early Muslim Dogma: a source-critical study (Cambridge, 1981), p. 55; Cook was the first 
to draw attention to this surprisingly obvious fact.
53 In Kashf al-ghumma al-jamic li-akhbar al-umma, attrib. to one Sirhan b. Sa'ld al-Izkawi, British 
Library MS, Or. 8076, ff. 206b-212a (see forthcoming edition by present author), see f. 209b for the 
author's allusion to Q. 49/9.

It must have been clear to the Iraqis that Mu'awiya was not about to hand over authority to CA1I; 
besides, the stipulation 'make peace between them' had actually been tried: Tabari, Tdrlkh, I, 3270ff.
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were under obligation to follow these rulings without doubt or dispute. 55

As we have already noted, up until the time of the Kharijite secession, Muslims 

had unanimously understood that their status as Muslims, in addition to conferring 

upon them automatic salvation, also clearly distinguished them from the only other 

categories that existed, people of the book (ahl al-kitdb) and pagans 

(mushrikunlkuffdr). When the Kharijite secession occurred, however, it was the first 

time that a substantial number of Muslims had not only chosen to seperate themselves 

physically and ideologically from the rest of the community,56 but also to take with 

them the label which had formerly belonged to the entire community: mu'minun 

(believers). The Kharijites regarded the non-Kharijite acquiescence in the matter of 

Muc awiya and the Syrians as a rejection of God's law, and hence, of Islam as a whole. 

Seeing that their former coreligionists had rejected Islam, early Kharijites reclassified

S7all non-Kharijites as kuffdr or mushrikun. The legal consequences of such 

reclassification (since, kuffdr or mushrikun do not enjoy any legal protection 

according to Islam and have to be dissociated from, and are at risk of being killed) 

meant that the very terms isldm/imdn would become controversial, now that more

co

than one group claimed this label. And although the claims for this label were 

politically-inspired, it was inevitable from the outset that there would be fundamental 

implications for the theology of the afterlife: the label isldm was necessary for

They argued that, for instance, one could not arbitrate in the case of illicit fornication, since God has 
clearly perscribed 100 lashes for the perpetrator (Q. 24/2), nor, similarly, can one arbitrate in the case of 
theft, as the thief should have his hand cut off (Q. 5/38); cf. Izkawl, Kashf, at f. 209b where the 
Kharijite author makes precisely these arguments.
56 There was an earlier instance of secession, at the Battle of the Camel, but this conflict did not 
obviously produce any lasting religio-political identities.
57 G. Levi della Vida in EI2, s.v. "Kharidjites".

13



salvation in the hereafter. If one was not a Muslim, one was not guaranteed salvation 

in the next life.

Kharijism, however, was not the only sect that could be delineated during these 

early years of conflict within the Muslim community, for the events of the first 

century had also created the basis for another religio-political identity. Many of the 

Iraqis who had supported CAH and remained with him after the Kharijite secession 

were already crystallizing into a faction of their own, insisting on cAlf s rightful claim 

to the caliphate, and after the latter died, on the right of his progeny (sc. cAlids) to 

rule; it was this that provided the impetus for the formation of the movement 

identified as Sh!cism.59

But it was particularly after the eruption of a second civil war (64-73/683-92) 

among the Muslim community that the theological discussions surrounding the 

question of 'salvation-status' seem to have become urgent. The Kharijite movement 

itself underwent internal schism, and these divisions were principally to do with the 

attitude to be adopted towards the rest of the community, that is, towards all non- 

Kharijites. While some Kharijites maintained the extremist position of deeming all 

non-Kharijites as being outside the Muslim community (and so devoid of any legal 

rights or protection), treating them as polytheists and idolaters destined for Hell,60 

other Kharijites were prepared to resume relations with non-Kharijite Muslims and

CO

At the earliest stage there was no distinction between the two terms, being almost synonymous in the 

Qur'an (cf. Wensinck, The Muslim creed, Cambridge, 1931, pp. 22f.).

59 Cf. Watt, Formative, pp. 39f.: Watt refers to proto-Shicites to mean the early adherents of the sh?at 

'All movement, presumably before the formation of classical Shi'ite doctrine.

60 K. Lewinstein, "The Azariqa in Islamic heresiography", BSOAS 54 (1991), pp. 251-68.
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developed quietist doctrines.61 As a result, one of the earliest points of discussion to 

arise among Kharijites was the question of non-belligerence (qucud) or emigrating

£*y

(hijra) to a Kharijite camp (both were Qur'anic concepts). Some Kharijites began to 

draw a distinction between certain points of religious behaviour which threatened

f\\
one's membership in the community, and others that did not. Among these points 

was the question of 'grave' sin. For these sins, God had prescribed punishments in the 

Qur'an, as we saw above, and where He had not stipulated punishment, He had not 

guaranteed forgiveness (in contrast to minor sins which were automatically forgiven). 

The question of grave sin, then, also became a fundamental issue in Kharijite 

ideology: to persist in grave sin was to ignore God's law, and consequently, to forfeit 

one's status as Muslim (together with one's place in Paradise).

By the time of the second civil war, factionalism was endemic, especially given 

that yet another claim to the caliphate had been made by the son of a leading Meccan, 

cAbdallah b. al-Zubayr (d. 7S/692).64 This period had also been a defining one for the 

nascent Shfite movement. For the supporters of the cAlid right to rule, there had been

T. Lewicki in EI2, s.v. "Ibadiyya"; J. C. Wilkinson, "The early development of the Ibadi movement 
in Basra", in Studies on the first century of Islamic society, ed. G. H. A Juynboll (Carbondale: Southern 
Illinois, 1982), pp. 125-44.
s*\

One theory is that the epithet Kharijite (khariji/khawarif) was a self-designation used by these 
secessionists with Q. 4/100 in mind (wa-man yakhruj min baytih muhajiran ild'llah wa-rasulih, "whoso 
goes forth from his house an emigrant to God and His Messenger"), by which the term acquires a 
positive value; but L. Veccia Vaglieri in his article, "Sulla denominazione hawarig", Rivista degli Studi 
Oriental! 26 (1951), pp. 41-46, argues that this was a secondary development reflecting the Kharijite 
attempt to transform an essentially perjorative label (kharaja cala, 'he seceded from') that the rest of the 
Muslim community applied to this group; cf. now also, Crone and Zimmermann, Salim, p. 275, and n. 
39 thereto, who support the former theory, first stated by R. E. Briinnow, Die Charidschiten unter den 
ersten Omayyaden (Leiden, 1884). As for qucud, see esp. Q. 4/95 where the contrast is made, but also 
Q. 9/46, 83, 86.
63 Cf. Watt, Formative, p. 23.

64 His father had been defeated by C A1I after a serious revolt, in which al-Zubayr together with Talha, 
another leading Meccan, and the Prophet's wife cA'isha rejected 'All's rule; al-Zubayr was killed in the 
aftermath of what came to be known as the Battle of the Camel: Tabarl, Tdrikh, I, 3218.
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only failures, and a series of them: the killing of Hujr b. cAd! (51/671), a leading 

supporter of C AH in Kufa; the massacre of al-Husayn, son of CAH, (d. 61/680); and the 

revolt (66-68/685-7) of al-Mukhtar65 in the name of another of cAlfs sons, 

Muhammad b. al-Hanafiyya (d. c. 81/700). It was in response to the factionalism of 

both Kharijites and Shlcites that Ibn al-Hanafiyya's son, al-Hasan b. Muhammad (d. c. 

101/719), is supposed to have composed a treatise exposing a doctrine known as 

irjd3,66 which consequently gave rise to the epithet Murji'a. The adherents of this 

doctrine appealed to Muslim schismatics, primarily Kharijites, but also Shicites and 

others,67 to suspend judgement on the rights and wrongs of those who had been 

involved in the first schism (sc. cUthman and CAH). For, the original Kharijite 

secession had been justified on the basis of the (wrong) behaviour of these men. But 

the MurjiHte appeal was also intended for the Shfites (now more radical after the 

revolt of al-Mukhtar in the years 66-68/685-7) and those who defended and upheld the 

legitimacy of cUthman's caliphate long after his death (the cUthmaniyya). In short, the 

Murji'ites thought that if they could put an end to polemical discussions about the first 

civil war, then they could also put an end to the schism engendered by it. The 

Murji'ite themselves, although anti-sectarian, were not, however, averse to engaging 

government tyranny should it arise: many Murji'ites had taken part in the great anti- 

Umayyad rebellion of Ibn al-Ashcath in the year 82/701.68 But it was also the case that

65 G. R. Hawting in EI2, s.v. "al-Mukhtar b. Abi cUbayd al-Thakafi".

66 For the text of this work, see J. van Ess, "Das Kitdb al-irga3 des Hasan b. Muhammad b. al- 
Hanafiyya", Arabica 21, i, (1974), pp. 20-52.
f\7

Such as the cUthmaniyya, who recognized the third caliph's rule, in contradistinction to Kharijites 
and Shrites, and who later made up a large part of those that came to be known as Sunnis.
£Ct

W. Madelung, Der Imam al-Qasim ibn Ibrahlm und die Glaubenslehre der Zaiditen (Berlin, 1965), 
pp. 232ff.; Madelung suggested that the Murji'ites were not abiding by their principles in joining the
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their political doctrine, whether intentionally or not, gave rise to a theological one.69 

Just as the Kharijite classification of non-Kharijites as kuffar meant that all the latter 

were consigned to Hell, so the Murji'ite suspension of judgement on the this-worldly 

conduct of the protagonists of the civil war meant a suspension of judgement on their 

fate in the other world: one simply could not know if the protagonists of the first civil 

war had acted rightly or wrongly- that decision would be left to God. Part of the 

difficulty in assigning these figures an other-worldly status was that the choice was 

too stark: eternal Hell or eternal Paradise. While acknowledging that cUthman and CA11 

had in part been responsible for schism within the community, no Murji'ite was 

prepared to condemn these two as kuffar, since that meant consigning them to Hell, 

and Hell according to the Qur'an was eternal.70

But while the Murji'ite doctrine of suspending judgement was in itself a perfectly 

viable option in the effort towards anti-sectarianism, it did not provide solutions to the 

situation in the present. Murji'ites remained politically active, as evidenced by the 

numerous insurrections they took part in,71 and could themselves be held responsible 

for the problem they had set out to eradicate, namely, schism. On the one hand, they 

wanted to co-exist and have normative relations with all Muslims, but on the other, 

they were not prepared to sanction tyrannical behaviour. One solution was to remain

rebellion (loc. cit.}. Cook, on the basis of the anti-MurjHte polemics of the IbadI epistle, slrat Salim, 
showed that anti-Umayyad sentiment was indeed on the early Murji'ite agenda (Dogma, p. 43). See now 
the very detailed discussion of the Murji'ite movement by Crone and Zimmermann, Salim, pp. 219ff.

69 Cf. Cook, Dogma, p. 32.

70 This is clearly the dilemma expressed by Thabit Qutna (d. 110/728), an early MurjiMte, in his poem
(see al-Isfahani, Abu'l-Faraj 'All b. Husayn (d. 357/967), Kitab al-agham (Cairo, 1924-74), vol. 14, p.
270); tanslated by S. S. Agha, "A viewpoint of the Murji'a in the Umayyad period: evolution through
application", Journal of Islamic Studies 8 (1997), pp. 26ff; see other MurjiMte poetry mentioned by
Agha.
71 See list in Agha, "Murji'a", pp. 30-35.
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politically quietist; and it has been suggested that this attitude was already that of 

Hanafites, the adherents of a school of thought founded by an early Murji'ite, Abu 

Hanifa (d. 150/767).72 The other solution was to remain politically active. Thus, 

whether one tolerated or fought against them, a 'working' label was needed to deal 

with the Muslim sinners of one's community.73 Accordingly, the MurjiHtes came up 

with the label of mu'min doll for the Muslim sinner. 74

Up until the time that disagreements within the community manifested 

themselves in bloody violence, the straightforward scheme of Muslims in Paradise 

and others in Hell had sufficed. But such a scheme could not explain nor 

accommodate the internally-divided Muslim community. To kill a Muslim knowingly 

was to risk eternal Hell, and yet it was difficult to tell which of two Muslims fighting 

one another was the transgressor.75 A rethink of the status of all those nominally- 

Muslim individuals who had engaged in conflict against one another was necessary; 

but the early community was not unanimous on the stance to adopt towards such 

ambiguous cases. One solution to the problem was to extend the label of 'believer' to 

all those who professed Islam, regardless of their behaviour (sc. mu'min ddll 

according to the MurjiHtes). To pretend that one's 'behaviour' did not affect one's 

status as a 'believer' in this life was certainly viable, but to pretend that it still 

guaranteed his salvation in the next was simply untenable. The community had finally

72 Cook, Dogma, p. 33; but Hanafites were politically active at least as late as the end of the second 
century, and after the death of Abu Hanlfa, see W. Madelung, "The early Murji'a in Khurasan and 
Transoxania and the spread of Hanafism", Der Islam 59 (1982), pp. 32-39.
73 The dilemma evident in calling someone a 'believer', yet being prepared to shed his blood, is what 
pushed the early Murji'ite cAwn b. cAbdallah (d. 110-12/728-30) to reject MurjiMsm: Isfahan!, Aghanl, 
vol. 9, p. 139; the poem is translated by Agha, "MurjPa", p. 27.
74 W. Madelung in £72, s.v. "murdji'a"; van Ess, TG, i, p. 201.
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resigned itself to the reality that if it wanted to sustain some sort of harmony, both 

political and religious, it would have to tolerate many in its ranks who, while 

professing Islam, might not act in a way that obviously reflected their adherence to the 

faith. But such individuals could not be comfortably placed with the 'righteous' in the 

next life, less with hardened unbelievers. The only solution was to defer matters to 

God, and argue for the eventual salvation of all Muslims, even those that may have to 

endure some hell-fire punishment.

Consequently, although the early Muslim community was confronted with the 

ethical dilemma of having some of its members end up in (eternal) Hell-fire, it did not 

readily adopt the Christian solution of a purgatory after death to rehabilitate its sinners 

in time for the Final Judgement.76 It would seem that the apocalyptic references in the 

Qur'an to the Day of Resurrection (yawm al-qiydma), the Hour (al-sdcd) and the 

Mustering (hashr) of people as they 'issue forth from their tombs as if woken from a 

sleep' (cf. Q. 36/51-52), did not favour the idea that people were in Hell immediately

*7"7

upon death. And so although the 'sinful' dead might get a preview of their future

7Reternal abode in the tomb, this would not, ultimately, serve to mitigate their 

punishment: they could still end up in Hell eternally. The only solution would be to

75 Cf. Q. 4/93: "Whoso kills a believer wilfully, his recompense is Gehenna, therein dwelling forever, 
and God will be wroth with him, and will curse him, and prepare for him a mighty chastisement".
76 Although, there are some indications that the punishment of the tomb might have been envisaged as 
purgative: see art. 23 of the Fiqh Akbar II; also in general see A. J. Wensinck and A. S. Tritton in EI2, 
s.v. "cadhab al-kabr"; ImamI Shrism punishes the Muslim sinner in the tomb as a way of purgation, see 
M. J. McDermott, The Theology of al-Shaikh al-Mufid (d. 413/1022) (Beirut, 1978), pp. 252f; see 
appendix 8.
77 One frequently encounters statements to the effect, huwafi al-ndr or huwafi al-janna, implying that 
people took up their eternal abodes upon death immediately; but the present tense could just as well be 
referring to the future, and I prefer to understand these statements in this latter sense. Either way, the 
case for a temporary Hell does not have to be invalidated, since it could be posited that people in hell 
might get out on the Day of Judgement.
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work out how these sinners could be taken out of Hell, the qualification for them to 

merit this escape, and the means by which they could do so. It is this development that 

will be the focus of the present study.

78 Cf. E/2, s.v. "cadhab al-kabr".
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A note on some of the source-material

Islamicists, for a while now, have had at their disposal the tafslrs of Muqatil b. 

Sulayman (d. 150/767),79 Mujahid b. Jabr (d. 104/722),80 Sufyan al-Thawri (d. 

161/788), 81 and cAbd al-Razzaq b. Hammam al-Sancam (d. 211/827).82 When this 

study began, the intention had been to use these early tafslr works as source-material

oo

for the early exegetical understanding of Hell and intercession. This was in part 

stimulated by Rippin's enthusiasm for these works84 and Versteegh's work on the 

development of early Arabic grammar,85 and in part by what promised to be an 

opportunity to get behind, so to speak, the great tafslr of al-Tabari. However, the 

commentaries of Sufyan al-Thawri and Mujahid contain little of interest, at least for 

the purposes of this study. As for the commentary of cAbd al-Razzaq, I could not 

distinguish between it and his Musannaf, the latter being far more informative. But 

there are also problems of authenticity associated with these texts.86 With Muqatil, 

however, the situation is somewhat different, since his recently published commentary

79 Muqatil b. Sulayman, Tafslr, ed. A. M. Shihata (Cairo, 1979-89).
on

Mujahid b. Jabr, Tafslr, ed. A. al-Suratl (Doha, 1976)

81 Sufyan al-Thawrl, Tafslr, ed. I. A. 'ArshI (Beirut, 1983).
82 _ -eAbd al-Razzaq b. Hammam al-Sancani, Tafslr al-Qur'dn, ed. M. M. Muhammad (Riyad, 1989).
83 See A. Rippin's categorization of exegetical works in £72, s.v. "tafslr".

84 A. Rippin, "The Present Status of Tafslr Studies", The Muslim World 72 (1982), pp. 224-238. 

"employing early tafslr texts in a larger framework or to demonstrate other themes has yet to progress 

very far [...] the development of grammar, of theology, of sectarian trends and of mysticism are all 
potentially traceable through a close analysis of these early works".
QC

C. H. M. Versteegh, Arabic Grammar & Quranic Exegesis in Early Islam. Leiden, 1993, see 

especially chapter 2.
86 See Versteegh: "Grammar and exegesis: The origins of Kufan grammar and the Tafslr Muqatil", Der 

Islam 67 (1990), pp. 206-242. The author states (p. 207): "One look at the edition of Mujahid's Tafslr- 

and the same conclusion applies to the Tafslr of Sufyan al-Thawri-- suffices to show that these so-called 
commentaries are nothing more than a collection of quotations from later commentaries relating to 
individual verses without any internal cohesion. In the case of Muqatil we may be on somewhat more 
solid ground"; also on the transmissions from Mujahid, see F. Leemhuis, "MS. 1075 Tafslr of the 
Cairene Dar al-Kutub and Mujahid's tafslr", in Proceedings of the 9th congress of the Union Europeene
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is more likely to be an authentic transmission of his exegetical opinions. The work has 

a homogenous character in general, and certain theological presuppositions pervade 

the text. 87 In addition, the terms Muqatil uses to gloss certain Qur'anic terms are 

repeated consistently throughout the text.

Nevertheless, the commentary of al-Taban (d. 311/923) remains indispensable for 

any study of exegesis.88 One has to bear in mind that his commentary not only 

represents classical Sunni Islam, it is also an exegetical affirmation of it.89 

Consequently, Tabari's work contains lots of polemic against sectarian groups, 

although these last are sometimes left anonymous.90 My study here of the 

development of the idea of temporary Hell and the traditionalist reinforcement of it by 

reference to the concept of eschatological intercession (shafffd) has, to a large extent, 

been based on the exegetical narratives given by Tabari to certain Qur'anic verses.

Other early materials used are the Musannafs of cAbd al-Razzaq al-Sancani (d. 

212/827)91 and that of Ibn Abi Shayba (d. 235/S49).92 Given the acknowledged 

difficulties of using hadlth as historical source-material,93 texts such as the Musannaf 

of cAbd al-Razzaq provide some opportunity for progress in the field. Motzki's work 

on this material has shown that there could be less reason for scepticism than

des Arabisants etlslamisants: Amsterdam 1978, ed. R. Peters (Leiden, 1981), pp. 169-80.
on

Versteegh, Grammar, pp. 43, 52f., 56f. and 61. 

88 Jamif al-bayanfl tafslr al-quran, Cairo, 1954.
OQ

T. Khalidi, Arabic historical thought in the classical period (Cambridge, 1994), pp. 73-75. 

90 C. Gilliot, Exegese, langue, et theologie en Islam: I'exegese coranique de Tabari (m. 311/923) (Paris, 
1990), pp. 207, 276.
91 cAbd al-Razzaq b. Hammam al-Sancam, al-Musannaf, ed. H. al-Aczami (Beirut, 1970-72).

92 'Abdallah b. Muhammad b. Abi Shayba, Al-kitab al-musannaf fi'l-ahadith wa'l-athar, ed. M. A. 

Shahin (Beirut, 1995).
QO

For a useful summary of modem scholarship's approach to Muslim sources, see F. Donner, 
Narratives of Islamic origins: The beginnings of Islamic historical writing (Princeton, 1998), pp. 13ff.
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previously thought, and while one does not have to accept the authenticity of each and 

every tradition-- let alone their isnads- their content does provide a picture of the sort 

of discussions surrounding Qur'anic issues which concerned the early community.94 

In a similar vein, Versteegh adds that, "the accounts of these discussions exhibit 

enough variation to show that they reflect actual practice";95 or in our case, that they 

reflect actual controversies. Be that as it may, there are no hard and fast rules when it 

comes to working with the corpus of hadith material. It seems that regardless of the 

method one uses to date the content of the hadith, by using the names in the isndd, 

other hadiths will inevitably frustrate the entire methodology.96 It is probably safer to 

use hadiths to infer geographical loci for given controversies, by looking at the 

individuals in the isndd, than to use them as dating tools. For what concerns this 

study, I have chosen to tread a 'methodological middle ground between Schacht and 

Shaficl' (if it exists),97 although I will invariably draw on the Schachtian model: the 

hadith that goes back to a successor will command more attention than one to a 

companion, and so on.98 This is not to say that no hadiths go back to the Prophet, 

undoubtedly legal and ritual ones cannot be swept under the 'Schachtian' surface; but 

certainly, hadiths of the sort of content that will be encountered in this study should be 

approached with more caution. Especially given that in our case the non-hadlth

94 Id., "The Musannafof £Abd al-Razzaq al-Sancam as a source of authentic ahadlth of the first century 
A.H.", JNES 50 (1991), pp. 1-21. 

Versteegh, Grammar, p. 65.
96 Cf. Cook, Dogma, pp. 107ff.
97 Cf. W. Madelung's criticisms of Cook's methodological 'premises' in his review of Early Muslim 
dogma, in Journal of Theological Studies 33, ii (1982), pp. 628-33.

98 Cf. J. Schacht, Origins of Muhammadan jurisprudence (Oxford, 1950), pp. 165ff, 253ff; cf. G. H. A. 
Juynboll, Muslim tradition: studies in chronology, provenance and authorship of early hadith 
(Cambridge, 1983), pp. 70ff.
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material itself simply does not support what the hadiths purport. In sum, as far as 

possible I try to approach hadiths with reference to dating criteria external to the 

hadiths themselves." For example, I use Muqatil as a terminus a quo for the 

emergence of an idea, and then I turn to Tabarl (who provides isndds) to locate the 

ideas, and to see how the Sunn! exegetes accomodated them within the Qur'anic text; I 

then use the Musannaf to see if the idea is attested, and if so, if it appears in the 

canonical collections, e.g. the Sahlh of Bukhari (d. 257/870). It is on this basis that I 

derive a tentative chronology. Of course, in order to strengthen the chronology, 

datable theological treatises are used whenever possible.

Two final points remain. One has to do with the similarity between Sunni and 

Shicite tradition on the subject of Hell. With few exceptions (noted at relevant points 

in this study) the ideas about temporary Hell-fire punishment which were taking shape 

from the early 2nd century A.H. onwards can be found in later mainstream Sunni and 

Shicite tradition (of the 3rd and 4th century A.H.). Both traditions eventually accepted 

only a temporary Hell-fire punishment for the sinners of their community. The only 

major difference is, as can be expected, the eschatological importance of the Imams 

alongside that of the Prophet; but this was a natural consequence of the Shicite 

premise that the 'unique characteristics' of the Prophet were inherited by his progeny. 

The other point has to do with the use of the definition 'traditionalist' used in this 

study. Whereas 'traditionist' is simply a technical term used to denote anyone involved 

in the transmission of hadith (sc. a muhaddith), 'traditionalist' is a term used to refer to 

those who regarded religious knowledge as deriving not just from the Qur'an, but

99 Cook, Dogma, p. 116.

24



from the body of traditions, i.e. hadlth (and also from the 'consensus', ijmdy). I will 

argue that it was primarily these 'traditionalists' that were responsible for the doctrine 

under investigation here. Traditionalism had, by the second century of Islam, 

permeated almost all groups and sects in Muslim society: hadlth had become the 

principal mode for the expression of religious dogma by the mainstream schools of 

Islamic thought. The main proponents of traditionalism were the Hanballs and it will 

become evident that it was, in the main, the ideological movement represented by 

these latter that was responsible for the development and propogation of the ideas 

attributed to 'traditionalists' in this study. 101 In contrast, I will try to detect opposition 

to this 'traditionalist' approach with regard to the concepts of temporary Hell and 

shafdca, since the evidence suggests that some early Muslims preferred to read the 

Qur'an 'literally', without recourse to other potential sources of exegesis: these I will 

call 'scripturalists'. Although, the views of the later (classical) Murji'a cannot be very 

clearly distinguished from those of the traditionalists, at least not with regard to the 

concept of temporary Hell-fire for grave sinners, I will try to show, within the 

constraints of the evidence, that the earlier Murji'a would have espoused a much more 

'scripturalist' approach to the idea of afterlife punishment for Muslim sinners.

100 B. Abrahamov, Islamic theology: traditionalism and rationalism (Edinburgh, 1998), ix-x.

101 See appendix 1, where the Hanball creeds seem to be the earliest ones to defend the doctrines of 
temporary Hell-fire and the intercession of the Prophet for grave sinners.
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CHAPTER 1

The Qur'an:

Hell, intercession and salvation



Since this dissertation is concerned with the concept of salvation, through the 

development of the idea of temporary Hell, we shall first begin by examining all relevant 

Qur'anic material as it stands. This will give us an idea of the sort of views the early 

Muslim community is likely to have held, and will also provide the starting point from 

which the development of ideas posited in the Sunni tradition can be charted. 

1.1 'Hell' in the Our'an

The reward offered to the believer and the threat of painful retribution for the 

unbeliever is central to the Qur'anic conception of how action in this life determines the 

nature of the recompense in the next. The essential eschatological scheme may be 

summarized thus: 1 at an unknown point in time, unknown to all but God,2 the world with 

all its inhabitants will come to an end with the blow of a cosmic trumpet, whereupon 

follows a second sounding at which point all mankind are resurrected to face the final 

reckoning. 3 Every soul is summoned to contemplate a record (kitdb) of its deeds and is 

given its eternal dispensation accordingly.4

1 In secondary Muslim literature eschatological narratives tend to be chaotic and without order, as can be 
seen in al-Qurtubi, Muhammad b. Ahmad, al-Tadhkira fi-ahwal al-mawtd wa-umur al dkhira, ed. F. A. 
Zamarll (Beirut, 1995); cf. W. Raven, "A kitdb al-cazama: on cosmology, Hell and Paradise" in Miscellanea 
Arabica et Islamica, ed. F. de long (Leuven, 1993), pp. 135-42, see p. 137. The essential sequence of 
eschatological events is given by J. van Ess, TG, vol. 4, pp. 543ff; also L. Gardet in EI2, s.v. "kiyama", and 
U. Rubin in £72, s.v. "al-saca". On the descriptions of the delights of Paradise and the torments of Hell 
during three phases of the Muslim tradition, S. el-Saleh, "La vie future selon le Coran", in Etudes 
Musulmanes 13 (1971), traces the changing perceptions of the delights of Paradise and the torments of Hell 
through three classes of exegesis: traditional, rationalistic, and mystic; the author also describes the 
variation in detail in the descriptions of Paradise and Hell from the Meccan to Medinan periods; Smith, J. I. 
and Haddad, Y. Y., The Islamic understanding of death and resurrection (Albany, 1981). For an exposition 
of the persistently 'carnal' attitude towards the delights of Paradise, see A. al-Azmeh, "On the morphology 
of paradisiac narratives", Journal of Arabic Literature 26 (1995), pp. 215-31.
2 Q. 7/187.
3 Q. 39/68-69.
4 Q. 39/70.
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The unbelievers, those of the 'left', are thrust violently into the fire of Gehenna (nar 

jahannam). 5 Bound in fetters and drenched in liquid pitch,6 they suffer beatings with 

maces of iron,7 gulp fetid boiling water,8 taste festering blood9 and consume bush of 

bitter thorn 10 in the midst of scorching-hot winds and shade of black smoke. 11 The 

believers, on the other hand, those of the 'right', spend the afterlife in gardens of Eden

10 11
(janndtu cadri). Reclining on jewel-encrusted thrones, dressed in fine silk, arrayed in 

heavy brocade and adorned with silver bracelets, 14 they are waited on by stunningly 

beautiful youths who serve them the purest intoxicants, 15 while they take delight in 

virginal black-eyed beauties. 16

The term janna ('garden') is by far the most common way of referring to Paradise in 

the Qur5an. Only on four occasions do we find a different term for Paradise, although the 

sense is invariably that of a garden: firdaws (Persian pairidaeza, and Gk. napadsKJO^1 

is used once on its own (Q. 23/11) and once qualified by the plural janndt (Q. 18/107: 

janndt al-firdaws). The only other word used to refer to the Garden is rawda which 

appears once on its own (Q. 30/15) and once in the plural where it qualifies janndt (Q. 

42/22: rawddt al-janndt).

5 Q. 52/13.
6 Q. 14/49-50.
7 Q. 22/21.
8 Q. 14/16.
9 Q. 38/57.
10 Q. 88/6.
11 Q. 56/42-43.
12 Q. 98/8.
13 Q. 56/15.
14 Q. 76/21.
15 Q. 56/17-18.
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Hell is always a fire. 18 It is referred to either by generic terms such as al-nar, al- 

fadhdb ('punishment') or al-harlq ("burning"), or, by these same terms qualified 

variously: ndr jahannam, cadhdb al-harlq or cadhab al-nar. Hell is also referred to by 

several nouns. 19 These nouns are the following: jahannam  hdwiya 21 al-jahim 22 al- 

saclr 23 lazd 24 saqar 25 al-hutama.26

1.2 The 'seven' names of Hell

16 Q. 55/56.
17 A. Jeffery, The foreign vocabulary of the Quran (Baroda, 1938), pp. 223-224, s.v. "firdaws".
18 Not inevitable perhaps, as what makes one type of punishment seem more "hellish" than another seems to 
be relative to the immediate environment. And although Scandinavians would just as readily be horrified by 
a "hell of fire", it is interesting to note that Christian missionaries who worked in northern-most areas of 
Europe preached that "hell" was unimaginably cold. There is an instance in the tafsir of cAbd al-Razzaq 
where excessive cold (zamharlr) is mentioned as one of the tortures of Hell, but this is almost certainly a 
secondary association based on the fact that where the term zamharlr makes its single appearance in the 
Qur'an (76/13) it stands for one of two things which the people of Paradise will never have to bear (again): 
excessive heat and excessive cold (la yarawnafiha shamsan wa-la zamharlran). But cf. also the Talmudic 
teaching that snow forms one of several kinds of punishment that take place in Hell, "Gehinnom is half fire 

and half hail" (Exod. R. 51, 7) and "the Holy One...afflicts them with itching; after that with fire...and then 
with snow" (p. Sanh. 29b); cf. also Zoroastrian 'Hell', Dhalla, Zoroastrian theology, p. 279; Buddhist Hell 
can be cold too, "State of the Dead (Buddhist)" in Encyclopaedia of Religion and Ethics, ed. J. Hastings et 
al. (Edinburgh, 1920), vol. 11, p. 831a.
19 Other terms in the Qur'an came to be associated with a vague 'topography' of Hell but feature very 
infrequently in tradition. These are given by T. O'Shaughnessy, "The seven names for Hell in the Qur'an", 
550/15 24 (1961), pp. 444-69.
20 Occurs 77 times.
21 Appears once in Q. 101/9.
22 Occurs 26 times.
23 Occurs 16 times.
24 Once in Q. 70/15.
25 Occurs 4 times, once: Q. 54/48 and 3 times: Q. 74/ 26, 27, 42.
26 Twice, Q. 104/4f.
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Islamicists have made etymological analyses of these 'names' for Hell, but, for 

reasons unknown, each scholar has tended to select one or two terms.27 The only 

exception was O'Shaughnessy, whose article on the 'seven names' went some way to 

collecting all previous research on the derivation of these Qm°anic terms together with 

the opinions of Muslim sources concerning them.28 My concern here shall not be with yet 

another etymological analysis, although I shall summarize all such previous work, if only 

to have it all in one place. My own linguistic inspection of the terms added nothing new 

to O'Shaughnessy's work. On a geographical note, I have, however, come across a 

possible source of provenance for some of these terms, and this will follow the linguistic 

summary. When I do examine the names for Hell afresh, it will be for the purpose of 

finding out whether, in the way in which the Qur'an uses them, they shed any light on the 

idea of 'temporary Hell'. As for the function, if any, of those terms during the period of 

Qur'anic revelation, it will be shown, primarily from the evidence of the Qw°an itself, 

that they constituted an element of literary variation and perhaps contributed to the 

general tone of mystery typical of the apocalyptic and eschatological passages of the 

Qur'an.

Before proceeding with the analysis of the seven names, it should be pointed out that 

the number seven is somewhat arbitrary. Firstly, the notion that there are seven names for 

Hell is not strictly Qur'anic but derived from the exegetical tradition and adopted in turn

27 Just as an example, Jeffery (Vocabulary) only looked at two of the names, hawiya and jahannam. Since 
he makes no comment to that effect, we cannot be sure that he took the others to be native Arabic; certainly 
others did not. Full discussion ensuing.
28 O'Shaughnessy, "The seven names", pp. 444-69.
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by modern scholarship.29 The likely origin for the idea of seven names is the Qur'anic 

description of jahannam, by far the most common term for Hell,30 as having seven 

gates. l In addition to the widespread fascination with the number 7, especially in the 

Near East, 32 it should be pointed out that the Jewish Gehinnom is also said to have seven 

names and seven levels. 33

In fact, even the exegetical tradition is not always certain about the exact number of 

the names of Hell. Tabari, for example, gives the following seven names for Hell: 

jahannam, al-jahlm, laid, saqar, al-hutama, al-hdwiya and al-hdfira\ he has left out al- 

sa'lr and included al-hdflra (Q. 79/10). There is even the suggestion that the word al-

A *

sdhira (Q. 79/14) might be another name for Hell. It should be pointed out, however, 

that the preferred understanding of the last two names by the exegetes is that they 

represent features of the earth: al-sdhira being the 'surface of the earth', and al-hdfira, a 

'dug-out earth' or 'grave'. 35 Moreover, these last two terms do not appear in an obvious

29 See O'Shaughnessy above, note 15.
30 Out of the 111 references to the fire of Hell, jahannam features in 77 of them.
31 Q. 15/43-44; 16/29; 39/72-71; 40/76.
32 On the significance of the number 7 see Conrad, L. I., "Seven and the tasbF: on the implications of 
numerical symbolism for the study of medieval Islamic history", JESHO 31 (1988), pp. 42-73; for its 
importance in Semitic and Iranian traditions since at least Babylonian times, see A. Schimmel in £72, s.v. 
"sabc", 662b: the author notes how Muslim tradition ascribes seven divisions to Hell but eight to Paradise.
33 The Jewish Encyclopedia, ed. I. Singer et al. (New York, 1901-06), s.v. "gehinnom".
34 Tafsir, vol. 30, p. 34. Both words only appear once in the Qm°an.
35 Tabari himself gives these meanings first, before suggesting that they might be names for Hell. In Lane's 
summary of the Muslim opinions, only Tabari has 'Hell' for sdhira (E. W. Lane, Arabic-English Lexicon, 
London, 1863-93, I.iv, p. 1452). Other authorities take the word to mean 'sleepless, continuous'. 
Presumably, in its Qur'anic context, this is a description of the Day of Resurrection/Judgement as it would 
appear for those who have been resurrected. It is interesting to note that the word appears in Yaqut as a 
name for a location in Jerusalem (note: al-bayt al-muqaddas), Jacut's Geographisches Worterbuch, ed. F. 
Wustenfeld (Leipzig, 1868), iii, p. 25. As for hafira, Lane gives the meaning of 'original state, the beginning 
of something', which, applied to the Qur'anic context, would mean 'life on earth', because on resurrection, 
people enquire "a'innd la-marduduna fTl-hafira?" ("Is it possible that we are returning to the way we 
were?"); no meaning of 'Hell' is given for it however (Lexicon, I.ii, p. 601).
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context of 'fire' or 'Hell' as they are used in the Qur'an, nor are they described as such. In 

contrast, the other seven terms are either explicitly related to a 'fire', or they denote Hell 

because of their juxtaposition in the text with Paradise. Still, an argument could be made 

in favour of al-hdfira or al-sahira as possible names for Hell by analogy with the case of

*5 f

hawiya. The term hawiya does not obviously imply an association with 'fire', and had 

the relevant verse of sura 101 not been followed by the response ndrun hamiya, the term 

might not have been construed as a reference to Hell. In fact, the word preceding hawiya

O T

is ummuhu (lit. 'his mother is hawiya'}:

Q. 101: fa-ammd man thaqulat mawdzmuhu (6) fa-huwa ft fishatin rddiya (7) wa- 
ammd man khaffat mawdzmuhu (8) fa-ummuhu hawiya (9) wa-md adrdka ma hiya 
(10) ndrun hamiya (11).
"Then he whose deeds weigh heavy in the Balance shall inherit a pleasing life, but he 
whose deeds weigh light in the Balance, he will be headlong into hawiya, and how 
would you know what that is? A blazing Fire".

Whether we understand 'abyss' or 'perdition' for hawiya^ admittedly the concept is 

tantamount to Hell in the context of the afterlife, to which this sura clearly refers (cf. 

mawdzln: "the eschatological scales" of judgement). And although the possibility of the

36 Q. 101/8-11, "fa-ammd man khaffat mawdzinuhu, fa-ummuhu hawiya, wa-md adrdka ma hiya, ndrun 
hamiya" ("And he whose scales are light, hawiya is his mother, what do you know what hawiya is, it is a 
fierce fire"). Indeed, hawiya in Syriac suggests 'abyss' or 'chasm' (hawta) (see O'Shaughnessy above, p. 

449). In a similar vein, cAbd al-Razzaq (d. 823)<- Ma'mar (d. 770)<-Qatada (d.735): kana al-rajul idha 
waqa'a ft amrin shadld qdlu, "hawat bihi ummuhu" ("When a person was afflicted by some grave matter, 
they would say: his mother has led him to perdition") (Tafslr, vol. 2, part ii, p. 392). The concepts of 
'perdition' and 'abyss' bear some resemblance, though they might not be immediately associated with a hell- 

fire.
37 Arberry translates it: "[he] shall plunge in the womb of the Pit: and what shall teach thee what is the Pit? 
A blazing Fire".
38 O'Shaughnessy, "The seven names", p. 450: cf. the Syriac hawta.
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interpolation of verses 10 and 11 has been convincingly dismissed,39 it is still the case 

that only on account of the phrase ndrun hamiya does hawiya qualify as a possible name 

for Hell.

In part because of the way in which the terms for Hell are distributed in the Qm°an, 

and in the absence of any coherent Muslim views on the significance and function of 

these different names,40 modern scholars have usually offered one of the following 

interpretations: 1) there is no evidence that a classification of seven infernal regions was 

in Muhammad's thought, 2) Muhammad probably meant to indicate the whole of Hell by 

each of the seven names, 3) Muhammad's ideas on Hell apparently underwent a certain 

development and, 4) the use of the seven names in the Qm°an for a future place of 

punishment offers a problem for which there is no satisfactory solution.41

In his own attempt at addressing the question of the names, O'Shaughnessy applied 

two criteria to his investigation. One of these was the foreign vocabulary of the Qur'an. 

The other was the chronological arrangement of the suras established by Noldeke- 

Schwally, and later developed by Bell and Blachere.42 The approximate chronological 

ordering of the names for Hell offered the following results: 1) the greatest variety in the 

use of the names was found in the first Meccan period. 2) Only in the first Meccan period

39 Jeffery, Vocabulary, pp. 285-86, points out that the unusually lengthened form of the feminine pronoun 
hiyah would not have been employed by an interpolator. O'Shaughnessy, "The seven names", p. 451, adds 
that since the sura is one of the shortest and earliest, an interpolation would have been easily detected.
40 We shall see below how the commentaries are inconsistent in their interpretations of the names; more 
importantly there is evidence of controversy within tradition about the significance of the names.
41 O'Shaughnessy, "The seven names", p. 446.
42 T. Noldeke and F. Schwally, Geschichte des Qorans (Leipzig, 1909-38), i, pp. 66ff; R. Bell, The Qur>an: 
translated with a critical re-arrangement of the Surahs (Edinburgh, 1937-39); R. Blachere, Introduction au
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do all seven names make an appearance, after that three of the names (hdwiya, lazd, al- 

hutama) do not reappear, and after the second Meccan period another name (saqar) also 

fails to re-appear. Thus, during the third Meccan and Medinan periods we are left with 

only three of the names for Hell: al-jahlm, al-saclr and jahannam. Moreover, only 

jahannam appears in all four periods. (3) The absence of the article, indefinite or definite, 

with some of the words suggests that they were used as proper names. (4) The occurrence 

of the interrogative wa-md adrdka before three of the names (hdwiya in Q. 101/10, al- 

hutama in Q. 104/5, and saqar in Q. 74/27) suggests that the meaning of the words 

themselves or their application to Hell was not immediately evident to Muhammad's 

audience.43

The following is a summary of what we know about the etymological background of 

the terms for Hell. It includes O'Shaughnessy's results, those of previous scholarship and 

some of my own modifications:

1) hdwiya (Q. 101/9) is the first term to appear in the Qur'an according to the 

Meccan/Medinan chronology. Some hold that it is a Jewish-Arabic adaptation of the 

hawwdh of Is. 47:11 and Ez. 7:26 where it stands for 'desolation';44 or it is a Christian 

borrowing from the Syriac hawtd meaning 'chasm' and denoting Hell after the passage in

Coran (Paris, 1947). For a survey of these works see W. Montgomery Watt's revised edition to Bell's work: 
W. M. Watt and R. Bell, Introduction to the Qur>an (Edinburgh, 1970).
43 O'Shaughnessy, p. 449.
44 C. C. Torrey, The Jewish foundation of Islam (New York, 1933), p. 51. This is strongly doubted by R. 
Paret, but with no offer of an alternative explanation: Der Koran: Kommentar und Konkordanz (Stuttgart- 
Berlin, 1971), p. 519.

34



Luke 8:31.45 Neither passage, however, strictly links the term to hell-fire, which is what it 

certainly stands for in Q. 101/9-11.46 Another suggestion is that the word is an Ethiopic 

derivation from a term which in one form means 'red glow in the sky', another 'fire' or 

'burning coal'.47 As for the Muslim commentaries, Tabari's remark that it means 'falling' 

since it is related to the action of being hurled into the fire is clearly not satisfactory.48

2) al-jahlm is, chronologically, the second term for Hell to appear in the Qur'an. It is 

also the second most common term for Hell after jahannam in the Qur'an. O'Shaughnessy 

takes the term to be a syncopated form of the Ethiopic gahannam with the final syllable 

lengthened (F) to fit the preferred Qur'anic rhyming scheme in m/im (cf. tasnlm of Q. 

83/27; Ibrahlm in Q. 87/18; sijjln of Q. 83/7-8; Ilydsln Q. 37/130 and numerous other 

instances).49 The/acf/ pattern in nouns expresses sound and intensity,50 both of which are 

associated with Hell in the Qur'an. 51 Jeffery does not mention al-jahlm. Lane summarizes 

the exegetes and the lexicons by giving al-jahlm as 'a fire burning intensely',52 which one 

can derive from the Qm°an anyway.

45 O'Shaughnessy, "The seven names", p. 452.
46 Cf. Jeffery, Vocabulary, pp. 285-86; the poet Umayya b. Abi Salt (d. c. 624) mentions it in this way, 
Dlwan, ed. A. Salt! (Damascus, 1974), p. 543 (no. 103, -ya*): wa-lam takun...ila al-nar hdwiydn "and not 
like the one who is sent hurtling into the Fire".
47 Jeffery, Vocabulary, p. 286. This would better fit the Qur'anic usage, but is firmly rejected by 
O'Shaughnessy, "The seven names.", p. 450.
48 Tafslr, vol. 30, pp. 282f.: kdna al-rajul idhd waqa'afl amrin shadid qala hawat ummuhu; Abu eUbayda 
offers nothing: Majdz al-Qur'an, ed. F. Sezgin (Cairo, 1954), ii, p. 101.
49 O'Shaughnessy, "The seven names", pp. 452-53.
50 W. Wright, A grammar of the Arabic language (Cambridge, 1967: 3rd edn.), ii, pp. 136-37.
51 Q. 67/7-8: idhd ulqawfihd sami'u lahd shahlqan wa-hiya tafur takddu tamayyazu mina l-ghayz (And when 
they are flung into it they hear it drawing breath as it blazes forth almost bursting in its fury); cf. 
O'Shaughnessy, "The seven names", p. 453.
52 Lane, Lexicon, I.ii, p. 384a.
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3) al-scflr is chronologically the third term for Hell to appear in the Qm°an. The 

Lisan considers it as equal in meaning to masfur, thus, basing it on the/#cJ/ pattern and 

explains it as 'a fiercely kindled flame'. 54 A Hebrew cognate (sacor, 'to roar/rage') has 

been pointed out, suggesting that the root is Arabic of primitive Semitic origin.55 Most 

agree that it is a native Arabic formation. 56 Fraenkel notes that the term has nothing to do

*I*7

with the Aramaic Hebrew word for 'tax' or 'duty'. The existence of a pre-Islamic idol, 

possibly associated with 'storms' (cf. Hebrew meaning above), with a name of the same 

root is known.58

4) jahannam is obviously of foreign origin: a quadriliteral, diptote feminine noun; it 

is generally acknowledged as coming from the Hebrew ge-hinnom, 'the valley of 

Hinnom',59 possibly via the Ethiopic gahannam,60 which the Qur3an also uses in a 

syncopated form (see al-jahlm above).

53 O'Shaughnessy, "The seven names", p. 455.
54 Ibn Manzur, Muhammad b. Mukarram, Lisan al-carab (Beirut, 1956), vol. 12, 84b-85a.
55 O'Shaughnessy, "The seven names", p. 457; the author fails to note (p. 456) that the variant su(ur does 
actually appear in the Qur'an (Q. 54/24, 47) when he takes issue with Schulthess who derived the meaning 
of 'heat' from a poem by Umayya b. Abl Salt which uses su'ur. This latter form, however, seems to bear no 
direct semantic relation to scflr, and is usually translated as "distress" ((and3) or "error" (dalal), see Tabari, 
Tafslr, vol. 27, p. 100.
56 Noldeke-Schwally, Geschichte, i, p. 89; O'Shaughnessy, "The seven names", p. 457; C. E. Bosworth in 
EI2, s.v. "sa'Ir", 872a. Jeffery does not mention this term in his Vocabulary.
57 S. Fraenkel, Die Aramdischen Fremdworter im Arabischen (Leiden, 1886), p. 189.
58 T. Fahd in Le pantheon de I'Arable centrale a la veille de I'Hegire (Paris, 1968), p. 49, does not make the 
connection with the Qur'anic occurrence of the root s-c-r.
59 A. Geiger, "What did Muhammad borrow from Judaism?", in The Origins of the Koran, ed. Ibn Warraq 
(New York, 1998), pp. 167f.; Jeffery, Vocabulary, pp. 106-107 who also points out its existence in the 
Syriac and Armenian, although he states that the final m is missing in these latter whereas it is present in the 
Hebrew making this last the most likely source for the Arabic; C. Brockelmann, Lexicon Syriacum 
(Gottingen, 1928: 2nd edn.), p. 106b.
60 Jeffery, Vocabulary, p. 106; O'Shaughnessy, "The seven names", p. 459.
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5) saqar is not mentioned by Jeffery, and in all probability he might not have been 

able to resolve the issue of whether the term is of foreign origin or derived from the 

Arabic s-q-r, an action attributed to the sun when it inflicts extreme heat (cf. saqarat-hu 

al-shams or saqardt al-shams in Lane). 61 This difficulty has been recognized by others.62 

Noldeke considers saqar as a later substitution for al-jahlm in the two verses where the 

former appears, since al-jahlm is better suited to the rhyme scheme of the surrounding 

verses (rhyme scheme in -in) but says nothing on its origin, neither does Jeffery.63 While 

Paret himself does not offer a possible origin for the term he rejects the 'substitution' 

hypothesis of Noldeke as inconclusive. Instead, he prefers to resolve the difficulty of the 

rhyme scheme by reading the four verses as two, so that Q. 74/38, kullu nafsin bi-md 

kasabat rahlna, and 74/39, ilia ashdb al-yamin become one verse ending in -m; and Q. 

74/42, md salakakumfi saqar and 74/43, qdlu lam naku min al-musallln become another 

verse ending in -in, dismissing the need for an arbitrary 'substitution' hypothesis64 whilst 

preserving the term saqar in its place.65 As regards provenance, O'Shaughnessy 

conjectures that it is a foreign word on the basis that it is a diptote, feminine and used as a 

proper noun. His reference to the Syriac shegard, 'raging fire' or 'flame', which is used by 

St. Ephraem and which appears in the Syriac version of Daniel 3:22, seems to be an 

educated guess;66 it may be the Arabic alternative for the Aramaic s-j-r which is also

61 Lane, Lexicon, I.iv, p. 1379b-c.
62 D. Gimaret in EI2, s.v. "sakar", p. 88 la.
63 Noldeke-Schwally, Geschichte, iii, p. 78 n. 3.
64 This hypothesis is adopted by O'Shaughnessy, "The seven names", p. 462.
65 Paret, Koran, p. 494.
66 O'Shaughnessy, "The seven names", p. 463.
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borrowed,67 and which is phonetically very close to s-q-r anyway. I am able to offer a 

possible geographical source for the term (also for laza) which might locate the term 

within the Meccan environs.68

6) laza is also absent from Jeffery's survey of foreign words in the Qw°an. 

Brockelmann has adduced the Syriac cognate letd, 'to sharpen or inflame', and 

accordingly asserts its Semitic origin.69 The word itself (like saqar and al-hutama, see 

next) appears only once in the Qw°an (Q. 70/15). The verb talazzd is found elsewhere in 

the Qur'an to indicate the action of 'a fire' (Q. 92/14: fa-andhartukum ndran talazzd), and 

this perhaps drives the exegetes to establish the meaning of 'fierce blaze' for laza.

7) al-hutama appears twice, in the same sura: Q. 104/4f., "No, he shall be flung into 

al-hutama and how would you know what al-hutama is?". Grimme provides the most 

reasonable interpretation, it would seem, when he finds the essential meaning of 

'crushing' in this word (although he thinks it is 'mysterious'), suggesting a terrible pain to 

those who endure it. 70 Jeffery makes no mention of it. Fraenkel offers no help either. 

Blachere derives it from the root meaning to 'consume',71 which seems to mirror the 

exegetes who point out that al-hutama is an epithet given to a person that consumes large 

amounts of food. The application of 'consumption' to Hell is no doubt on account of the 

fact that it is imagined as devouring its inhabitants. This is suggested elsewhere in the

67 Cf. Brockelmann, Lexicon, p. 756a; Fraenkel, Aramdischen, p. 114.
68 See below, pp. 36ff.
69 Brockelmann, Lexicon, p. 365a.
70 H. Grimme, Mohammed (Munster, 1892), i, p. 18, n. 1: "Hutama 1st ein absichtlich dunkel gehaltener 
Ausdruck mil der Grundbedeutung 'Zermalmung'".
71 Blachere, Coran, ii, p. 112, n. 4.
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Qur'an in the following address made by God to the Hell-fire, Q. 50/30, "On that day we 

shall ask jahannam: are you filled to the full?, whereupon it will ask: Is there anymore?". 

The word is most definitely of native Arabic origin: the formfu'ala is a super-intensifier

77

(li-ta'kld al-mubalaghd), so that al-hutama becomes a 'great pulverizer'.

According to the entries given by Yaqut in his geographical dictionary, two, possibly

^o 
*7/( __

three, of the names for Hell may have originated around Mecca. The term saqar 

appears as a name for a mountain, or a ravine according to al-Azraqi, just outside the 

town of Mecca.75 As for laza, it is mentioned in the pre-Islamic poetry of Hudhayl, 

according to Yaqut, and is the name for a location somewhere in the lands of Juhayna in

^fi 
TJ

the direction of Khaybar and is associated with extreme heat. Moreover, the 

descriptive epithet nazzdfatan li'l-shawa ("scorches off the skin") given to the name laza 

to refer to the intensity of its heat (Q. 70/16) is also given by Yaqut (note: naicfatu al-

7fi

shawa) as a local site near the ravine of al-Sufa.

It should be pointed out that the consonants s-e-r also appear in Yaqut, once in the 

form sicr as a name for a mountain mentioned in the poetry of Khufaf b. Nudba, and

72 Wright gives the very case of hutama as an example of the/Mfa/0 form, Grammar, ii, 139.

73 1 say possibly three because it depends whether the epithet nazzdfatan li'l-shawa of Q. 70/16 might have

been intended as a name for Hell independent of the term laza and not as a description of the latter. The

verse Q. 70/16, however, is not usually considered 'misplaced'.

74 1 am aware, however, that these names may have been applied subsequent to the revelation of the Qur'an,

and so are not pre-Islamic.
75 Yaqut, Worterbuch, iii, p. 101; al-Azraqi, Akhbdr Makka wa-md jd'a fihd min al-dthdr, ed. R. S. Malhas 

(Madrid, 1965), ii, p. 287 states that in the Jahiliyya the mountain was called al-Sattar (al-Sitar?), though he 

also gives the impression that saqar was also a pre-Islamic name (see further along on the same page); a 

"valley" according to Tabarl, Tdrikh, III, 449.

76 Yaqut, iv, pp. 358, 478.
77 Ibid., ii, p. 614.
78 Ibid., iii, p. 331; iv, p. 775; Azraqi, Makka, ii, pp. 228, 274.
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again in the form su'ayr as a name for a pre-Islamic idol; 79 but this last could easily be 

read saclr in the absence of orthographic vocalization. In any case, the existence of Syriac 

and Hebrew cognates for the triliteral s-c-r, as noted by O'Shaughnessy,80 would confirm 

that the term is genuinely Arabic. Moreover, none of the variant codices give a different 

vocalization for it where it appears in the Qur'an (Q. 4/11, 58; 17/99; 22/4; 25/12; 31/20; 

33/64; 34/11; 35/6; 42/5; 48/13; 67/5; 67/10; 76/4; 84/12). 81

The process by which geographical features are transferred to the geographical 

imagery of the afterlife is familiar from Jewish tradition: 'Gehinnom', the valley of 

Hinnom, to the south of Jerusalem became notorious on account of the child sacrifices 

performed there in worship of the god Moloch. Thus, by a figurative transformation the 

place came to symbolize Hell. 82 While there is no detail to suggest why saqar and lazd, 

geographical features of the Hijaz, should have become associated with Hell in Islam,83 it 

does show that the process by which Judaism adapted Gehinnom to its afterlife might 

also have taken place in Islam.84 One could then understand the Qur'anic formula wa-md 

adraka ma not as an indication that Muhammad's audience might have been ignorant of

79 Ibid., iii, p. 94; cf. Ibn al-Kalbl, Hisham b. Muhammad, Kitab al-asnam, ed. A. ZakI (Cairo, 1965), p. 41.
80 O'Shaughnessy, p. 456.
81 A. Jeffery, Materials for the history of the text of the Qur'dn: the old codices (Leiden, 1937).
82 The Jewish Encyclopedia (new edn.), vol. 5 (New York-London, 1903), s.v. "gehenna", pp. 582-84.
83 Although presumably it is on account of the intense heat of these locations that the pre-Islamic Meccan 
poet Durayd b. al-Simma (d. 603) chose to use them to describe a battle scene, Shu'ara'a al-nasrdniyya qabl 
al-isldm, ed. L. Cheikho (Beirut, 1967), p. 781: wa-yard harban ashadda falayhi min lazd saqar.
84 Cf. the reasoning behind the following comments of Saadia ben Joseph (882-942 A.D.) in Kitab al- 
amdndt wa'l-ictiqdddt, trans. S. Rosenblatt, Saadia Gaon: the book of beliefs and opinions (New Haven, 
1948), p. 340: "Now the reward of the hereafter has been called 'garden of Eden' only because there does 
not exist in this world anything more magnificent than this garden in which God caused Adam to dwell. The 
future punishment, again, has been called 'Gehinnom' because the latter has been denominated by scripture 
as Tophta which is the name of a place in the valley facing the temple which is referred to as 'Topheth and
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the names (they could not have been as Meccans), but that they were being promised 

something they already knew was unpleasant: the case of laza as a place of extreme 

heat. 86 In other words, the Qw°an warned the Meccans that although they could easily 

retreat from the 'inferno' of their local geography in this world, in the next it would 

constitute their place of eternal abode.

the valley of the son of Hinnom' (Jer. 7:32)...[T]hus the garden of Adam came to serve as a byword for 
excellence, the land called Topheth, on the other hand, constitutes an example of baseness".
85 Cf. O'Shaughnessy p. 449f.
86 See above n. 4; given the climate of the Meccan area, all ravines would be scorching in terms of heat, 
saqar included.
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1.3 The nature of Hell

As we have seen above,87 some of these of nouns (hawiya, al-hutama, laza and 

saqar) are used only once or twice in the entire scripture, and even then they are limited 

to the early Meccan period. Others, on the other hand, such asjahannam, al-jahlm and al- 

scflr are much more frequent. Apart from emphasizing different aspects of the cruelty and 

the intensity of the Hell-fire, however, the names do not seem to have any other 

significance. In the following selection of verses several of the names are used 

interchangeably to refer to Hell-fire, and so there is no indication which term, if any, 

refers to the 'severest' hell, or the 'lightest' hell for that matter:

1) Q. 40/49: wa-qdla lladhlna fi n-ndri li-khazanati jahannam udcu rabbakum 
yukhaffif'annd yawman mina l-cadhdb.
"And those in the fire say to the keepers of jahannam: beseech your Lord that He 
may grant us a day's respite from punishment".

2) Q. 54/48: yawma yushabunafi n-ndri cala wujuhihim dhuqu massa saqar. 
"The day they are dragged through the fire on their faces: taste the touch of saqar".

3) Q. 74/27-29: wa-md adrdka ma saqar Id tubql wa-ld tadhar lawwdhatun li-l-
bashar.
"How would you know what saqar is? It spares not and leaves nothing (unharmed);
It chars away the skin".

Q. 70/15-16: kalld innahd laza nazzdcatan li-sh-shawd. 
"Indeed, it is laza; it scorches off the skin".

4) Q. \0\/9-ll:fa-ummuhu hawiya wa-md adrdka md hiya ndrun hdmiya.
"His mother shall be hawiya, and how would you know what it is? It is a fierce fire".

87 See above, 1.2, p. 28.
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5) Q. 104/4-6: kalld la-yunbadhanna fi-l-hutama wa-md adraka ma-l-hutama ndru 
lldhi l-muqada.
"No, he shall be thrown into al-hutama; and how would you know what al-hutama 
is? It is God's fuelled fire".

6) Q. 17/97: ma'wdhum jahannam kullamd khabat zidndhum salran. 
"Their refuge shall be jahannam, each time it weakens we set it ablaze again".

7) Q. 81/12-13: wa-idhd l-jahimu succirat wa-idhd l-jannatu uzlifat. 
"When al-jahim is set ablaze, and the garden is brought near".

8) Q. 42/7: wa-tundhira yawma l-jamci Id rayba fihi farlqun fi-l-jannati wa-fariqun
fi-s-sa cir.
"So that you warn of the day of gathering, it is a certainty, one lot shall be in the
garden, another in al-saclr".

In sum, we can offer the following: the fire (al-ndr) is identified by the proper noun 

jahannam, which seems to indicate that jahannam is the proper name for Hell (1); the fire 

is described as having particular aspects in two cases, saqar which chars the skin, and 

lazd which extracts the limbs by scorching them (2, 3); Hell is identified as hdwiya and 

described as 'a fierce fire' (4); Hell is identified as al-hutama and described as 'God's 

fuelled fire' (5); the adjectival form of the root s-c-r is used to intensify jahannam which 

suggests that saclr might not strictly speaking be a proper name but an adjectival form 

(ism sifa) (6); as with (6), the root s-c-r is used to describe the action of setting the fire, al- 

jahim, ablaze (7); and finally, through the juxtaposition of al-janna with al-saclr, it is 

implied that the latter is meant to indicate the entire Hell.

As far as the Qur'an is concerned then, there are no obvious distinctions between the 

usage of the seven names. Indeed, all are used interchangeably to refer to the fire of Hell. 

All that can be concluded with regards to the seven names is that they may have provided
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an element of literary variation within the Qm°anic text. This is all the more probable 

since, as we have seen above, the greatest variety in the use of the names belonged to the 

earliest periods of Qur'anic revelation.

1.4 The grades of Hell

In three particular verses the Qur'an does seem to suggest grades of punishment in Hell, 

although not in terms of duration but in severity:

Q. 4/145: inna l-mundfiqlna fi l-darki l-asfali mina n-ndr. 
"The hypocrites shall be in the lowest depths of the Fire".

This verse is one of very few that identify a particular category of sinners, however 

general the identification may be, with a particular level of punishment when warning of 

the promise of eternal torture. In another instance, the class of sinner is identified with 

historical characters:

Q. 40/46: wa-yawma taqumu s~sdcatu adkhilu dla-fir^awna ashadda l-cadhdb.

"On the day the Hour is at hand administer to Pharaoh and his folk the severest of

punishment".

Just as there are degrees of merit for good deeds, there are degrees of retribution for evil 

deeds: 88

Q. 46/18f.: ula'ika lladhlna haqqa calayhimu l-qawlu fi-umamin qad khalat min 

qablihim mina l-jinni wa-l-ins innahwn kdnu khdsirln wa-li-kullin darajdtun mimmd 

camilu wa-li-yuwqffiyahum cfmdlahum wa-hum Id yuzlamun.

"Such are the ones against whom the word has gone forth that they deserve the fate 

of bygone nations of men and jinn, they are the losers. And each one of them is given 

an (assigned) degree according to what they achieved. So that He may recompense 

their deeds and do them no injustice".

Q. 3/161-63; 6/132.
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What we can also see is that the degrees of punishment are not reflected in the use of the 

different names for Hell in the Qur'an. Put differently, one cannot tell which exactly is 

the severest of the grades, or what is the name of a particular 'level' of Hell.

1.5 The duration of Hell

Another striking feature in the Qur'anic descriptions of Hell is the emphasis of its 

eternity and the impossiblity of escape. As was stated at the beginning of this chapter, 

Paradise and Hell are explicitly depicted as eternal abodes. Every occurrence of the active 

plural participle khalidun (khalidlri) in the Qur'an is in reference to the state of both, the 

people of Paradise and those of Hell:

Q. 2/39: wa-lladhina kafaru wa-kadhdhabu bi dydtind uld'ika ashdbu n-ndri hum 
fihd khalidun.
"Those who disbelieved and denied our signs are the people of the Fire, in it they 
abide eternally".

Q. 2/82: wa-lladhlna dmanu wa-camilu s-sdlihdti uld3ika ashdbu l-jannati hum fihd
khalidun.
"Those who believed and performed good deeds are the people of the Garden, in it
they abide eternally".89

The concepts of 'eternal bliss' and 'eternal misery' constitute important elements within 

the general message of the Qm°an in that actions in the present life determine one's fate in 

the next. Accordingly, emphasis is placed on the unfortunate predicament of those who,

89 There are many verses on Hell as an eternal abode: Q. 2/217, 257, 275; 3/116; 5/80; 7/36; 9/17; 10/27; 
13/5; 23/103; 43/74; 58/17.
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having forfeited the opportunity to attain bliss in the next world by ignoring God's 

messages in this world, face no possibility of a second chance to reverse their fate:

Q. 32/12,14: wa-law tard idhi l-mujrimuna ndkisu ru'usihim cinda rabbihim rabband 
absarnd wa-samicnd fa-rjicnd ncfmalu sdlihan innd muqinun (12) fa-dhiiqu bi-md 
nasltum liqd'a yawmikum hddhd innd naslndkum wa-dhuqii cadhdba l-khuldi bi-md 
kuntum tcfmalun (14).
"If you could see the criminals with their heads low before their Lord, [they say]: 
Lord, now we see and hear let us return so that we can do good.. .Taste of this day in 
which you are brought before us for you chose to forget and taste eternal punishment 
in return for what you did".

The irreversibility of one's fate is underscored by the assertion that for those who end up 

in the Fire, there is no exit:

Q. 2/167: kadhdlika yurlhimu lldhu acmdlahum hasardtin calayhim wa-md hum bi- 
khdrijina mina n-ndr.
"And thus God shows them their deeds which cause them painful regret and they 
shall not exit from the Fire".

Q. 5/36f.: inna lladhlna kafaru (36) lahum cadhdbun allmun yurlduna an yakhruju 
mina n-ndri wa-md hum bi-khdrijlna minhd wa-lahum cadhdbun muqlm (37). 
"For those who disbelieved there is a painful torture, they wish to exit from the Fire 
but they shall not, and for them there will be an enduring torture".

Q. 32/20: wa-ammd lladhlna fasaqu fa-ma}wdhumu n-ndru kullamd arddu an
yakhruju minhd u'ldu fihd wa-qlla lahum dhuqu cadhdba n-ndri lladhl kuntum bihi
tukadhdhibun.
"As for the corrupt, their refuge shall be the Fire, every time they wish to exit from it
they are returned therein, and they are told: taste the punishment of the Fire which
you used to deny".

Nor is there any respite from what is an enduring and persistently cruel punishment:90 

Q. 2/162: khdlidlna flhd Id yukhaffafu canhumu l-cadhdbu wa-ld hum yunzarun.

90 Also Q. 2/86; 3/88; 16/85.
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"They are eternally in it, the punishment shall not be lightened nor shall they be 
given respite".

Even a plea from the inhabitants of the 'inferno' for a day's respite is sarcastically 

received:

Q. 40/49f.: wa-qdla lladhlna fi-n-ndri li-khazanati jahannam udcu rabbakum 
yukhaffif cannd yawman mina l-fadhdb (49) qdlu fa-dcu wa-md ducd3u l-kdfirlna Hid 
fi daldl (50).
"And those in the Fire say to the keepers of jahannam, 'Ask your Lord to give us at 
least a day's respite from punishment'...[angels' response:] 'Go ahead then and ask, 
verily the plea of the unbelievers is misguided'".

Nor is relief from punishment, through death, a possibility:

Q. 35/36: wa-lladhlna kafaru lahum ndru jahannam Id yuqdd calayhim fa-yamutu 
wa-ld yukhaffafu canhum min cadhdbihd.
"The fire of jahannam is for those who disbelieved, no term shall be determined for 
them so that they may die nor is the punishment made any lighter".

In contrast to damnation, the idea of salvation is expressed through God 'delivering' the 

believers by shielding them from Hell:

Q. 10/103: thumma nunajji rusuland wa-lladhlna dmanu kadhdlika haqqan calaynd 
nunji l-mu3minln.
"Then We shall deliver Our messengers and those who believed. Even so, as is Our 
bounden duty, We shall deliver the believers".

Q. 39/61: wa-yunji lldhu lladhlna -ttaqaw bi-mafdzatihim la yamassuhumu s-su3u 
wa-ld hum yahzaniin.
"But God shall deliver those that were godfearing in their security; evil shall not visit 
them, neither shall they sorrow".

As the Prophet is made to say, najdt is synonymous with Paradise in that it is the opposite 

of Hell-fire:

Q. 40/41: wa-yd qawml md-ll ad'ukum ild n-najdti wa-tadcunarii ild n-ndr.
"O my people, how is it with me, that I call you to salvation and you call me to the
Fire".

47



The significance of pointing out the Qw°anic association of najdt with avoiding Hell-fire 

will become clear when we examine how the exegetes interpret the term.

Two verses, Q. 6/128 and 11/107, are particularly interesting. They became very 

important for the later exegetical argument in favour of a temporary, as opposed to an 

eternal, punishment in Hell; this is not because these Qur'anic verses describe a different 

Hellish predicament from the other verses we have seen, but because they are followed by 

an obscure proviso:

Q. 6/128: qdla n-ndru mathwdkum khalidlna fihd Hid md shd'a lldhu inna rabbaka 
haklmun callm.
"He will say: the Fire is your lodging, therein to dwell eternally, except as God wills; 
surely your Lord is All-wise and All-knowing".

Q. 11 1'105-107': fa-minhum shaqlyyun wa-sacld (105) fa-ammd lladhlna shaqufa-fi n- 
ndri lahumfihd zafirun wa-shahlq (106) khalidlna fihd md ddmati s-samdwdtu wa-l- 
ard ilia md shd3a rabbuk inna rabbaka fa"dlun li-md yurid (107). 
"Some of them shall be wretched and some happy: as for the wretched they shall be 
in the Fire, for them there is moaning and sighing there: in it they shall dwell 
eternally so long as the heavens and earth endure except what your Lord wills, your 
Lord does what He desires".

With regard to the question of the duration of Hell, there are two verses in which the Jews 

are accused of falsely believing that if they were to end up in Hell, they would only spend 

a short, purgative, period in it: 91

Q. 2/80: wa-qdlu lan tamassand n-ndru ilia ayydman macduda qul attakhdhtum cinda 
lldhi cahdanfa-lan yukhlifa lldhu cahdahu am taquluna cald lldhi md Id taclamiin.

91 This idea is attested in Rabbinical Judaism, A. I. Katsh, Judaism in Islam: biblical and talmudic 
backgrounds of the Koran and its commentaries (New York, 1954), p. 77 (sub Q. 2/74): certain sinners will 
only be punished from Passover to Pentecost, i.e. 7 weeks.
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"And they say the Fire shall not touch us save a number of days. Say:'have you taken 
with God a covenant? God will not fail in His covenant; or say you things against 
God of which you know nothing?"

Q. 3/24: dhdlika bi-annahum qdlu lan tamassand n-ndru ilia ayydman mcfdudat wa- 
gharrahumfi dlnihim md kdnii yaftarun.
'That, because they said: 'the Fire shall not touch us except for a number of days'; 
and the lies they forged have divided them in their religion".

1.6 Intercession in the Qur'an

The other salient feature of eschatological passages in the Qur'an relating to Hell and 

the predicament of its inhabitants is the concept of intercession. This is expressed by the 

term shafd'a, which is one masdar of the root sh-f-c , the other being shaf. The basic 

significance of the root is "the adding of one thing to another (single) thing to make a

Q"7 Q^
pair". Both masdars occur in the Qm°an, although shaf only once. With the exception 

of this one occurrence of the verbal noun shaf, all other occurrences of the root shf 

appear in the context of intercession.94 The majority of references to shafdca in the Qur'an 

are explicitly made in the context of the Day of Resurrection; others are implicitly so, 

while one reference is to 'intercession' in this-worldly affairs.

92 Lane, Lexicon, I.iv, p. 1571: so, a ndqa shafic is a pregnant she-camel (p. 1572c).
93 Q. 89/3: wa'l-shafi wa'l-watr (By that which is even and that which is odd).
94 The meaning 'intercession' emerges from the above primary value expressing 'a pair(ing)' by the very fact 
that before an 'intercession' is effected, two (individuals) are required (the one requiring the intercession and 
the person interceding for him). In other words, sh-f-c includes the idea of 'intercession' as one significance 
within its semantic range, but is not limited to it. The form shaf? is usually used to refer to an intercessor, 
and on account of this fcfll pattern, the term tends to reflect a quality which the person possesses (i.e. the 
capacity to intercede); shaft also occurs but would be used to emphasize the action of interceding, as 
opposed to any inherent quality in the intercessor. In other words, while shdfi( could only signify 'the one 
who intercedes', shaf? could denote 'the one who intercedes and is able to get a (positive) result'.
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The view that the Qur'an is largely hostile to concept of shafd'a95 is supported by its 

general portrayal of the predicament of people on the Day of Judgement: each person is 

on his own,96 kin flee from one another, 97 'associates' dissociate from one another,98 no 

person bears another's burden,99 no soul can avail another neither by bargaining nor by 

intercession, 100 each soul is busy pleading for itself, 101 each shall be judged and 

recompensed according to what only he or she did. 102 But while there are strong denials 

of intercession in the Qur'an, some verses clearly allow for the possibility of intercession 

on the Day of Resurrection. A small number of verses, however, sit somewhere in 

between, in that they neither reject nor permit the possibility of shafa'a, but are intended 

to emphasize God's sovereignty in all affairs. We shall group the verses accordingly: 103 

GROUP I

Outright denial of any intercession on the Day of Judgement (may be understood as part 

of the overall Qur'anic insistence on a 'pure monotheism'):

Q. 2/48: wa-ittaqu yawman la tajzl nafsun fan nafsin shay3an wa-ld yuqbalu minhd 
shafdcatun wa-ld yu'khadhu minhd fadlun wa-ld hum yunsarun. [M]

95 Most scholars seem to have this impression; cf. Wensinck, Muslim creed (Cambridge, 1932), p. 181; A. J. 
Wensinck and D. Gimaret in £72, s.v. "shafa'a".
96 Q. 23/101.
97 Q. 80/34.
98 Q. 2/166.
99 Q. 6/164.
100 Also Q. 2/123, 254.
101 Q. 16/111.
102 Q. 2/281.
103 The brackets following the verses refer to the Meccan [K] or Medinan [M] provenance of the verse in 
question, according to the traditional chronological division of the Qur'anic material.
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"And beware of a day when no soul for another shall give satisfaction, and no 
intercession shall be accepted from it, nor any counterpoise be taken, neither shall 
they be helped". 104

GROUP II

God's permission is required for intercession: 105

Q. 2/255: man dhd lladhi yashfacu cindahu ilia bi-idhnihi. [M]
"Whoso shall intercede [for another] before Him except by His permission".

Q. 10/3: ma min shafi'in ilia min bacdi idhnihi dhdlikumu lldhu rabbukum fa-cbuduh.
[K]
"There is no intercessor except after His permission: That is your Lord Allah, so
worship Him".

Q. 34/23: wa-la tanfa'u sh-shafdcatu cindahu ilia li-man adhina lah. [K] 
"And intercession before Him is of no use except whom He permits."

Q. 39/44: qul li-lldhi sh-shafdcatujamlcan. [K] 
"Say: with God lies (the power of) all intercession".

Q. 6/51: wa-ndhir bihi lladhlna yakhdfuna an yuhsharu ild rabbihim laysa lahum 
min dunihi waliyyun wa-la shaffun lacallahum yattaqun. [K]
"And warn through it those who fear they shall be gathered before their Lord that 
they shall have no friend and no intercessor besides Him: that they might be god­ 
fearing". 106

Group III

Two points of interest emerge from the following group of verses, 1) intercession can 

only take place after certain conditions are satisfied, and 2) intercession is taking place 

but is being denied to some:

Q. 19/87: Id yamlikuna sh-shafdcata ilia mani ttakhadha cinda r-rahmdni cahdan. [K]

104 Cf. Q. 2/123 [M]
105 Jewish lore also recognizes that God's permission is required for any intercession, which does not mean, 
however, that intercession is not permitted. Thus, God revealed to Abraham His wish to destroy Sodom in 
order to have him intercede, see Katsh, Judaism, p. 174 (s.v. Q. 2/256).
106 Similarly phrased, Q. 6/70; 32/4.
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"They possess no (power of) intercession save those who made a covenant with the 
Most Merciful".

Q. 20/109: yawmayidhin Id tanfa'u sh-shafdcatu ilia man adhina lahu r-rahmdnu wa- 
radiya lahu qawlan. [K]
"On that day no intercession shall be of any use except the one (whose intercession) 
the Most Gracious permits and is satisfied with". [K]

Q. 21/26-28: wa-qdlu ttakhadha r-rahmdnu waladan subhdnahu bal cibddun 
mukramun (26) yaclamu ma bayna aydihim wa-md khalfahum wa-ld yashfacuna Hid 
li-man irtadd (28). [K]
"And they say: the Most Gracious has taken a son, praise be to Him, they are but 
honoured servants; He knows what is between their hands and what is behind them 
and they intercede only for those with whom He is pleased."

Q. 43/86: wa-ld yamliku lladhina yadcuna min dunihi sh-shafdcata ilia man shahida 
bi-l-haqqi wa-hum yaclamun.
"Those whom they call beside Him possess no (power of) intercession except those 
who knowingly bear true witness". [K]

Q. 53/26: wa-kam min malakin fi s-samdwdti Id tughni shafd'atuhum shayyan Hid 
min bacdi an ya'dhana lldhu li-man yashd3u wa-yardd. [K]
"How many angels are there in the Heavens whose intercession is of no avail unless 
God permits whom He wishes and is pleased with?".

In the following, the suggestion seems to be that shafd'a is taking place, but for some it is 

simply not forthcoming:

Q. 6/94: wa-md nard macakum shufacd3akumu lladhina zacamtum annahum fikum 
shurakd3 laqad taqatta'a baynakum wa-dalla cankum ma kuntum tazcumun. [K] 
"We do not see with you your intercessors, those you asserted to be associates with 
you; the bond between you is now broken; that which you ever asserted has now 
gone astray from you". 107

Q. 10/18: wa-yacbuduna min duni lldhi md Id yadurruhum wa-ld yanfacuhum wa- 
yaqiiluna ha'ula'i shufacd3und cinda lldh. [K]
"And they worship others beside God who can neither harm nor benefit them and 
they say: these are our intercessors before God".

107 Cf. Q. 26/100.
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Q. 30/12-13: wa-yawma taqumu s-sdcatu yublisu l-mujrimun wa-lam yakun lahum 
min shurakd'ihim shufcfa*. [K]
"The day when the hour is at hand the criminals shall be in despair and among their 
associates they shall find no intercessors".

Q. 36/23: a-attakhidhu min dunihi dlihatan in yuridni r-rahmdnu bi-durrin Id tughnl 
cannl shafd'atuhum shay'an wa-ld yunqidhun. [K]
"Should I take beside Him other gods? If the Most Gracious wishes that harm befalls 
me, their intercession will avail me not and nor will they save me".

Q. 40/18: md li-z-zdlimina min hamimin wa-ld shaficin yutdc . [K] 
"The transgressors have neither close friend nor successful intercessor".

Q. 74/48 :fa-md tanfa'uhum shafdcatu sh-shdficln. [K]
"The intercession of those who intercede is of no good to them".

One verse does not properly fit into any of the above groups, as it seems to be referring to 

intercession in this world:

Q. 4/85: man yashfac shafd'atan hasanatan yakun lahu nasibun minhd wa-man 
yashfaF shafd'atan sayyi3atan yakun lahu kiflun minhd. [M]
"Whoso intercedes in a good cause will have the reward thereof, and whoso 
intercedes in an evil cause, shares in its burden".

We may leave this last verse to one side, since all the exegetes agree that it refers to the 

social behaviour of people in this life, and does not involve eschatological intercession. 108 

As regards the remaining verses, it is not being suggested here that the order in which the 

Qur'anic verses have been grouped should reflect a particular chronology, but clearly one 

can discern more than one attitude towards the idea of shafdca. It is also interesting to 

note that out of the 26 Qur'anic verses that mention eschatological shafdca, whether to 

reject or hint at some possibility of it, 21 are Meccan; and of the remaining 5, 4 belong to

108 Thus, Muqatil, Tafslr, vol. 1, p. 394, glosses the verse: man yashfaf shafdeatan hasanatan li-akhihi al- 
muslim bi-khayr, Tabari, Tafslr, vol. 5, p. 186: hiya shafa'at al-nas ba'duhum li-bacd; likewise the Shicite 
tradition, TabrisI, Majma', iii, p. 128f.
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the Medinan surat al-baqara (Q. 2). 109 Now, those verses that do allow for the possibility 

of eschatological shafd'a, principally those of group HI, do so provided certain conditions 

are fulfilled. The conditions, however, for such intercession to take place are not entirely 

clear (e.g. man ittakhadha cahdari), but we may be able to make some educated guesses. 

To start with, Q. 53/26 makes it clear that angels have the power to intercede, but that this 

could only happen with God's permission. Certainly, elsewhere in the Qur'an angels are 

described as asking God to forgive believers (yastaghfirun //-). 110 Also, according to the 

earliest exegetical tradition, it is angels that are meant by those verses that allow for the 

possibility of intercessors. 111 Belief in the intercession of angels was widespread in late- 

antiquity and it has recently been cogently argued that it was on account of their 

adoration of angels, and not pagan idols, that pre-Islamic Meccans were branded as 

mushrikun, 'associanists', by the Qm°an. 112 Indeed, this last has support from a well- 

known story about three pre-Islamic divinities, al-Lat, Manat and al-cUzza, preserved in 

Muslim tradition and known as the incident of the 'satanic verses'. 113 For what concerns 

us, it suffices to point out that the Qur'an's polemic against these entities, mentioned in 

sura 53/19ff, issues from the fact that those who adore them think that these entities have

109 It has been suggested that the more lenient attitude towards shafffa reflects a more flexible attitude 
towards Jews and Christians as their traditions envisaged some sort of intercession, E. Riad, "Shafffa dans 
le Coran" Orientalia Suecana 30 (1981), p. 49.
110 Q. 40/7 and 42/5. I argue below that istighfar is subsumed by shafa'a, so that the terms may be 
synonymous; see ch. 4.1.2.
111 Thus, Muqatil on Q. 20/109 (Tafsir, vol. 3, p. 42); also on Q. 21/26-28 (ibid., vol. 3, p. 75), and Q. 43/86 
(ibid., vol. 3, p. 806)
112 G. Hawting, The idea of idolatry and the emergence of Islam (Cambridge, 1999), pp. 52-54, 130ff. 
Although, I am not sure why one cannot worship angels and simultaneously adore them in stone 
representations.
113 Summary of incident is given in appendix 7.
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the power to intercede with God, something which the Qur'an is quick to reject (53/26). 

The Qur'an adds that these entities are mere names, which God had not invested with any 

authority (53/23). Clearly, the issue here is that of God's sovereignty: God invests with 

authority whom He will, and no one can intercede except with His permission. 

Nevertheless, judging by the number of Qur'anic verses that polemicize against the belief 

in the intercessory powers of celestial entities, 114 it seems that these practices were 

widespread in pre-Islamic Arabia. 115 

Chapter summary

We may summarize the results thus far as follows. Hell in the Qur5an is a punishment of 

fire for unbelievers, associanists and other 'evil'-doers. There are several terms, arguably 

seven, but not necessarily, that are used to refer to Hell-fire. The most frequent term used 

is jahannam, familiar from Jewish and Christian eschatology (sc. Gehenna). Most of the 

other terms would seem to have been limited to the shorter and, probably, principally 

Meccan revelations. Although there is the notion of graded punishment, as is evidenced 

by the 'hypocrites' being in the lowest level, this cannot be linked to any particular 

term(s) for Hell. What can be said with some certainty, however, is that salvation is 

associated with being spared the punishment of Hell. Where Hell is described, it would 

seem to be, with the exception of two elusive provisos, an eternal punishment. Finally, 

there are some passages that allow for the possibility of intercession, and indeed some

114 For the idea that there was this belief in a celestial hierarchy made up of one god and lesser divinities, 
see W. M. Watt, "Belief in a 'High God' in pre-Islamic Mecca", JSS 16 (1971), pp. 35-40; U. Rubin, "al- 
Samad and the high God: an interpretation of sura CXII", Der Islam 61 (1984), pp. 197-217.
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suggest that it may take place on the Day of Judgement, although only in the case of 

certain individuals for whom God allows this intercession; and apart from angels, there 

are no other class of intercessors mentioned by the Qur'an.

115 Ultimately, reliable evidence for pre-Islamic religious practices is very meagre, if at all forthcoming, cf. 
J. CA1I, Tarlkh al-cArab qabl at-Islam (Beirut, 1968), vol. 1, pp. 37ff.
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CHAPTER 2

The Early Community:

Views on salvation



In what follows, I shall attempt to gauge as far as possible the pre-classical views 

held by the Muslim community on the subject of salvation and damnation in the 

hereafter. I will look at evidence pertaining to Kharijites and MurjiHtes, both of whom 

were involved in debates about the fate of the sinner in the next world. Shicite material 

will also be considered here, not least because the Shicite conception of salvation is 

substantially different from the Kharijite one, and although during the period investigated 

here (roughly the years 40-133/660-750), Shicism was still in its formative stages of 

dogmatic development, it could be clearly delineated from the other religio-political 

movements of early Islam. One should add that at this early stage one cannot yet speak of 

Sunnism proper, and so it would be useful to attempt to see what elements were 

eventually absorbed by Sunnism from these early religio-political movements when it 

came to formulate its classical conception of the salvation of the Muslim community. 2 

2.1 The early community

The earliest Islamic understanding of Paradise and Hell was that they were 

permanent destinations for the believer and unbeliever respectively. When the Kharijites 

condemned cUthman, C A1T and Mucawiya as kuffar, they were well-aware that it meant the 

latter went to Hell forever. But when the Murji'ites hesitated over the status of persons in 

this world, they were suggesting that the other-worldly status of these individuals could 

not be known. Thus, a sinning believer, or a believing sinner, could end up in Paradise or

By pre-classical I mean before the crystallization of Sunnism, and certainly before the rise to prominence 

of hadiths; roughly speaking this is the period 660-750

Cf. P. Crone and M. Hinds, God's caliph: religious authority in the first centuries of Islam (Cambridge, 

1986), pp. 2f. that Sunnls and Shicls likely began with the same conception of the caliphal office.
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Hell, depending on how God judged him; but certainly if he went to either it would be 

forever. 3 The arbitrary nature of such other-worldly consignment disquieted 

traditionalists, it seems, who sought to retain the validity of professing the faith for the 

afterlife. In other words, unlike the early MurjiMtes who could not be sure if 'faith' would 

be of any use to the Muslim grave sinner in the next world, the traditionalists contrived to 

secure eventual salvation for all those of the Muslim community who had at least 

professed the oneness of God (tawhld), something akin to what the early Christian fathers 

had done in the case of those who had been baptized by the Church. Of course, one could 

hope for God's clemency towards the Muslim grave sinners on the Day of Judgement and 

hope that they may be granted entry to Paradise; but because grave sins could land one in 

Hell, the Muslim grave sinner, despite his belief in God, could certainly end up in Hell. 

And since Hell was eternal, he would be there forever.

In historical terms, the scheme of believers in Paradise and unbelievers in Hell, then, 

represented the earliest theology of afterlife held by the Muslim community. This 

hypothesis is supported by some of the earliest poetry preserved in the tradition, that 

attributed to the various Kharijite rebels. And it should be noted, however, that the 

portrayal of the Kharijites by the mainstream Muslim tradition, as the earliest source of 

schism, is problematic. The jamdcl tendency of the later historical tradition, in its 

portrayal of the early community as one that followed an established orthodoxy from 

which the Kharijites broke away, means that the Kharijite movement is depicted as an

3 Every occurrence of the active plural participle khalidun (or khalidlri) in the Qur'an is in reference to the 
other-wordly predicament of mankind (and jinn), be they in Paradise or in Hell.

59



anomaly within the larger community previously unified by this 'orthodoxy'. 4 That there 

were differences of opinion between those who rebelled against CAH and the remainder of 

the Iraqi contingent is evidenced by the rebellion itself. But the extremism which the 

Kharijites are traditionally accused of must, at the time of their rebellion, have been 

confined to very specific questions (the question of how much authority is to be accorded 

sources other than scripture- that is, is it always clear whether a problem may be solved 

through recourse solely to scripture-- and the question of the rightful leadership of the 

community). To this extent, it follows that their views on many other matters, afterlife 

destinations included, might have been shared by many Iraqis, and by extension, the 

community at large.

2.1.1 The Kharijites

As has been stated, it was the Kharijites who forced the issue of the status of the 

sinning believer to the fore after their secession from the Iraqi population in general at the 

time of the first civil war (37/657). It makes sense, then, that, in investigating the views 

of the early Muslim community towards the idea of salvation or damnation in the 

hereafter, we should begin with the Kharijites. For, if the Kharijites forced a re­ 

consideration of the status of the rest of the Muslim community in this life, they 

necessarily forced a re-consideration of their status in the next one. In other words, they 

faced a choice of sending their 'Muslim' opponents to eternal Hell, or accommodating

4 Cf. K. Lewinstein, "Making and unmaking a sect: the heresiographers and the Sufriyya", Studia Islamica
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them in another way. As it happens the majority of Kharijites consigned the rest of the 

Muslim community to Hell in the next world, which for the Kharijites was in line with 

the fact that their opponents had ceased to be believers, and in accordance with the 

Qur'anic stipulations, they could not go anywhere but Hell. 5 Despite our meagre 

evidence, the assumption that there was no such concept as temporary Hell is implicit in 

all of the material that we can ascribe to Kharijites.6 The poetry ascribed to them in the 

tradition certainly bears out this assumption. The 'fortunate' is the one who avoids Hell on 

the Day of Judgement and is sent to Paradise, as the following line by the famous 

Kharijite poet and orator, and the last leader of the splinter group of Azraqites, al-Qatari 

b. al-Fuja>a (d. 78-9/697-8) declares: 7 [tawil]

fa-law shahidatnd yawma dhdka wa-khayluna
tublhu mina l-kuffdri kulla harlml 

ra'at fityatan bdcu l-ildha nufusahum
bi-janndti cadnin cindahu wa-naclmi

"If she had witnessed us on our horses that day licensing every forbidden act with 
respect to the unbelievers, she would have seen a group of young men selling their 
souls to God in exchange for gardens of Eden and bliss up above".

Or the following verse by Yazld b. Habna3 : 8 [basit]

76 (1992), pp. 75-96.
I shall deal with any exceptions shortly. I am also aware of the ubiquitous Qur'anic assurances of God's 

mercy, which other early Muslims might have taken to mean that one did not have to go to Hell; and I am 
not suggesting that the Kharijites were unaware of these verses, but they knew that God's forgiveness would 
operate only in the case of 'believers': the Kharijites simply rejected that their opponents could remain 
'believers'.
6 I do not take the ascription to Najda b. cAmir of a 'different hell' (ghayr al-nar) as a temporary Hell, 
discussion in ch. 5.
7 IsfahanI, Aghdnl, vol. 6, p. 148; see G. Levi della Vida, in EI2, s.v. "Katari b. al-FudjaV.

8 Al-Mubarrad, (Muhammad b. Yazld, d. 898), al-Kamil, ed. M. A. al-Dall (Beirut, 1986), vol. 3, p. 1355, 
Mubarrad identifies Yazld as an Azraqite Kharijite; identified as a Kharijite by al-Marzubam (Muhammad 
b. clmran, d. 994), Mufjam al-shu'ara3 , ed. F. Krankow (Cairo, 1935), p. 106; for the verses cited above, see
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inna sh-shaqiyya lladhlfi n-ndri manziluhu
wa-l-fawzu fawzu lladhl yanju mina n-ndrl 

wa-khayru dunyd yunassl sharra dkhiratin
wa-sawfa yunbi'um l-jabbdru akhbdrl

"Verily the unfortunate one is the one whose dwelling will be the Fire, and true 
victory belongs to the one who escapes from the Fire; good things of this world make 
one forget the evil in the next and, indeed, the Mighty shall inform me of my 
doings".

This 'fortunate' one will do so, however, purely on account of his deeds and nothing else, 

as (Abu Bilal) Mirdas b. Udayya (d. 61-2/680-1) anticipates: 9 [baslt]

wa-qurribat li-hisdbi l-qisti cfmdll
"My deeds are soon to be held to a just reckoning".

No amount of money, friendship or kin can avail the person on that day, as al-Tirimmah 

b. Hakim (d. 110-121/728-738?) asserts: 10 [khafif]

yawma Id yanfcfu l-mukhawwila dhd th-thar
-wati khilldnuhu wa-ld waladuh 

thumma yu3td bihi wa-khasmdhu wasta-l
-jinni wa-l-insi rijluhu wa-yaduh 

khdshi'a t-tarfi laysa yanfcfuhu tham- 
ma amdniyyuhu wa-ld ladaduh

"On a day he who takes friends and hoards fortunes shall be availed by neither friend 
nor child; he is then brought forth and in the midst of men and jinn he shall find his 
arm and leg his adversaries, looking humbled, with neither his fancies nor his 
vehement disputations of any use to him".

In the following lines, we see Tirimmah's conviction that salvation can only be attained

Kdmil, vol. 1, p. 138; I. cAbbas, Dlwan Shi'r al-Khawarij (Beirut, 1982), p. 98, n. supra n. 79) thinks that 
the verses belong to Yazid and not, as Mubarrad suggests (Kamil, vol. 1, p. 138), his brother Sakhr.
Q

A famous leader of the Basran Kharijites from the tribe of Tamim. He was massacred along with other 
Kharijites by the then governor of Basra, cUbaydallah b. Ziyad, who had been previously defeated by them 
at Asak, see G. Levi della Vida, in £72, s.v. "Mirdas b. Udayya"; verse cited by £Abbas, Khawdrij, p. 64; 
also in al-Jahiz, Abu cUthman cAmr, al-Hayawan, ed. CA. M. Harun (Cairo, 1943), vol. 5, p. 25.

Dlwan al-Tirimmah, ed. I. Hasan (Damascus, 1968), pp. 197f.; on the Kharijite poet, see F. Krenkow and
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by "selling oneself for God's cause: 11 [baslt]

laqad shaqltu shaqd'an ld-nqitdca lahu
in lam afuzfawzatan tunjlmina n-ndri 

wa-n-ndru lam yanju min rav^dtihd ahadun
ilia l-munlbu bi-qalbi l-mukhlisi sh-shdrl

"I will have been wretched forever in distress if I am not successful in attaining 
deliverance from the Fire; and none other than the one who repents with the sincere 
heart of one who has sold himself (to God) can be delivered from the frights of the 
Fire". 12

In a similar vein, another Kharijite exhorts his comrades to risk their lives in the way of 

God; Mucadh b. Juwayn al-Ta5! (d. 43/663) proclaims: 13 [tawil]

aid ayyuhd sh-shdruna qad hdna Ii-mri3in
shard nafsahu li-lldhi an yatarahhald 

wa-yd laytanlfikum ucddl caduwwakum
fa-yasqiyanl ka'sa l-maniyyati awwald

"O those who sell themselves, the time has come for a man who has sold his soul to 
God to depart; o would that I were among you fighting the enemy, that I may drink 
first from the cup of death".

For the Kharijites, there are only two predicaments in the next world, one is either sent to 

Paradise or to Hell (cf. Q. 42/7); thus, the Basran Kharijite clmran b. Hittan al-Sadusi (d. 

84/703) declares: 14 [munsarih]

Id yastawi l-manzildni thamma wa-ld-l

T. el-Acheche in £72 (supplement no. 4), s.v. "al-Tirimmah b. Hakim al-TaT'. 
Dlwdn, p. 253.

12 The Kharijites were known as shurat (sing, shari) on account of Q. 9/111, where God 'buys' the souls of 
believers, who die for His cause, in exchange for eternal bliss, see G. Levi della Vida in £72, s.v. 
"kharidjites".
13 Tabari, Tarlkh, II, 36; Mu'adh fought at the battle of Nukhayla and survived, only to be killed later by 
Mu'awiya's governor of Kufa, al-Mughlra b. Shucba (see H. Lammens in £72, s.v.), as a result of his 
involvement in the revolt of the Kharijite al-Mustawrid b. 'Ullafa in 663 (Wellhausen, Factions, pp. 30ff).
14 'Abbas (Khawarij, p. 188, n. 1) thinks that these verses might belong to another Kharijite; but not as 
Muslim sources have thought to Umayya b. Abl Salt; see J. W. Fuck in £72, s.v. "Imran b. Hittan".
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-acmdlu Id tastawi tard'iquhd 
humd farlqdni firqatun tadkhulu-l

jannata haffat bihim hadd'iquhd 
wa-firqatun minhumu laqad dakhalu

n-ndrafa-shdnathumu mardfiquhd

"The two abodes are not equal, nor is the way to good deeds like that to bad ones. 
They are two groups, one enters Paradise and is surrounded by its gardens; the other 
one enters the Fire and is disfigured by its places".

The famous Kharijite Salih b. Musarrih (d. 76/695), whose rebellion was put down by al- 

Hajjaj in 76/695, 15 exhorts his men to martyr themselves and join their brethren in the 

next world: 16

fa-tayassaru rahimakum lldhu li-jihdd hddhihi l-ahzdbi l-mutahazziba wa-tfimmati 
d-daldli z-zalama wa-li-l-khuruji min ddri l-fand3 ild dari l-baqd3 wa-l-lihdqi bi- 
ikhwdnind l-mu3minln.. .fa-blfu lldha anfusakum.. .tadkhulu I-jannata dminln...

"Go, make preparations, may God have mercy on you, to fight these sects set in their 
heresy and these unjust leaders of error, and to leave the abode of transience for the 
abode of immortality and to catch up with our brothers the believers...so sell God 
your souls...so that you may enter the Garden and be safe".

Two Kharijite works of the second to third century further support our contention that the 

Qur'anic scheme of eternal Paradise or Hell prevailed among the early Muslim 

community. In the epistle mistakenly identified as the 'second letter of Ibn Ibad to cAbd 

al-Malik b. Marwan', the Kharijite author informs his ShPite correspondent that God 

predestines men to Paradise or Hell. 17 The possibility that temporary Hell was an 

accepted alternative would have surely presented a problem for the Kharijite author, not

15 Tabari, Tarlkh, II, 882ff; Wellhausen, Factions, pp. 69f.

16 Tabari,r<MM,II,883f. 

17 Izkawi, Kashf, f. 207a.
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because God cannot predestine a temporary Hell-fire punishment, but because the 

Kharijite author would not have glossed over such an important issue. The emphasis 

placed on the individual and his actions is a salient characteristic of these and other 

Kharijite poems: the Kharijite warrior willingly goes into battle in the hope that he may 

die as a martyr, so that God rewards him with eternal Paradise. 18 This Kharijite religious 

zeal is supported by Qur'anic descriptions of the reward for those who give up their lives 

'for God', and for this reason probably reflects early Muslim attitudes:

Q. 9/111: inna llaha shtard mina l-mtfminlna anfusahum wa-amwalahum bi-anna 
lahumu l-janna yuqatilunafi sablli lldh fa-yaqtuluna wa-yuqtaluna...fa-stab shim bi- 
bafikumu lladhl bayacturn bihi wa-dhalika huwa l-fawzu l-cazlm.

"God has bought from the believers their selves and their possessions in return for 
the gift of Paradise; they fight in the way of God; they kill and are killed.. .so rejoice 
in the bargain you have made with Him; that is the mighty triumph".

The principle of eternal reward in exchange for giving one's life up for God is based on 

the idea that it is the individual's actions or behaviour that determine his fate in the next 

life. This conception of salvation is the one that most clearly comes out in the Kharijite

19poetry.

In contrast to this conception there seems to have been another conception among the 

early community, which interpreted salvation as contingent upon the reverence of a

18 On this aspect of Kharijite poetry, as opposed to the poetry of other religio-political factions, see c Abbas, 
Khawarij, pp. 22-37; also cf. A. Husayn, Shi'r al-Khawarij: dirasa fanniyya mawdtfiyya muqarina 
(Amman, 1986), pp. 159ff.
19 Also, in the so-called second letter of Ibn Ibad, the Kharijite author rebukes his Shi'ite correspondent for 
thinking that affiliation with an imam from the Prophet's family (this is implicit in the Kharijite's citation of 
a hadlth that has the Prophet warn his daughter Fatima and the Banu Hashim in general not to presume upon 
his kinship on the Day of Resurrection, see Kashf al-ghumma, f. 21 lb.). The author also adds the Qur'anic 
statement li-kulli imri'in ma 'ktasab, cf. Q. 24/11: // kulli mri'in minhum ma 'ktasaba mina l-ithm: "every
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'charismatic' figure. This last concept was at a later stage uniquely identified with Shicite 

dogma, but at the earliest stage, that is to say, well before the formation of Sunnlsm, it 

would probably have been shared by a large section of the Muslim community. There are 

numerous attestations in the historical tradition that bear out this alternative conception of 

how salvation worked.

2.1.2 The ShNtes

In historical terms, it might be argued that Shicism, as a dogmatic movement, 

crystallized well after Khaiijism. But it should be said that whereas Kharijism clearly 

defined its sect-status by distancing itself physically as well as ideologically from the rest 

of the Muslim community, nothing comparable can be attributed to those who, at an early 

stage, took part in some form or other of tashayyuc. 20 The Shicites of the pre- 

heresiographical tradition, i.e. those that had not yet come under the influence of 

Muctazilism, do not seem to have involved themselves in discussions surrounding the 

status of sinning believers.21 Unlike the early Kharijites and the early Murji'ites, we do 

not possess evidence for the earliest Shlcite views on the Muslim grave sinner. For one 

thing, the peculiar nature of the Shlcite movement probably did not favour such 

discussions. The diffuse nature of the groups that participated in pro-cAlid causes, their 

disappearance and reappearance depending on the political climate would not have

one of them shall have the sin that he has earned (charged to him)".

20 Cf. Goldziher, MS II, pp. 1 lOff.
21 In the heresiographical tradition, however, we find ShFites using the same polemical labels against their 
opponents (sc. mushrikun). But this is a late development, and not a reflection of 1 st and early 2nd century 
polemics. For some examples of the late tradition, see I. Friedlaender, The heterodoxies of the Shfites (New

66



oo
allowed for any continuity in doctrine; there must have been many who venerated the 

descendants of the Prophet. But such persons might not have necessarily formed the basis 

for the later dogmatic Shicite movement, and might just as plausibly have become 

Sunnis.23

One doctrine, it seems, was shared by all those who were dogmatic supporters of the 

cAlid imams:24 they all agreed that recognition of the cAlid imam was a prerequisite for 

salvation.25 While the entire Muslim community probably agreed on the importance of

0/%the imam for salvation, his importance seems to have been conceived of in different 

ways. For some early Muslims, like the Kharijites, it was affiliation to the 'divinely- 

guided' community, one made up of 'charismatic' individuals, and not to a 'divinely-

*}»i _

guided' imam that ensured salvation. For adherents of the latter, the imam was essential 

for the salvation of the community only insofar as he was a leader who enjoined the 

duties of religion (fard'id)?* but if he could no longer carry out these duties, he could be

Haven, 1909), pp. 137ff.
22 Cf. R. P. Buckley, "On the origins of ShFI hadlth", The Muslim World 88, ii, (1998), pp. 165-84, p. 168.
23 Of course, there were individuals from very early on who simply took it for granted that the Prophet's 
descendants had an 'inherent' right to rule, cf. Madelung, Succession, pp. 31 Iff.
24 By that I mean those who were prepared to fight and die for the cAlids, and not just those who may have 
had some reverence for the descendants of CAH.
25 McDermott, Theology, pp. 120f: according to imamls, whoever dies without having known the Imam of 
his age dies like one in the time of Jahiliyya.
26 Crone and Hinds, God's caliph, pp. 33ff.

27 Cf. Watt, Formative, pp. 36f; repeated in his Islamic philosophy and theology (Edinburgh, 1985), p. 4; 
although Crone and Hinds (God's caliph) argue that the imam was necessary for salvation in all cases.
28 W. Madelung in EI2, s.v. "imama", the expected duties of the imam were: 1) to guard the faith against 
heterodoxy, 2) to enforce the law and justice between disputing parties 3) to dispense legal judgements 4) to 
protect the peace in the Muslim community 6) to conduct jihad 7) to collect taxes 8) to delegate authority. 
Some Muslims would argue against the necessity of the imam, thus some, but not all, of the Muc tazila, e.g. 
al-Asamm, see again £72, s.v. "imama"; also the 9th century Najdiyya, see P. Crone, "A statement by the 
Najdiyya Kharijites on the dispensability of the Imamate", Studio Islamica 88 (1998), pp. 55-76.
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dispensed with promptly.

In contrast, we find that from the earliest times certain Shicites are accused by their 

opponents of thinking that mere affiliation with an imam would secure for them salvation

OQ
in the next life. It is noteworthy in this respect that one of the earliest known polemics 

against the "Shfa" has a Kharijite accuse the former of falsely hoping for salvation 

through mere affiliation to a descendant of the Prophet. 30 Abu Hamza al-Mukhtar b. 

cAwf, an Ibadi rebel who seized Mecca or Medina, or both; sometime in the year 1 BO- 

31 /747-S,31 accuses the ShTc ites of claiming that their association with their leaders avails 

them of good works and saves them from the punishment for bad deeds. In other words, 

what Abu Hamza's slander suggests is that for the Shicites their recognition of the imam 

from among the progeny of Muhammad (bayt min al-carab) and their affiliation to his 

political and religious claims gives them access to a particular quality of the imam: his 

power to 'cancel' their evil deeds. 32 This power, as our Kharijite demagogue affirms, was 

construed as automatic in this world and in the next, so that on earth Sh!cites could afford 

the odd turpitude, while in the next world such misbehaviour would be promptly passed

29 Perhaps the prototype for this idea existed from the beginning, among the earliest followers of the 
Prophet; for example, the poet Qays b. Nushba al-Sulaml described the Prophet in the following way: afnl 
ibnu Aminata l-amln wa-man bihi arju s-saldmata min eadhabi l-hiin ("I mean the son of Amina, the trusted 
one, through whom I hope to be safe from an evil torture"), in Ibn Shabba, Tarlkh al-madlna al- 
munawwara, ed. A. M. Dandal et al. (Beirut, 1996), vol. 1, p. 332.
30 See appendix 2 for the text.
31 See Ch. Pellat in E/2, s.v. "al-Mukhtar b. cAwf'.
32 This ability seems to be innate, so to speak, cf. the abdal of Syria, "by whose power rain falls, enemies 
are vanquished, and the people of al-Sham are spared punishment" (al-abdal.. .yusqa bihim al-ghayth wa- 
yuntasar bihim eald al-a'da? wa-yusraf ean ahl al-sham bihim al-cadhdb, Ibn c Asakir, C AH b. al-Husayn (d. 
1175), Tarlkh madlnat Dimashq, ed. A. Shin (Beirut, 1995), vol. 1, pp. 279ff: it is interesting that sh-f-< does 
not appear in descriptions of what the abdal can do. The Shrites attribute similar qualities to their imams, 
although they also attribute shafa'a to them too.
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over. 33 The sermon is probably one of the earliest attestations within the tradition for a 

Shrite theology of faith, which we can regard as authentic with some degree of 

confidence. But it is also important to note the language used by Abu Hamza. The Shlcite 

affiliation to the imam spares them (tunjlhim) punishment in Hell; we already noted how 

the Qur'an had associated najdt with those who are spared Hell, as opposed to being 

taken out of it. And it is not just from opponents of the Shic ites that we learn of the 

necessity of 'attaching' oneself to the imam in order to be saved in the next world, it is a 

point made by leading Shlcite poets. 34

This latter conception would become the hallmark of dogmatic Shicism, and we point 

it out here because it is important for the later development of the idea of intercession. 

Needless to say, it was within this second (Shlcite) conception of salvation, and not that 

represented by Kharijism, that the idea of 'intercession' (shafd'd) would find popular 

appeal, since it presumed that the 'charismatic' leader possessed unique traits: the ability 

to intercede on behalf of his followers was among these traits. Kharijites, for that matter, 

never accepted the idea of intercession.35

33 That this is part of the Shlc ite conception of belief and duty is professed by the Shlcites themselves, see 
for example Ibn Shahrashub (Mandqib dl Abl Talib, Najaf, n.d., vol. 3, p. 2) where a Prophetic hadith is 
related on the authority of Ibn cUmar that, "love of CA1I b. Abi Talib is a good deed that cannot be cancelled 
by a misdeed, and animosity to him is a misdeed that cannot be erased by any good deed" (hubb 'All hasana 
Id tadurr ma'aha sayyi'a wa-bughduh sayyi'a Id tanfcf mcfahd hasana); also that love of CAH "eats away 
sins" (hubb 'All ya'kul al-dhuniib), vol. 3, p. 3.
34 See appendix 3 for examples.
35 See refs. and discussion in ch. 5.2.
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2.1.3 The Murjrttes

Finally, in our investigation of pre-classical views on salvation and Hell, we may 

turn to the other group that emerged in the wake of the civil wars of the first century, the 

MurjiMtes. For these, unfortunately, our documentary evidence is meagre, but what does 

exist is certainly revealing. We have referred to the two poems attributed to Thabit Qutna 

(d. 110/728) and cAwn b. 'Abdallah (d. betw. 110/728 and 112/730). It is above all the 

poem of the former that really provides the clues to MurjiMte ideology: 36 [baslt]

nurji l-umura idhd kdnat mushabbihatan
wa-nasduqu l-qawlafi man jar a aw canadd 

al-muslimuna fald l-isldmi kulluhumu
wa-l-mushrikuna ashattu dlnahum qidadd 

wa-ld ard anna dhanban bdlighun ahadan
mi-n-ndsi shirkan idhd md wahhadu s-samadd 

kullu l-khawdriji mukhtinfi maqdlatihl
wa-law ta'abbadafimd qdla wa-jtahadd 

ammd 'Aliyyun wa-cUthmdnunfa-innahumd
fabddni lam yushrikd billdhi mudh cabadd 

yujzd cAliyyun wa-cUthmdnun bi-sacyihimd
wa-lastu adn bi-haqqin ayyatan waradd 

Alldhu ya'lamu mddhd yahdurdni bihl
wa-kullu cabdin sa-yalqd lldha munfaridd

"We defer (judgement) in matters that are dubious, and say the truth about the tyrant 
or the erring one. All Muslims belong in Islam, but the polytheists have made their 
religion that of differing sects; 37 and I do not think that a sin makes people 
polytheists so long as they profess the oneness of the One of eternal refuge; every 
Kharijite errs in his belief, even if in saying it he seeks to get closer (to God) and 
strive (piously); as for CA1T and cUthman, they were two servants who had never 
associated anyone with God since they began to worship; C AH and cUthman shall be 
rewarded according to their efforts, but I know not to which one they have gone (sc. 
Paradise or Hell); God knows what they will bring with them, and every servant shall

36 Aghani, vol. 14, p. 270.
37 Cf. Q. 72/11, where they'mn describe themselves as made up of differing sects (of good and bad): kunnd
tara'iqa qidadan.
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encounter God on his own".

The main points made by Thabit, and may be regarded as early Murji'ite doctrine, are the 

following: 1) One is to accept as 'believers' those who so profess, even though their 

behaviour might indicate otherwise (i.e. one should exclude 'works' from the definition of 

faith); 2) The minimum requirement to belong to the community of Muslims is to profess 

that God is one, and not to associate anything or person with Him; 3) The Kharijites are 

wrong to condemn as polytheists those who commit sins, and 4) CAH and cUthman might 

have been wrong, but we, the Murji'iites, prefer to defer judgement on their fate in the 

next world, since only God can know what recompense they deserve. Though Thabit does 

not say as much, he clearly feels that it is impossible to tell the fate of certain people, 

especially those that profess belief in God, and yet are implicated in wrong-doing. Part of 

the difficulty of the matter, as expressed in the poem, is that there are only two permanent 

destinations, Paradise or Hell. CAH and cUthman were directly or indirectly responsible 

for the internal divisions plaguing the Muslim community, and as such they did not 

obviously merit eternal Paradise. Yet, the alternative was eternal Hell, and they certainly 

did not, according to MurjPites like Thabit, merit that either.

Poetry is not the only evidence that Murji'ites were perplexed by the fate of Muslim 

grave sinners and preferred to leave judgement on their fate to God. An early MurjiHte 

dogmatic work is the Kitab al-irjd* attributed to one of cAlfs grandsons, al-Hasan b. 

Muhammad b. al-Hanafiyya (d. c. 92/710). This short treatise is an expose of MurjPite 

doctrine, and what is interesting about it for our purposes is that it too takes for granted 

the fact that Paradise and Hell are eternal abodes. Indeed, one is advised to practice irjd
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precisely because a judgement on the other-worldy fate of figures, at once esteemed and 

denigrated within the Muslim community, was impossible. The work itself has been 

variously dated to around 7S/692,38 75/694,39 and possibly to after 102/72040

The Kitab al-calim wa'l-mutacallim is the other early Murji'ite work, which Schacht 

ascribed to Abu Muqatil al-Samarqandl (d. 208/823), and dated to around 133/75041 The 

treatise consists of a dialogue between master and disciple, in which answers are given to 

some controversial questions about the nature of faith and the consequences of sin; it is 

also very hostile to Iraqi traditionists42 (not fortuitously, considering the Hanbalite dislike 

for the later Murji5a).43 One important exchange between the master and disciple is on the 

issue of which sins necessitate punishment in Hell:44

(Question): "Apart from polytheism, are there sins which are punished with certainty 
(al-batta), or are all or some of them forgiven?"

(Answer): "No sin but polytheism is punished with certainty; we know that some are 
[or may be] forgiven, but we do not know which, and we do not know whom Allah 
will want to forgive. Reference is made to Q. 4/31: "If you avoid the heinous sins 
(kaba'ir) that are forbidden you, We will acquit you of your evil deeds", and to Q. 
4/48: "God forgives not that aught should be with Him associated; less than that He 
forgives to whomsoever He will")."

38 Madelung, Qasim, p. 229.
39 Van Ess, "Das Kitab", pp. 20-52.

40 As regards the dating of these early theological treatises, van Ess is inclined to accept their authenticity
and dates them to the period 690-710; but Cook is generally more cautious in his dating and suggests 720-
749, Dogma, pp. 88 (for the Kitab al-irja3), and pp. 154ff (for his general approach to dating).
41 J. Schacht, "An early Murci'ite treatise: the kitab al-calim wa'l-mutafallim", Oriens 17 (1964), pp. 96-

117.
42 Schact, "Murci'ite", p. 101.
43 For an example of such animosity, see the biographical entry in Muhammad b. Abl Ya'la, Tabaqat 
fuqaha' al-hanabila, ed. A M. cUmar (Cairo, 1998), vol. 1, pp. 5 If.
44 Cited from Schacht's translation, "MurciMte", p. 108, question no. 14.
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When the disciple asks if there is a sin which is punished with certainty in Hell, the 

presupposition is that if you go to Hell you go there forever, and that is the reason behind 

the question. If the notion of temporary Hell had been accepted by the MurjiHte author of 

this text, he would have phrased the question, for example, thus: "Apart from polytheism, 

are there sins which are punished with eternity!".

There are, then, two points to be deduced from the above passage. Firstly, certain 

Iraqi MurjiHtes of the second century believed that if you went to Hell, you went forever. 

Secondly, and as the Qur'anic verses referred to by the master in his response clearly 

attest, this type of irjcP was based on the premise that so long as a person did not commit 

shirk, there was a chance God would forgive him before he got to Hell. But there was also 

a chance that He would not, for God had not given a guarantee of forgiveness for certain 

sins (cf. grave sins in Q. 4/31); and if He did not forgive him, but chose to send him to 

Hell, it would be forever. In another exchange in the Kitdb al-cdlim, the disciple asks if 

when a believer commits grave sins he becomes an enemy of God. The master replies that 

the believer does not, so long as he does not abandon tawhld.45 For the master, tawhld is 

the minimum requirement for the possibility, not the guarantee, of salvation.

Our coverage of early Murji'ite theology of faith may be completed by reference to 

the so-called Fiqh akbar I. This statement of Hanafi dogma was discussed by Wensinck 

and dated by him to the middle of the second century.46 Madelung considers it to be 

representative of the views of those adherents of irja? during roughly the same period,

45 Schacht, "Murci'ite", p. 109.
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that is 81-133/700-750.47 J. van Ess has twice remarked on the problems associated with 

its authorship and date of composition.48 It is fair to assume that this creed predates the 

Fiqh absat attributed to the Hanafite scholar Abu Mutlc al-Balkhl (d. 199/814), in which 

many of the former's articles may be found, and probably originated within Hanafite 

circles during the second half of the second century.49 It is silent on the fate of sinners in 

the next world. The assumption is still that Hell is eternal for those sent there. This is 

evidenced by the inclusion of an article that states that, "we do not consider anyone to be 

an infidel on account of sin; nor do we deny his faith". 50 The motivation behind this 

statement is to counter the Kharijite dogma that (political) sin made one an infidel, since 

everyone agreed that infidels were in Hell eternally. The difference between the 

Kharijites and the adherents of the above creed is that the latter preferred to co-exist even 

with those that belonged to a different religio-political persuasion (sc. the anti-sectarian 

ideology of irja'). 51 

2.2 Eternal Hell and Eternal Paradise

The view that one either went to eternal Paradise or eternal Hell in the afterlife was 

not confined to the Kharijites, Murji'ites, or the Sh!cites for that matter. It was simply 

taken for granted. Numerous discussions of the afterlife between individuals from the

46 Creed, pp. 102ff.
47 Qdsim, p. 235.
48 "Kritisches zum Fiqh Akbar", Revue des Etudes Islamiques, 54 (1986), pp. 327-338; TG, vol. 1, pp. 

207ff.
49 Cf. Cook, Dogma, p. 30, and n. 21 thereto.

50 Wensinck, Creed, p. 103.
51 Kharijites did not mind co-existing with sinners from within their own community (of Kharijites), but 

some Kharijites, such as the Azariqa, would not tolerate non-Kharijites, regardless of whether they were
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first 150 years or so, as recorded in Muslim sources, presuppose that in the next life one

^^ c^

either went to Paradise or to Hell. For example, there is the famous incident between the 

caliph cAbd al-Malik b. Marwan (r. 66-86/685-705) and some Kharijites, where both 

sides claim the label of ahl al-janna: implying that there was no alternative.53 The Kufan 

traditionist al-Fudayl b. clyad (d. 188/803) recalls a discussion in Basra between an 

ascetic and Malik b. Dinar (d. 124/741 or 131/748), in which the choices as regards the 

afterlife are described in no vague terms: either Paradise or Hell. 54 In a similar vein, the 

caliph cUmar b. cAbd al-cAz!z (r. 99-102/717-20) in a khutba is said to have reiterated this 

other-world reality. 55 When on one occasion the caliph Harun al-Rashid (r. 170-194/786- 

809) was reminded that there are only two possible abodes in the next life, he was moved 

to tears. 56 In a khutba following the end of the pilgrimage, the caliph al-Ma'mun (r. 198- 

218/813-33) is said to have enumerated before his audience the sequence of 

eschatological events: after death comes the resurrection, then the scales, then the 

reckoning, then retaliation, then the eschatological bridge, followed by punishment or

sinners or not.
52 My reliance on mostly Kharijite poetry is simply on account of its frequent use of the paradise/hell motif. 
But other non-Kharijite early poetry reflects similar conceptions of salvation, only it does not make as 
frequent use of it; for example, see Umayya b. Abi Salt (d. c. 3/624), Diwan, pp. 494ff (no. 88, rhyme: - 
mlm), and p. 542 (no. 102, -yd3}, where the poet hopes God will forgive him his sins.
53 Mubarrad, Kdmil, vol. 3, p. 1433.
54 Ibn cAbd Rabbih, al-clqd al-farld, vol. 2, p. 100: fa-qdla Malik b. Dinar ma huwa Hid td'ata lldhi awi n- 
ndrfa-qala Muhammad bnu Wdsif ma huwa [Hid!] kamd taqul laysa ilia (afwa lldhi awi n-ndr qal Malik 
sadaqt.
55 Jamharat khutab al-eArab, ed. A Z. Safwat (Beirut, 1985), ii, p. 209: amd ta'lamuna annahu laysa bayn 
l-jannata wa-n-ndra manzila...wa annakum sa?irun ild ihddhumd. 

56 Jamharat, iii, pp. 99f.
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reward. 57

The documentary evidence for early Muslim theology, i.e. theology that dates to 

before 184/800, is simply not substantial. 58 On the one hand, some of these works are not 

concerned with such questions.59 On the other, those which might have reason to discuss 

such questions do not.60 Particularly note-worthy is the absence of such a discussion in 

three epistles on the question of free will.61 In fact, the only way to explain the silence of 

our early religious epistles on the question of temporary Hell-fire, is simply to assume 

that the idea was not around at the time of their composition. Finally, it should be said 

that the few pieces of evidence from the late first to mid-second century do support the 

hypothesis offered here that the early Muslim community assumed that if one went to 

Hell, it was for all eternity: this was precisely the problem. If it were generally held that 

one could escape from Hell, then the debate over the fate of the Muslim grave sinner that 

began after the first civil war (post 37/657) would not have lasted as long as it did (until 

about 184/800).62

Jamharat, iii, pp. 122f.: wa-innahu l-haqq la l-kadhib wa-md huwa ilia l-mawt wa-l-ba(th wa-l-mizdn wa- 
l-hisdb wa-l-qisds wa-s-sirdt thumma l-ciqdb wa-th-thawdb fa-man najd fa-qad fdz wa-man hawa 
yawma'idhinfa-qad khab al-khayru kulluhufi l-janna wa-sh-sharru kulluhufi n-ndr.
58 See Cook's list in his preface to Dogma, ix.
59 For example, the so-called '1st letter of Ibn Ibad to cAbd al-Malik' (see Cook, Dogma, pp. 57ff).

60 J. van Ess, "Das Kitdb"; the Risdlafi'l-qadar of al-Hasan al-Basri, ed. H. Ritter, "Studien zur Geschichte 
der islamischen Frommigkeit", Der Islam 21 (1933), pp. 67-83: for example, an opportune moment to bring 
up the issue of temporary Hell or the salvation of Muslim grave sinners would have been at p. 73.9;

61 Since many of the discussions in these epistles turn on the premise that God has already preordained 
people in Paradise and Hell, the idea that people will exit from Hell interferes with such a scheme, even if 
we allow for the argument that God could also preordain such a fate: in any case, there is no suggestion of 
this last in any of the epistles: see the two anti-qadarite epistles published by J. van Ess, Anfdnge 
Muslimischer Theologie (Beirut, 1977).
62 The composition date for the epistle of Salim b. Dhakwan (Crone and Zimmermann, Sdlim, p. 299), 
where the question of the fate of the Muslim grave sinner is as relevant as ever; certainly, there is no
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2.3 The traditionists (ahl al-hadltK)

We have seen that all the evidence of the first and early second century concurs with 

the Qur'anic attitude towards salvation in the next world. Muslims reflected upon the 

question of the hereafter and the fate of sinners, and were motivated by a concern to avoid 

Hell, knowing it to be an abode of eternal torment. It was understood that salvation was 

about being spared Hell in the next world. As late as the middle of the second century 

many Muslims still took for granted that anyone sent to Hell would be there forever. At 

the same time we have an abundance of hadiths to the effect that people can get out of 

Hell,63 sometimes without any obvious intervention, aside from God's own mercy,64 

sometimes through intercession.65 It seems that as this body of traditions circulated more 

widely, the exegetical tradition sought support for the idea of temporary Hell from the 

text of the Qur'an. The exegetical tradition's eagerness to defend the soundness of this 

idea stemmed not merely from their general tendency to defend the authority of 

traditions, Prophetic or other, but also because the concept of temporary Hell would spell 

the end of the protracted debate about the fate of the sinning believer. The next chapter 

will discuss the 'making' of this temporary Hell by the traditionalists.

assumption that temporary Hell is an option.
63 Ibn Maja, Abu 'Abdallah Muhammad b. Yazld (d. 273/886), al-Sunan, ed. M. F. cAbd al-Baq! (Cairo
1954), vol. 2, p. 1443, (no. 4315).
64 Ibn Hanbal, Ahmad (d. 241/855), al-Musnad, ed. A. M. Shakir (Cairo, 1948-80), vol. 6, no. 4337.

65 Ibid., vol. 16, no. 8516.
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CHAPTER 3

The making of temporary Hell



We may begin with the earliest reliable sources of such traditionalist activity, the 

commentary of the well-known exegete Muqatil b. Sulayman (d. 150/767) and the 

Musannafof the traditionist cAbd al-Razzaq (d. 212/827). 

3.1 Temporary Hell and the early exegeticai tradition

In his exegesis to a verse which describes jahannam as having seven gates, 1 

Muqatil states that the Fire (al-nar) is made up of layers one on top of the other 

(bcfduhd asfalu min bacd) with increasing intensity the further down one goes. The 

order of the gates with their names is given as:

1 st gate: jahannam
2nd gate: lazd 4> Increasing intensity of fire
3rd gate: hutama
4th gate: saclr
5th gate: jahlm
6th gate: hdwiya
7th gate: saqar

This scheme is reproduced by cAbd al-Razzaq (d. 212/827), but with the additional 

remark that the term al-ndr is the generic term for the Fire:

cAbd al-Razzaq<- Macmar<  al-Acmash. He said: the names of the gates of 
jahannam are hutama, hdwiya, lazd, saqar, jahlm, saclr, jahannam and "the 
Fire" is the (name for the) whole thing (asmd3 abwdb jahannam: al-hutama 
wa'l-hdwiya wa-lazd wa-saqar wa'l-jahlm wa'l-saclr wa jahannam wa'l-ndr

j
hiyajummdc).

1 Tafsir, vol. 2, p. 430 on Q. 15/44. This order, however, is not sustained throughout his commentary. In 
his exegesis to Q. 74/35, the last three gates are re-ordered thus: saqar (5th), jahlm (6th) and hawiya (7th) 
(vol. 4, p. 498) (Tabari reproduces this order in his Tafsir, vol. 14, p. 35). This last would seem to be 
Muqatil's preferred arrangement since with regards Q. 4/145 (viz. the hypocrites are in the lowest level 
of the Fire), he states that the lowest level is hawiya (vol. 1, p. 417). Similarly, the place of jahlm as the 
6th gate is confirmed in his exegesis to Q. 69/31 (vol. 4, p. 424).
2 Id., Tafsir, vol. 2 part i, p. 349; cf. Ibn Abl Shayba, Musannaf, vol. 7, p. 73, no. 34115: Abu'l- 
Ahwas<-Abu Ishaq<-Hubayra<-cAli: abwdb al-nar ba'duhafawqa bcfd.
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The preference for nar as a name for the entire infernal structure is probably intended 

to resolve the difficulty that the term jahannam should indicate both the entire body of 

Hell and at the same time its uppermost layer, or one of its gates; the difficulty, of 

course, is created by the fact that according to the Qm°an only jahannam has gates, 

and seven at that. It is probably the case that the early exegetical tradition took 

jahannam as the name for Hell, especially since of the 111 references to Hell-fire, 

jahannam occurs 77 times; and the fact that it is the word for Hell in the Judaeo- 

Christian tradition supported this conception. What the exegetes then did was to look 

for seven names to give the seven gates mentioned by the Qur'an (Q. 15/44). In other 

words, according to such a scheme, Hell is al-ndr with seven layers bearing the names 

jahannam, lazd, al-hutama, al-saclr, saqar, al-jahlm and al-hawiya; this is a scheme

•^

generally adopted by later Sunni authorities.

But the difficulty with such an infernal scheme is the architectural 

misrepresentation of having gates one on top of the other (as the commentators would 

have the seven hells), when one usually conceives of gates as being different points of 

entry to one structure at one horizontal level. There is evidence to suggest that there 

was some dispute over this issue. In a hadlth preserved in the Musannaf of Ibn Abi 

Shayba (d. 235/849) one detects a marked concern to explain that the gates of Hell are 

indeed on top of each other:4

3 Ahmad b. Hanbal (d. 241/855), al-Radd eald al-zanadiqa wa'l-jahmiyya (Cairo, 1973), p. 15; 
'Abdallah b. 'Urnar b. Muhammad al-BaydawI (d. 791/1388), Anwar al-tanzll wa-asrar al-ta'wil, 
(Beirut, 1970), iii, p. 170 : al-muwahhidun al-cusat are in the first Hell, the Jews in the second, 
Christians in third, Sabians in fourth, Magians in fifth, polytheists in sixth and the hypocrites in seventh.
4 Ibn Abl Shayba, al-musannaf, vol. 7, p. 73, no. 34116; cf. Tabari, Tafslr, vol. 14, p. 35.
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Ismacil b. cUlya<-Abu Harun<-Hittan b. cAbdallah: CAH said: atadruna kayfa 
abwdbu n-ndr? qdlu: ncfam, nahwa hddhihi l-abwdb, qdla: Id, wa-ldkinnahd 
hdkadhd, fa-wasafa atbdqan btfdahd fawqa bcfd ("Do you know what the 
gates of Hell look like? Yes, they are like these doors. No, they are like this: 
and he described them like layers one on top of the other").

But what is the purpose of such a scheme? The answer is given away in a slightly 

garbled passage preserved by Muqatil and appended to Q. 104 (surat al-humaza\ 

although it is not a direct exegesis to the sura:

wa-dhdlika anna sh-shaqlyya idhd dakhala n-ndra, tdfa bihi l-malaku fl 
abwdbihd ft alwdni l-cadhdb wa-futiha lahu bdbu l-hutama wa-hiya bdbun min 
abwdbi jahannam, wa-hiya ndrun ta^kulu n-ndra min shiddati harrihd, wa-md 
khamadat min yawmi khalaqahd lldhu, cazza wa-jall, ild yawmi yadkhuluhd, fa- 
idhd futiha dhdlika l-bdbu waqacati n-ndru calayhi fa-ahraqat-hu, fa-tuhriqu l- 
jilda wa-l-lahma wa-l-casaba wa-l-cazma wa-ld tuhriqu l-qalba wa-ld l-cayna wa- 
huwa md yucqalu bihi wa-yubsar.. .wa-dhdlika annahu idhd kharaja l- 
muwahhiduna min l-bdbi l-acld wa-hiya jahannam.

"When the wretched one enters the Fire, an angel flies him through its gates, 
containing all sorts of punishments, and the gate of al-Hutama is opened for him, 
and that gate is one of the gates of Jahannam, whose fire is so intense that it 
devours other fire and it has been burning incessantly from the moment God, the 
almighty and lofty, created it to the moment he [the wretched one] enters it. 
When that gate is opened and the fire catches him, it engulfs him burning his 
skin, his flesh, his nerves and his bones except for his heart and his eyes for with 
these one is aware and one is able to see...and so when al-muwahhidun [sc. those 
who professed the oneness of God] exit through the uppermost gate which is 
Jahannam". 5

The passage continues beyond the above citation to describe how the doors of Hell are 

finally nailed closed, so that no one can ever leave. The interesting detail for our 

purposes is the brief line describing the muwahhidun exiting from Hell through its 

uppermost gate jahannam. In other words, the reason for the scheme of the gates, as 

proposed by Muqatil and the Musannaf traditions, is to establish the idea that

Tafsir, vol. 3, pp. 839-840.
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jahannam is an 'exitable' section of Hell; it resembles something akin to an escape 

hatch, simply because it constitutes the top layer. This is given away by a classical 

hadith, which identifies a group of people in Hell as jahannamiyyun (i.e. those of 

jahannam), and what distinguishes this group is that they are eventually released from 

Hell.6

Muqatil identifies those who get out of Hell (al-jahannnamiyyun in the hadith) as 

al-muwahhidun. The heresiographical tradition identifies Muqatil as one of the

fj

MurjPa who extends to the muwahhidun a special status. Now, one of the earliest 

representations we have of Murji'ite theology is the Kitdb al-cdlim wa'l-mutacallim, 

which we have already discussed. The reader will remember that this Murji'ite treatise

o

was dated by Schacht to the second half of the second century, which, as it happens, 

is as close as we can get to Muqatil (d. 150/767). As van Ess has noted,9 the author of 

the treatise uses three categories to classify people in the next life: ahl-janna is for the 

Prophet and whoever was mentioned by him as belonging to Paradise (sc. cashara 

mubashshara), ahl al-ndr is strictly for the mushrikun or kuffar, while al-muwahhidun 

is reserved for all other Muslims. All those other Muslims will then include some 

whose record of deeds may not merit them Paradise, or may even land them in Hell. 

Gilliot has remarked on Muqatil's theological disposition, stating that although the

6 Al-Bukhari, Muhammad b. Isma'il (d. 257/870), Kitdb al-jdmie al-sahlh, ed. L. Krehl, (Leiden 1864- 
1908), vol. 4, pp. 243-44 (=riqaq 51), and pp. 467-68 (=tawhld 25); al-Baghawi, al-Husayn b. Mas'ud 
(d. 516/1122), Mcfalim al-tanzll, eds. M. Siwar et al. (Beirut, 1987), vol. 2, pp. 402-403; the hadith is 
known to Shlc ites too: al-TabrisI, Abu cAli al-Fadl b. al-Hasan (d. 548/1153), Majmef al-baydn ft tafsir 
al-qur>dn, eds. H. R. al-Mahallati et al. (Beirut, 1986), vol. 2, pp. 910f. for Q. 3/192, and vol. 5, p. 299 
forQ. 11/105-108.
7 Al-Ashcari, Abu'l-Hasan eAli b. Isma'Il (d. 324/935), Maqdlat al-islamiyym wa-ikhtildf al-musallin, 
ed. H. Ritter (Istanbul, 1929-33), p. 151.6ff.

Ibid., p. 100. 
9 J. van Ess, 7X7, i, p. 201.
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dogmatic statements ascribed to him by the heresiographical tradition cannot always 

be substantiated, 10 his commentary does betray such tendencies. 11 Versteegh has also 

noted certain traits peculiar to Muqatil's exegesis, in particular with regard to the way 

in which Muqatil provides glosses and paraphrastic comments in the text of his 

commentary. Most of the time, these lexical explanations have to do with clarifying 

the Qur'anic text at points where Muqatil feels the reader might not be aware of the 

intended meaning. Sometimes, however, his paraphrasing is not merely intended to 

convey the full grammatical sense of the verse, but also seems to disguise- as 

Versteegh has it  'ideological motives'. 12 The fact that Muqatil applies the same 

method of paraphrasing whenever there is any reference to religion or to believers, 

which he explains with the terms tawhld or ahl al-tawhldlal-muwahhidun^ 

respectively, is particularly worthy of note. Although Versteegh himself does not say 

as much, it is clear that Muqatil's preference for the term tawhld is a consequence of 

his views on Hell and eternal punishment. For Muqatil, islam and iman are one and 

the same thing, reducible to the belief in the oneness of God (sc. Id ildha ilia alldh). 

Although the identification of Muqatil as an extreme MurjiHte is intended as a

10 Ash'ari (Maqalat, p. 151.6ff) accuses him of believing that God does not (eternally?) punish a 
muwahhid; Ibn Hazm, 'All b. Ahmad, Kitab al-fasl fi'l-milal wa'l-ahwa* wa'l-nihal (Beirut, 1986), vol. 
4, p. 205, attributes to him the saying that where there is faith a sin can do no harm; this is also al- 
Shahrastam's accusation, al-milal wa'l-nihal, A. A. Muhanna and A. Facur (Beirut, 1990), p. 165, "a sin 
does not harm the one who professes God's oneness and believes in it (sahib al-tawhid wa't-Iman)".
11 C. Gilliot, "Muqatil, grand exegete, traditioniste et theologien maudit", Journal Asiatique 279 (1991), 
pp. 39-85; Muqatil's background in Balkh would have predisposed him to Murji'ism; on the spread of 
Murji'ism in Balkh, see Madelung, "Murji'a".
12 For instance, Versteegh suggests that, " the constant replacement of muslimuna in the text of the 
Qur'an with mukhlisuna.. .has to do with the fact that according to Muqatil there can be no real Muslims 
before the mission of Muhammad", Grammar, p. 213. On the grammatical side, Muqatil almost always 
replaces lafalld with likay orfasada with camila al-mcfasl, to cite but a few examples (a full list is given 
by Versteegh, pp. 21 If.).
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derogatory label, 14 it is nevertheless compatible with what Muqatil's exegeses reveal, 

namely, that so long as an individual professed the oneness of God he would 

eventually be saved. And if he were to end up in Hell, he would be able to get out. 

This classification is evident in the commentary of Muqatil. For example, in his 

exegesis to the following verses:

Q. 39/71,73: wa-siqa lladhma kafaru ild jahannama zumaran...wa-slqa lladhlna 
ittaqaw rabbahum ild l-jannati zumaran.
"And those who disbelieved are led forth in batches to jahannam...while those 
who feared their Lord are led forth in batches to the Garden".

Muqatil interprets kufr in this verse specifically as a rejection of tawhid (alladhlna 

kafaru bi'l-tawhld). 15 It is important to bear in mind the way in which the distinct fates 

of the believers and the unbelievers are juxtaposed in these verses. Muqatil is making 

the point that the unbelievers are those who reject tawhid, for the very reason that in 

his mind the other group are those who profess tawhid: they are the muwahhidun or 

the ahl al-tawhld. In the case of Muqatil, the connection between tawhid 

(monotheism) and imdn (belief) is not one that should be glossed over. It is this link 

which establishes the basis for his understanding that certain people will be able to get 

out of Hell, and that these people will be the sinning believers of the Muslim 

community.

13 The term tawhid means to proclaim the oneness of God as in the shahada thus muwahhid; in this 
discussion tawhid has nothing to do with the Mu'tazilite term concerning God's attributes (D. Gimaret
in £72, s.v. "tawhid").
14 Extreme Murji'ism was applied by the Sunnls to those who held the view that 'belief was mere 
profession of faith, to the exclusion of works; cf. M. Plessner and A. Rippin in EI2, s.v. "Mukatil b. 
Sulayman", but the authors' remark that there is no evidence of Murji'ite theological leanings in any of 
Muqatil's work is clearly inaccurate.
15 Tafsir, vol. 3, pp. 688-89.
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The exegesis to Q. 74/39-42 is another example of how Muqatil's theological 

ideas determine his understanding of the Qur5an. Here, he takes the opportunity to 

distinguish between the fates of two groups of people who end up in Hell, the run-of- 

the-mill non-believers (who remain in Hell) and the sinning believers (who are able to 

get out of Hell):

ilia ashabi l-yamln ft jannatin yatas&aluna cani l-mujrimln ma salakakum ft
saqar.
"Except for those of the right hand, they enquire amongst each other in the
gardens about the criminals, [wondering] what has landed you in saqarT

Muqatil comments that the situation described in the above verses takes place when 

God has brought out the ahl al-tawhld from the Fire, and the other believers (those 

already in Paradise) wonder why some people have remained in the Fire. 16 In other 

words, Muqatil understands ma salakakum as "what has kept you in saqarT\ and not 

as the natural reading would be "what has landed you in saqarT. Muqatil wants to 

establish that it is possible to get out of Hell, precisely because, according to his 

reading of Q. 74/39-42, some people (believers) do get out of Hell and chide those 

who are still there. Those who get out are able to mock others who remain stuck in 

Hell because they professed tawhld. Evidently then, there is something to be said for 

the mere profession of tawhld'. it can get you out of Hell. It is not always clear, 

however, that those taken out of the Fire are actually taken out ofjahannam, as can be 

seen in the case of Muqatil's exegesis to Q. 74/39-42. Indeed, in many instances in 

which one encounters a hadith or exegesis to the effect that people can get out of Hell, 

whether in the commentaries or hadith collections, the word al-ndr is the term used to

16 Tafsir, vol. 4, p. 499.
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refer to Hell. What this seems to suggest is that once it was established that one could 

get out of Hell- by getting out of jahannam- it was no longer necessary to refer to 

this Hell in such cases using the name jahannam; or else this original idea was simply 

lost. 17

Further examples of Muqatil's conviction that eternal stays in Hell are not for 

those who profess tawhid come in his exegesis to two sets of verses, the obscurity of 

which we noted above (ch. 1.5). The first is Q. 6/128:

qdla n-ndru mathwdkum khdlidlnafihd Hid md shd'a lldhu inna rabbaka haklmun
callm.
"He says: the Fire is your abode, in it you shall be for all eternity, except what
God wills, your Lord is wise and all-knowing".

Muqatil states that the proviso, ilia md shd'a alldh, is intended for those who 

professed the oneness of God (al-muwahhidun): wa-istathnd ahl al-tawhld annahum 

Id yukhalladuna fthd. 1 * Instead of reading the proviso as a confirmation of God's 

ability to do what He pleases, Muqatil takes it to stand for a specific eventuality, the 

time when the muwahhidun are taken out of Hell. This he does in the case of a second 

set of verses, the only other place in the Qur'an where the proviso appears in a context 

of Hell-fire punishment. But what is interesting about this set of verses is that, unlike 

Q. 6/128, the proviso in Q. 11/105-108 is also used to describe the situation in

Paradise:

fa-minhum shaqlyyun wa-sacld (lQ5)fa-ammd lladhlna shaqufa-fi n-ndri lahum 
fihd zaflrun wa-shahlq (106) khdlidlnafihd md ddmati s-samdwdtu wa-l-ard ilia

17 For example, in Jabari's Tafsir there is a description of how the angel Gabriel is commanded by God 
to go and extract someone from Hell after it had been shut up for ages (vol. 30, p. 294f.); although the 
description is in the exegesis of sura 104, in which the term hutama for Hell occurs, the word used to 
refer to Hell is simply, al-ndr.
18 Muqatil, TYtfwr, vol. 1, p. 589.
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ma shd'a rabbuk inna rabbaka fafcdlun li-md yurid (107) wa-ammd lladhlna 
sucidufa-fi l-jannati khdlidlna fihd md ddmati s-samdwdtu wa-l-ard ilia md shd'a 
rabbuk Catd3an ghayra majdhudh (108).
"Some of them are wretched and some are fortunate: as for the wretched they 
shall be in the Fire, for them there is sighing and wailing there: in it they shall 
dwell eternally the length the heavens and the earth endured except what your 
Lord wills, your Lord does what He pleases: as for the fortunate, they shall be in 
the Garden, in it abiding eternally for the length the heavens and earth endured, 
except what God wills, a gift uninterrupted".

Muqatil says that the ilia md shd'a rabbuk in both the contexts of Hell and Paradise is 

a reference to the muwahhidun'. fa-istathnd al-muwahhidln alladhlna yakhrujuna min 

al-ndr. 19 In other words, the first verse describes the eternity of punishment for the 

'wretched' in Hell and then makes an exception for those who will not be in Hell 

eternally: the muwahhidun. The appearance of Hid md shd3a rabbuk in the second 

verse, relating to the people of Paradise, becomes a reiteration of what was intended 

by the same proviso in the preceding verse about Hell. Clearly, the exegesis is 

intended to defend the plausibility of the idea of temporary Hell. Admittedly, the 

verses are problematic because of the occurrence of the istithnd3 with reference both to 

the people of Hell and those of Paradise. But either we accept the 'exception' in both 

cases or look for an alternative in both cases. In other words, one presumably has to 

read ilia md shd'a alldh either as a simple emphatic intended to convey the message 

that God can do what He wishes, or as a proviso to the predicament of both those in 

Paradise and those in Hell: people might exit from Paradise as well as Hell. The last 

part of the verse about Paradise, Catd3an ghayra majdhudh ("a gift uninterrupted") 

makes the former reading, that is to say that God can do what He pleases, the more 

natural one.
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We will re-encounter this type of schematic reading of Qur'anic verses in Tabari's 

commentary, and it is there that the context of these polemics becomes clear. For all 

that Muqatil has provided us with the clues to the development of a temporary Hell, 

his method of exegesis is peculiar to him: the absence of any traditions for the most 

part means that we cannot get beyond the commentary itself. As such, all that the 

evidence from Muqatil can show is that by the time he was putting together his 

commentary, ante 150 A.H./767 A.D., the idea of temporary Hell for Muslims was 

already around. Put differently, by the middle of the second century some 

traditionalists in Iraq were proposing that belief should be defined merely by 

profession of la ildha ilia alldh, since that requirement ensured exit from Hell.

We may recapitulate as follows. We have seen how through the conception of a 

Hell vertically in seven layers, there was an attempt to interpret jahannam as the 

uppermost level, which in turn meant that it was an 'exitable' hell. In the opinion of 

the exegetes, this became a suitable place for a particularly controversial group of 

individuals: the ahl al-tawhld or more precisely (on account of them ending up in 

Hell) the grave sinners of the Muslim community. However, once it was established 

that it was possible to get out of Hell, it no longer mattered whether that part of Hell 

was called jahannam or simply al-ndr. The notion of a purgative Hell in the form of 

jahannam had served its purpose by establishing that for Muslim sinners Hell would 

be temporary; the notion that jahannam was the purgative Hell must have been 

abandoned soon after.

19 Tafslr, vol. 2, pp. 298-299.



But before turning to the classic commentary of Tabari, there are some clues 

given in the intervening period. For, between Muqatil (d. 150/767) and Tabari (d. 

311/923) are some two hundred years of controversy, and we can detect some of this 

controversy in the Musannaf of cAbd al-Razzaq (d. 212/827).

3.2 Temporary heil and the early controversy

Although Muqatil takes it for granted that people can exit from Hell, more 

specifically, that the Muslim sinners will exit from Hell, there is evidence to suggest 

that the issue of a temporary Hell was controversial. At least, by the time cAbd al- 

Razzaq (d. 212/827) was compiling his Musannaf (c. 143-184/760-800), the question 

of whether one could exit from Hell was still being contested. In the Musannaf we

90find the following chapter heading: Bab man yakhruju min al-ndr. The section 

contains nine traditions which summarily depict scenes from the Day of Resurrection 

in which people (sometimes unidentified) are able to exit from Hell. That this group 

of traditions is a focus of polemic is clear by the content and phrasing of the 

narratives.

The first hadith concerns the question, allegedly put to the Prophet, of whether 

people will be able to see God on the Day of Judgement (sc. ru'yat alldh).21 This was 

a point of controversy in early Islamic theology.22 More interesting is the fact that the 

hadith continues, without interruption, and relates how a bridge is cast over Hell

20 Musannaf, vol. 11, p. 407.
21 Musannaf, vol. 11, no. 20856, pp. 407ff.
22 See D. Gimaret in EI2, s.v. "ru'yat allah"; J. van Ess, TG, iv, pp. 411-415.
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(jahannam), which all have to cross. The entirely unrelated narrative, unrelated to the 

vision of God that is, also describes how the Prophet is the first to cross the bridge, the 

path of which is now strewn with large thorns, thus making the crossing even more 

miserable. Many people are seized by the flames of the fire (on account of their sins) 

as they attempt to cross. This establishes that at this point people are in Hell-fire, and 

so the narrative promptly picks up again:

hattd idhdfaragha lldhu mina l-qad&i bayna 'ibddihi wa-ardda an yukhrija mina 
n-ndri man ardda an yarham mimman kdna yashhadu an Id ildha Hid lldh amara 
l-mald'ikata an yukhrijuhum fa-ytfrifunahum bi-caldmdti dthdri s-sujud wa- 
harrama lldhu cald n-ndri an ta'kula mini bni Adama athara s-sujud. 
"When God finishes judging his servants, and wishes to take out of the Fire those 
whom He wants to forgive, those who had professed 'there is no god but God', He 
orders the angels to take them out, and they (the angels) distinguish them on 
account of the marks left on them from prostration; God has forbidden that the 
Fire should consume the mark of prostration on the son of Adam".

The juxtaposition of this narrative alongside another that constitutes a known 

controversy within the same hadlth should not be simply overlooked. But before we 

address the remaining hadiths of this section, we should note the main point of the 

hadith above: when God has completed the Judgement and consigned people to 

Paradise and Hell, He decides to take out of Hell all those who professed His oneness 

and commands the angels to take them out (note how the angels recognize them from 

among the rest of the inhabitants of Hell because of the prostration marks on their 

foreheads which God had forbidden the Fire to consume: in contrast to Muqatil, it is 

being suggested that 'works' alongside profession of God's oneness are necessary for 

salvation).
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The remaining hadiths reiterate the same message, namely that, one can escape 

from Hell. In one of the traditions the Prophet is made to say:23

(cAbd al-Razzaq<- Macmar<- Qatada, and from Thabit<- Anas that the Prophet 
said): inna aqwaman sa-yakhrujiina mina n-ndri qad asabahum safun mina n- 
ndri 'uqubatan bi-dhunubin camaluhd thummd la-yukhrijannahumu lldhu bi-fadli 
rahmatihi fa-yadkhuluna l-janna.
"Certain people will exit from the Fire after they have been scorched by fire as a 
punishment for some sins which they had committed, but after that God by His 
mercy takes them out".

The point of this hadlth is that people may end up in Hell on account of their sins, but 

will only stay there the length of time necessary to expunge the sins. As if one has 

failed to realize that the issues here are controversial, a third hadlth confirms this by 

listing other similarly contested issues: cUmar b. al-Khattab is made to say, "after you 

(have passed) there will come those who will not believe in stoning (rajtri), or the 

(coming of) the false Messiah (dajjal), or the basin (al-hawd), or the punishment in 

the tomb (cadhdb al-qabr) and they will not believe that a people will be able to exit 

from the Fire".24 The next hadlth, a Prophetic one, simply states that "people will get

0 *\

out of Hell" (inna qawman sa-yakhrujiina min al-ndr). It is clear then that the 

purpose of this group of hadiths is to stamp out any objections to the idea of a Hell 

from which one can exit. Particularly interesting are two anecdotes included in this 

section of the Musannaf. In the first, the concept of temporary Hell is disputed in a 

dialogue and the identity of the disputants is given:

cAbd al-Razzaq<- Macmar<- al-Hakam b. Aban heard clkrima say, "When God 
has finished dispensing judgement to His creatures, He brings out a book from 
underneath the Throne in which is written 'My mercy overrides My wrath and I

23 Musannaf, vol. 11, no. 20859, p. 411.
24 Musannaf, vol. 11, no. 20860, p. 412.
25 Musannaf, vol. 11, no. 20861, p. 412.
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am the Most Merciful'. And so a number of people are let out of Hell equivalent 
to the number of those in Paradise- or he said: twice the number of those in 
Paradise...Somebody then said to clkrima: Abu cAbdallah! But God says: They 
wish to exit the Hell-fire but they shall not. He responded: How dare you! Those 
are the ones who are its true inhabitants" (ul&ika ahluhd alladhlna hum 
ahluha).26

The appearance of clkrima (d. 106/724) in the dispute is particularly interesting. He 

was the mawld of Ibn c Abbas (d. 68/687), and his student, and is said to have resided 

in Basra. More importantly, the biographers record that he sympathized with some 

Kharijite opinions.27 The Kharijites, of course, were a problem for the traditionalists, 

and for the Murji'ites at that, because they had maintained that the Muslim who was in 

'error' (i.e. by not belonging to a Kharijite community) forfeited his status, and thus, 

his salvation. Whereas the early MurjiHtes accorded this Muslim sinner the dubious 

label of mu}min doll (not to extend him salvation necessarily but to keep him within 

the community in this life), the later MurjiHtes, particularly the traditionalists among 

them (sc. Muqatil), contrived to save him in the next life as well. If the accusations of
*L«-*' •

Kharijite sympathies on clkrima's part can be sustained, then the point of the story is 

immediately evident. With all his Kharijite sympathies clkrima at least knew how to 

interpret Q. 5/37 'properly': only those who 'belong in' Hell are in it forever (the 

question of who 'properly' belongs in Hell is one we shall return to). For now, it 

suffices to note that the story aims to discredit Kharijite intransigency on the fate of

26 Ibid., vol. 11, no. 20858, p. 411.
27 Al-DhahabI, Muhammad b. Ahmad, Siyar a'lam al-nubala3, ed. S. al-Arna'ut et al. (Beirut, 1981-88), 
vol. 5, pp. 18-21: C A1I b. al-Mudaynl accuses him of being a Najdite. Malik does not mention him in his 
Muwatta3 because he considered him to have been a Sufrite. cAta> (b. Abl Rabah), on the other hand, 
considers him to have been an Ibadl, while Abu Maryam thinks he might have been a BayhasI; Ibn Sacd, 
Kitab al-tabaqat al-kablr, ed. E. Sachau (Leiden, 1904), Il.ii, p. 133.; see also Ibn Hajar al-cAsqalam, 
Tahdhlb al-tahdhlb (Beirut, 1968), vol. 7, p. 267, where his Sufrism is ascribed to his North African 
background.
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Muslim sinners in the next world: some Muslims may go to Hell in the next world, 

but because they do not really belong there, they shall exit from it.

The second interesting anecdote, from the point of view of identities revealed, is 

the following:

qultu li-Jdbir bni cAbdalldh: ara'ayta hddhihi l-dya *yuriduna an yakhruju mina 
n-ndri wa-md hum bi-khdrijlna minhd* wa-anta tazcam anna qawman 
yakhrujuna mina n-ndr. qdl: ashhadu anna hddhihi l-dya nazalat cald rasuli lldhi, 
slcm, fa-dmannd bihd qabla an tu'mina bihd \va-saddaqnd bihd qabla an 
tusaddiqa bihd wa-ashhad annl samictu rasula lldhi, slcm, yaqul, "md [read amdl] 
ukhbiruka anna qawman yakhrujuna mina n-ndr" fa-qdla Talq: la jar am wa-lldhi 
Id ujddiluka abadan.

cAbd al-Razzaq4- Macmar«- someone*- Talq b. Habib said: I said to Jabir b. 
cAbdallah: "You know the verse They wish to exit the Hell-fire but they shall 
not' (Q. 5/37), nevertheless, you claim that some people will get out of Hell". He 
replied: "I swear that this verse was revealed to the Prophet (slcm) and that we 
believed in it before you, and believed it before you, and I swear that I heard the 
Prophet say: What if I were to tell you that certain people will get out of Hell?" 
Talq then said: "Of course, I shall not argue with you, by God."28

Talq b. Habib (d. betw. 90-100/708-718) was a Basran whose Murji'ism was of 

sufficent concern to the biographical tradition that the preservation of this anecdote 

seems to be a deliberate effort to establish his Sunnl credentials. Talq was also well- 

known for his asceticism and this positive trait might have given added motive to 

present him as a rehabilitated Murji'ite.29 Talq took part in the revolt of Ibn al-Ashcath 

(c. 82/701) and was among those who were given sanctuary by cUmar b. cAbd al-cAz!z 

when the latter was governor of the Hijaz. Others who sought refuge there included

28 Musannaf, vol. 11, no. 20862, p. 412.
29 Abu Nu'aym al-Isbahanl, Hilyat al-awliya> wa-tabaqat al-asfiya3 (Cairo, 1932-38), vol. 3, pp. 63-66.
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prominent traditionists such as Mujahid (d. 104/722), Sacld b. Jubayr (d. 95/713),30 

<Ata> b. Ab! Rabah (d. 114/732) and <Amr b. Dinar (d. 126/743). Unimpressed by the 

light-handed treatment afforded to the Iraqis by the governor of the Hijaz, al-Hajjaj 

persuaded the then-caliph al-Walid b. cAbd al-Malik to remove cUmar b. cAbd al- 

cAziz and assign in his place Khalid al-Qasri. The latter then managed to arrest the 

Iraq! rebels. As native Hijazis, cAta3 and cAmr called in their Meccan connections and 

were subsequently set free (Madelung suspects them to have been Murji'ites of 

sorts). 31 These last had clearly sympathized with the Iraqis, Sacid and Talq, and as 

Meccans there would have been no reason to arrest them. As it happens, all were 

students of Ibn c Abbas whose circle is often associated with irja??2 The others were 

dispatched to al-Hajjaj. Talq died on the way, while Sacld was executed and Mujahid 

remained in prison until al-Hajjaj died a year later. If we accept the authenticity of the 

anecdote as going back to the time of Talq b. Habib (the above events may have 

provided the occasion for Talq's encounter with an ageing Jabir b. cAbdallah (d. 

78/697), most probably in one of the latter's seminars in Medina),33 then what we 

have here is evidence that difficult theological questions were already being tackled in

30 Madelung has noted Sa'id's Murji'ism: the fact that Sacid belonged to the enigmatic circle of Ibn 
'Abbas' pupils which, Madelung remarks, was associated with irja3 seems to confirm the identification 
(Qasim, p. 231, and n. 19 thereto). His Murji'ism is also suggested by the following exchange with al- 
Hajjaj, Hajjaj: What do you say regarding 'All, is he in Paradise or Hell? Sacld\ If I were to enter either, 
I would be able to see its inhabitants and then I would know. Hajjaj'. What about the caliphs? Saeld: I 
am not responsible for them. Hajjaj: Which of them do you admire most? Scfld: The one most 
satisfactory to my Creator. Hajjaj: And that is? Safld: Knowledge of that rests with Him. Hajjaj: Are 
you refusing to tell me the truth? Sacid: I would hate to lie to you (DhahabI, Siyar, vol. 4, pp. 330f).
31 Madelung, Qasim, p. 233.
32 Madelung, Qasim, p. 233, "Aus diesem Kreis ist offenbar das Irga> hervorgegangen", and in note 33, 
"Es ist wohl kein Zufall, dap der Mekkaner Murgi'it cAbd al-Magld b. cAbd al-cAziz b. Abl Rawwad 
gerade von Ibn al-cAbbas das Wort Uberliefert: 'Die Qadariten sind Unglaubige, die Schiiten 
Verworfene, die Haruriten Neuerer. Die Wahrheit wissen wir nur bei den MurgiMten' ".
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Islam soon after the second civil war, and more importantly, that early MurjiHtes, like 

Talq, did not know about temporary Hell. If we reject the authenticity of the anecdote, 

then we might suppose that the retrojection of second and third century polemics 

surrounding temporary Hell and shafa'a onto this Hijazi scene are simply intended to 

show that, as far as the traditionalists were concerned, there could be no debate on this 

issue since, as Jabir asserts, it was settled during the time of the Prophet. 

Unfortunately, it will be the Islamicist's historical and methodological approach that 

will determine how he or she weighs up the evidence.

The implication of an early Murji'ite finding the idea that one can exit from Hell 

a novelty, as Talq does, is in itself very interesting and will be taken up in the 

discussion.34 The point to note for now is that the idea that one could exit from Hell 

was not widely known by the beginning of the second century, not even by Murji'ites. 

This Talq story, however, reappears in a much later work, the Hilya of Abu Nucaym 

(d. 430/1038). Here, although the verbal exchange and the purpose of the story are 

almost identical to those in the Musannaf version, there is an added twist. Talq 

narrates: 35

kuntu min ashaddi n-ndsi takdhlban bi-sh-shafdca hand laqltu Jabir bni 
cAbdalldh fa-qara'tu calayhi kulla dyatin fi-kitdbi lldhi aqdiru calayhd yadhkuru 
lldhu fihd khuruja ahli n-ndr. fa-qdla: yd Tulayq yd Tulayq a-tardka aqra3 li- 
kitdbi lldhi wa-cflam bi-sunnati rasuli lldhi, slcm, minrii? qultu: Id. qdla: fa- 
ttadtftu lahu. fa-qdla: inna lladhl qara'ta calayya hum ahluhd humu l-mushrikun 
wa-ldkinna hdyuld'i qawmun asdbu dhunubanfa-cudhdhibu bihd thumma ukhriju. 
qdla: thumma madda yadayhi ild udhunayh. fa-qdla: samtan in lam akun sami'tu

33 See Ibn Hajar al-£AsqalanI, Ahmad b. {Ali, al-Isabafl tamylz al-sahaba (Cairo, 1969), vol. 2, p. 45, 
where we are told that Jabir had a study circle (halaqa) in Medina towards the end of his life. Jabir is 
reportedly the last of the Prophet's companions to die in Medina, at the age of 94.

34 See ch. 5.
35 Abu Nucaym, Hilya, vol. 3, pp. 66.
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rasula lldhi, slcm, yaqul, "ukhriju mina n-ndri bcfda ma dakhaluha" wa-nahnu 
naqra'u lladhl qartfta calayya.

Abu cAmr b. Hamdan<- al-Hasan b. Sufyan<- Shayban b. Farrukh<- al-Qasim b. 
al-Fadl<- Sacid b. al-Muhallab<- Talq said:
"No one used to be more vehement than myself in denying shafa'a, until, that is, I 
met Jabir b. cAbdallah. I recited to him every single verse from God's Book I 
could remember in which God refers to (the status of) those who (want to) exit 
from Hell. He (Jabir) said to me: O Tulayq, O Tulayq! Do you think you know 
the Book of God and the sunna of His Prophet, slcm, better than I do? I responded 
humbly: No. He said: Those whom you mentioned (i.e. in the verse) are the ones 
who belong there in it, like the mushrikun. As for the others, they are people who 
have committed sins and who have been punished for them in it (sc. Hell) and 
then have been taken out. He (Jabir) then placed his hands on his ears, and said: 
Silence. I verily heard the Prophet, slcm, say, 'they are taken out of Hell after they 
have been in it' when we used to discuss that same verse that you recited".

In terms of afterlife punishment, this version in Abu Nucaym is making the same point 

as the one in cAbd al-Razzaq, except that now shafffa is being used to get people out 

of Hell. In addition, the point is made explicit that some people end up in Hell only 

for the length of time required to expiate certain sins. What is crucial to this version of 

the Talq story is the use of the term shafdfa: the reason why Talq rejects shafdca is 

precisely because it was being used to get people out of Hell. It is the idea of 

temporary Hell that Talq finds puzzling. Indeed, shafdca appears here because by the 

time this version was in circulation, shafd'a was the principal method by which 

people exited from Hell. Put differently, by the time this version was being circulated, 

the traditionalists were concerned to establish the idea of a temporary Hell by 

reinforcing it with shafd'a. Indeed, if Talq had wanted to contest shafd'a he should 

have recited to Jabir all those verses in the Qur'an which explicitly attack shafd'a, and 

not, as he does, those verses which describe how people cannot exit from Hell. 36 In

36 The verses are Q. 2/167; 5/37; 22/22; 32/20.
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short, it would have made better sense for him to start his story by saying: kuntu min 

ashadd al-nds takdhlban bi-qawm yakhrujuna min al-ndr.

Therefore, somewhere between the time of cAbd al-Razzaq's Musannaf (c. 

184/800) and Abu Nucaym's compilation (c. 391/1000), judging by the Talq story, 

shafa'a had become associated with people exiting from Hell. Also, we have reason to 

suspect Abu Nucaym's version. For one thing, in the Cairo Khanjl edition of Abu 

Nucaym's Hilya the editor adds in a footnote to the story that the word bi'l-shafaca 

appears in the margin of an alternative manuscript. Here are the first two lines of the 

Arabic: 37

Talq: kuntu min ashaddi n-ndsi takdhlban bi-sh-shafdca hand laqltu Jdbir bna 
cAbdilldh fa-qara'tu calayhi kulla dyatin fi-kitdbi lldh aqdiru calayhd yadhkuru 
lldhufihd khuruja ahli n-ndr*

The asterisk marks the editorial footnote and where in one of the manuscript the 

sentence would have read: khuruj ahl al-ndr bi'l-shafdca. That shafdca should have 

been associated with getting out of Hell is not a point which one should take for 

granted as we have noted. Moreover, cAbd al-Razzaq's Musannaf, which preserves the 

alternative Talq story, is the older of the two works and more likely to have preserved 

the original version, regardless of whether it goes back to Talq or not. Moreover, in 

cAbd al-Razzaq's Musannaf there are other traditions which state that people get out of 

Hell, but in none of them do they do so through shafdca\ in the Musannaf the 

controversy revolves around the issue of exiting from Hell. 38 As a work of Sunni 

traditionalism, cAbd al-Razzaq's Musannaf would have been concerned to make this

37 Abu Nu'aym, Hilya, vol. 3, p. 66.
38 See Musannaf, vol. 11, pp. 411-413: nos. 20859, 20860, 20861 and 20863.
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point to Kharijite and Murji'ite opponents. This is evidenced by the fact that the 

Musannaf preserves two stories, cited above,39 in which the doctrine that people can 

escape from Hell have for their protagonists a suspect Kharijite (sc. clkrima) in one 

and a known Murji'ite (sc. Talq) in the other. If the Musannaf had been concerned to 

make the point to Muctazilites, it would undoubtedly have had a story in which getting 

out of Hell was linked to the shaftfa of the Prophet: exactly the situation in Abu 

Nuc aym's version. By the time Abu Nucaym (d. 430/1038) was composing his 

biographical work, the issue of getting out of Hell had for a long time been one of 

controversy between the Muctazila and the traditionalists.40 Consequently, the 

traditionalists were introducing shafdca in order to reinforce the idea of an 'exitable' 

Hell. For one thing, this is suggested by the fact that in the Musannaf, the hadlth of 

the type lsa-yakhruju qawmun yukadhdhibuna bi' does not count shafaca among its 

list of items which the 'people will deny'.41 In later hadlth works, however, shafd'a is 

included.42

3.3. Temporary Hell in classical exegesis: the verses

3.3.1 O. 5/37

The Talq-Jabir debate over people exiting from Hell is reflected by a similar report

preserved in the commentary of Tabari. clkrima (d. 106/724), who we saw was also

39 See Musannaf, vol. 11, pp. 411-12, nos. 20858 Clkrima story) and 20862 (Talq story).
40 A. Wensinck and D. Gimaret in EI2, s.v. "shafa'a".

41 No. 20860.
42 Ibn Hanbal, Musnad, vol. 1, no. 156.
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involved in a debate over the meaning of Q. 5/37,43 in this instance transmits a debate 

between Nafic (d. 66/685) and Ibn 'Abbas (d. 68/6S7):44

Yazld al-Nahwi<- clkrima<- Nafic b. al-Azraq said to Ibn cAbbas: 
'Not only are you blind in your eyes, but also in your heart, how can you claim 
that people can get out of Hell, when God has said: And they shall not exit from it 
(wa-ma-hum bi-khdrijlna minhd (Q. 5/37)). Ibn cAbbas said: Be careful! Read 
what preceded it, it is talking about the unbelievers'.

It should be pointed out that the figures of Nafic and Ibn c Abbas loom large in the 

exgetical tradition. For one, Nafic is the Kharijite villain par exellence and his 

appearance in the tradition usually reflects a polemical situation.45 Also, Ibn c Abbas 

himself is a larger-than-life figure in the Muslim historical tradition, which views him 

as the father of Qur'anic exegesis: he is frequently a mouthpiece for both Sunnl46 and,

A*J

as has been recently shown, Shici traditionalist dogma. In addition, a body of 

literature exists, known as the MascPil Nafic b. al-Azraq, which is supposedly a series 

of philological questions relating to the Qur'an that Nafic posed to Ibn cAbbas: Nafic 

asks Ibn c Abbas about a Qur'anic word, to which Ibn c Abbas provides an answer and 

supports it by adducing poetry (shawahid).**

Given the problems posed by this literary relic and the fact that we have already 

seen two similarly constructed dialogues over Q. 5/37 (one between Talq and Jabir

43 See Musannaf, no. 20858.
44 Tabari, Tafsir, vol. 6, p. 228.
45 Cf. A. Rippin, "Ibn 'Abbas's al-lughat fi'l-qur'an"', BSOAS 44 (1981), pp. 15-25.
46 C. Gilliot, "Portrait 'mythique' d'lbn cAbbas", Arabica 32 (1985), pp. 127-84, esp. pp. 178ff; A. 
Rippin, "Tttfsir Ibn {Abbas and criteria for dating early tafsir texts", JSAI 18 (1994).
47 W. Madelung, "£ Abd Allah b. 'Abbas and Shi'ite law", in Law, Christianity and Modernism in 
Islamic society: proceedings of the eighteenth congress of the Union Europeenne des Arabisants et 
Islamisants, eds. U. Vermeulen and J. M. F. van Reeth (Leuven, 1998), pp. 13-25.
48 On the problems relating to the internal content of this body of Masa'il and its transmission, see I. J 
Boullata, "Poetry citation as interpretive illustration in Qur'an exegesis: Masa'il Nafic ibn al-Azraq", 
Islamic studies presented to Charles J. Adams, eds. W. B. Hallaq and D. P. Little (Leiden, 1991), pp.
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and another between clkrima and someone else), the authenticity of this encounter 

between Nafic and Ibn cAbbas will again depend on the reader's methodological 

approach to early Islamic history. In any case, whether authentic or not, the anecdote 

shows once more the way in which the traditionalist exegetical approach managed to 

distinguish the status of Muslim sinners from that of unbelievers in Hell. In Tabari's 

commentary below, we shall come across further instances of Ibn c Abbas and Nafic 

disputing the issue of Hell. It seems unjustified to doubt the historicity of Ibn c Abbas' 

encounters with Nafic , but it is hard to be sure of the precise content of their 

discussions. For the sake of simplicity, however, I shall refer to both of them by name 

when discussing their arguments, fully aware that such arguments might have been 

attributed to them by others at a later date.

3.3.2 0.11/107

In Tabari's commentary the majority of the exegeses offered for Q. 11/105-108 

state that people will get out of Hell. At the same time, Tabari concedes that there 

were differences of opinion among the exegetes with regards to the proviso, and it is 

among these differences that we can detect the identity of some of the dissenters. We 

shall first group the exegetical opinions as Tabari does. The first group take the 

proviso to be a reference, exactly like Muqatil did, to the ahl al-tawhld whom God 

will take out of Hell after they have spent some time in it:49

27-40. The 188 questions have been published by 'A'isha cAbd al-Rahman, al-Ifjaz al-bayam li'l-qufan 
wa-masa3il ibn al-Azraq (Cairo, 1971), pp. 278-507. 
49 Tabari, Tetfsir, vol. 12, pp. 116-18.
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(a) cAbd al-Razzaq<- Macmar<- Qatada: It has been related to us that some 
people will be scorched by fire on account of some sins, but then they are taken 
into the Garden.

(b) Bishr«- Yazid<- Sac!d<- Qatada: It has been related to us that some people 
will be scorched by fire on account of some sins, but then God by virtue of His 
grace will take them into Paradise; those people are called al-jahannamiyyun.

(c) Shayban b. Farrukh<- Abu Hilal<- Qatada who recited the verses (Q. 11/106- 
107) and then said: Anas told us that the Prophet said, "a people will get out of 
Hell"; and then Qatada said: we do not say what the people of Harura5 say.

(d) Mucawiya<  cAmir b. Jashib<- Khalid b. Macdan: of Idbithlna flhd ahqdban 
(Q. 78/23)50 and of khalidlnafiha ilia ma shd>a rabbuk (Q. 11/107) that they both 
refer to the ahl al-tawhid.

The first point of interest is that the Basran (Qatada, d. 117/735) and the Syrian 

(Khalid b. Macdan, d. 103/721) traditionists agree on the concept of temporary 

punishment for the Muslim sinners of their community. Moreover, in the case of the 

Basrans the point seems to reflect local grievances, since Qatada makes use of the 

exegetical occasion to take a swipe at the Kharijites, who rejected the idea of a 

temporary Hell. In fact, in Basra it was not just the Kharijites who did not believe in a 

temporary punishment in Hell, but other traditionists too. These appear next in the 

summaries of exegetical narratives given by Tabari, and though they also understand 

that the proviso is intended as a reference to ahl al tawhld, they believe that it means 

God will forgive them outright without punishing them in Hell first:

50 This verse is understood by some traditionists, Syrians and Iraqis, as indicating a finite stay for those 
in Hell on account of the use of the term huqb, 'an age'; opinions vary as to the duration of a huqb, but 
the suggestion seems to be that it is finite. Consequently, there is a tendency to associate it with the 
sinners from among the ahl al-qibla and to encourage the view of a temporary Hell. Not all the 
traditionists agree, however, and some understand ahqaban as denoting an infinite period (Tabari, 
Tafsir, vol. 30, pp. 9ff).
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(a) cAbd al-Razzaq<- Ibn al-Tayml<- his father*- Abu Nadra<- Jabir (b. 
cAbdallah) or Abu Sacld (al-Khudri) or another companion: this statement ilia ma 
sh&a rabbuka innd rabbaka fa"alun lima yurld (Q. 11/107) applies to the Qur'an 
as a whole. Wherever it says khalidlna fihd in the Qm°an, it also applies; 51 1 heard 
Abu Mijlaz say, "that is what is due to him, but if God wills it He will waive his 
punishment".

What is interesting is that the only persons who appear under this second category of 

opinion are Basrans. The last person in the isndd before the confused part is Abu

_ c*} _

Nadra (d. 106/724), a Basran traditionist. The implication of the statement ta'tl cald 

l-qur3dni kullihi seems to be that some did not take the proviso to have precise 

content, i.e. that it is a specific reference to the ahl al-tawhld who are punished 

temporarily in Hell. What they seem to be suggesting is this: one has always known 

that God does what He pleases and on this occasion, or any occasion where Hid ma 

shdya alldh appears, there can be no difference. What the adherents of this opinion 

were not about to concede, it seems, was that God would punish some people in Hell 

temporarily. This opinion is further supported by the statement of another Basran 

traditionist, Abu Mijlaz (d. 106/724), whose exegetical opinion we shall encounter 

again.53 What Abu Mijlaz says is that the one whom the verse (107) condemns to Hell 

eternally is deserving of that punishment: if God decides to subject him to it, then it 

was his proper due. On the other hand, God could, if He so wished, forgive him and 

not punish him at all, in Hell or otherwise (and this is Abu Mijlaz' understanding of 

the istithna'\

51 qala: hadhihi l-dya ta'ti cald l-qur*ani kullihi. yaqul: haythu kana ft l-qur'an "khalidlna fiha" ta'tl 
calayhl. qala: wa-samietu Aba Mijlaz yaqul: huwa cadhdbuhu fa-in sha3a llahu tajawaza fan cadhabihi

(Tafslr,vo\. 12, p. 118).
52 Ibn Hajar, Tahdhlb, vol. 10, pp. 302f.: his full name is al-Mundhir b. Malik b. Qit'a, and was widely

recognized as a thiqa.
53 Ibn Saed, Tabaqat, Vll.i, p. 157.
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In sum, the Sunn! traditionist exegetes, with the exception of some noted Basrans, 

attempted to find justification for the idea that one can exit from Hell. The verses of 

surat Hud, discussed above, provide clear evidence of the Sunnl exegetical tradition's 

attempt to find authority for the idea of temporary punishment for Muslim sinners. 

This process, however, can be detected in the exegetical narratives to other Qm°anic 

verses.

3.3.3 0.19/71

In this instance, a polemical confrontation over the question of Hell involves, 

once again, Ibn c Abbas and Nafic . Ibn c Abbas is concerned to make the point that all 

will have to pass through Hell before going to Paradise: the exegetical strategy behind 

this will soon become clear. The point of contention revolves around the interpretation 

of the root w-r-d as it appears in surat Maryam:

fa-wa-rabbika la-nahshurannahum wa-sh-shaydtina thumma la-nuhdirannahum 
hawla jahannama jithiyyan (68) thumma la-nanzicanna min kulli shfatin 
ayyuhum ashaddu cald r-rahmdni citiyyan (69) thumma la-nahnu cflamu bi- 
lladhlna hum aw Id bihd siliyyan (70) wa-in minkum ilia wdriduhd kdna cald 
rabbika hatman maqdiyyan (71) thumma nunajjl lladhlna ttaqaw wa-nadharu z- 
zdlimlna fihd jithiyyan (72).

"By thy Lord, We shall muster them and the Satans, then we shall parade them 
about Jahannam hobbling on their knees. Then We shall pluck forth from every 
party whichever of them was the most hardened in disdain of the All-merciful; 
then We shall know very well those most deserving to burn there. Not one of you 
there is, but he shall go down to it; that for thy Lord is a thing decreed, 
determined. Then We shall deliver those that were godfearing; and the evil-doers 
We shall leave there, hobbling on their knees."

The isndd to the exchange which provides the first exegesis to the meaning of wurud, 

and which involves Ibn cAbbas and Nafic , stops at the Meccan cAmr b. Dinar (d.
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126/743). At this point he relates the incident second-hand from alleged eye­ 

witnesses: 54

cAbd al-Razzaq<- Ibn cUyayna<- cAmr said: 'I was told by those who heard Ibn 
c Abbas dispute with Nafic b. al-Azraq: 
Ibn cAbbas: wuriid means dukhul. 
Nafic : No, it does not.
Ibn cAbbas recites Q. 21/98 (innakum wa-md tcfbuduna min duni lldh hasabu 
jahannama antum lahd wdridun): Is that not wurudl. He then recited Q. 11/98 
(yaqdumu qawmahu yawma l-qiydmati fa-awradahumu n-ndra wa-bfoa l-wirdu 
l-mawrud)'. Is this not wuritdl As for you and I, we shall both enter it, who knows 
whether we will get out or not. I certainly cannot see you getting out of it, not 
while you deny it. Nafic laughs.

In a second exegesis the exchange between Ibn c Abbas and Nafi3 continues thus:55

al-Qasim<  al-Husayn<- Hajjaj<  Ibn Jurayj<- cAta3 b. Abl Rabah said that Abu 
Rashid al-Haruri (sc. Nafic b. al-Azraq) on hearing this (i.e. discussion of wurud) 
said: They do not hear the slightest sound from it (Id yasmacuna hasisahd, cf. Q. 
21/102).
Ibn cAbbas: Woe unta you! Are you crazy? What about His words He (sc. 
Pharaoh) will go before his people on the Day of Judgement and lead (wrd) them 
into Hell-fire, woeful indeed is this leading and the place led to (Q. 11/98) and 
We shall drive the criminals to Hell like thirsty cattle driven to water (Q. 19/86) 
and Not one of you but will go towards it (Q. 19/71), by God those before us used 
to pray, 'God, take me out of the Fire unhurt and send me to Paradise safe and 
sound'.

What the English renditions fail to convey is the fact that Ibn c Abbas is concerned to 

make the point to Nafic that the root wrd implies 'entry' and nothing less. The 

problematic aspect of these verses is significant for an understanding of how the 

traditionalists dealt with the issue of temporary Hell. According to the traditionalists, 

one could exit from Hell. It is clear from Arberry's translation that he understood

54 Tabarl, Tafsir, vol. 6, pp. 108f.; £Abd al-Razzaq, Tafsir, vol. 2, ii, p. 11.
55 Tabarl, Tafsir, vol. 6, p. 109; this one is not preserved in cAbd al-Razzaq.
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wuriid as 'going down to', without necessarily implying 'entering'. 56 This meaning of 

'approaching with the intention of reaching the edge of should stand as the preferred 

meaning since otherwise the verse would mean that all people, believers included, will 

have to enter Hell and only afterwards would they be saved and admitted into Paradise 

(thumma nunajjl alladhlna ittaqaw}. Not only does it seem bizarre that the ahl al- 

janna should pass through Hell on their way to Paradise, but it also presupposes that 

najdt means 'being saved by being taken out of and not 'being saved by being 

protected from'; two Qur'anic stipulations, however, militate against such a 

presupposition. For one, it is clearly stipulated in other Qur'anic verses that once in

C*7

Hell, one could not hope to get out. For another, we have noted several verses to the

co

effect that salvation constitutes being spared Hell, and not being rescued from it 

after having been consigned to it. In fact, none of the above Qur'anic occurrences of 

the root as cited by Ibn cAbbas require that the meaning strictly be 'entry'; each of the 

verses uses the sense of 'going towards' in different scenarios: Q. 21/98 describes how 

those who worship others besides God will be sent off to (end up as fuel for) Hell 

(that they will enter Hell is implicit in their fate as evildoers but not in the verb), Q. 

11/98 depicts Pharoah leading his followers towards Hell, while Q. 19/86 relates how 

'the criminals' are herded towards Hell 'like cattle to a watering-pool'. That aside, it 

should be noted that all of the verses cited by Ibn c Abbas in defence of wuriid 

meaning 'entry' specifically address 'malefactors'; in particular, this is brought out by

56 Lane, Lexicon, I.viii, p. 2935: "came to it or arrived at it, whether he entered it or not; he approached 
with his camel a watering pool"; cf. the O.T. Hebrew opposing pairs -p n (yrd), "to descend" and n^u 
(<7/z), "to go up", Theological Lexicon of the Old Testament, eds. E. Jenni and C. Westermann,, trans. 
from the German by M. E. Diddle (Peabody: Mass., 1997), pp. 883ff.
57 See above, note 78.
58 See above, 1.5, pp. 41f.
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the fact that wdridun, applied to those sent off to Hell, in Q. 21/98 is contrasted three 

verses later by mub'adun (Q. 21/101) for those destined for Paradise. Moreover, the 

use of the root w-r-d, primarily used of camels being driven to a watering pool,59 sits 

better with a reference to the people of Hell since the Qur'an itself makes derogatory 

comparison between the predicament of these in Hell and camels.60 For once, it 

seems, Ibn c Abbas himself does not read 'what has preceded it (sc. the verse)'.61

Nafic , however, does put up some resistance to Ibn cAbbas' exegesis and this 

comes out in the second exchange cited above. This second exchange begins rather 

abruptly in that it starts immediately with Nafic stating, 'they do not hear the slightest 

sound of it' (Id yasmacuna hasisahd). Presumably, this is part of the same exchange 

taking place between Nafic and Ibn c Abbas, but is given as a separate tradition by 

Tabari. What Nafic is referring to is the following sequence of verses of surat al- 

Anbiya3 :

Inndkum wa-md tacbuduna min duni lldhi hasabu jahannam antum lahd wdridun 
(98) law kdna ha'ula'i dlihatan ma waraduhd wa-kullun flhd khdlidun (99) lahum 
flhd zaflrun wa-humflhd Id yasmcfun (100) inna lladhlna sabaqat lahum minnd 
l-husnd uld'ika canhd mubcadun (101) Id yasmaFuna hasisahd wa-hum fi-md 
shtahat anfusuhum khdlidun.

"Surely you and that which you worshipped apart from God are fuel for 
Jahannam; you shall go down to it. If those had been gods, they would never have 
gone down to it, yet every one of them shall abide therein forever. There shall be 
sighing therein for them and naught they shall hear. But as for those unto whom 
already the reward has gone forth from Us, they shall be kept far from it neither 
shall they hear any whisper of it, and they shall dwell forever in that their souls 
desired".

59 See n. 44 above.
60 Q. 56/54-55: fa-sharibuna 'alayhi mina l-hamimfa-sharibuna shurba l-hlm ("And drink on top of that 
from boiling water, lapping it up like thirsty camels").
61 See above, Ibn 'Abbas rebukes Nafic for not reading the verse preceding Q. 5/37
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Nafic 's point, against Ibn c Abbas, is that wurud does not mean 'entry', and that the 

people of Paradise are protected from Hell. For Nafic , then, wurud would mean what 

we expect it to mean, and that is, 'going towards and reaching the edge of: the 

clincher for Nafic would have been to adduce Q. 28/23 which describes how Moses 

reaches the watering pools at Midyan by using the root w-r-d\ this clearly shows that 

wurud means 'approaching and finally reaching the edge of: it does not mean that 

Moses entered the pools.

As a Kharijite, Nafic finds the suggestion that believers will enter Hell, for 

whatever reason, simply preposterous. We will come to why Ibn c Abbas does not opt 

for the obvious reading like Nafic shortly. Clearly, Nafic wants to show Ibn c Abbas 

that elsewhere in the Qm°an where God uses wurud, He is pointing to the predicament 

of the people of Hell, especially since God simultaneously assures that those unto 

whom already the reward has gone forth shall be distanced from Hell and shall not 

hear the faintest sound from it. Again, to Nafic it is incomprehensible why everyone 

should be sent to Hell and only afterwards would the 'godfearing' be saved. The 

confusion which ensues from, and actually allows for, Ibn c Abbas' reading is the 

sequence of the two verses in surat Maryam and the abrupt change of pronominal 

address in the Arabic:

wa-in minkum ilia wdriduha kdna cald rabbika hatman maqdiyyan (71) thumma 
nunajji lladhlna ttaqaw wa-nadharu z-zalimlna fihd jithiyyan (72).

The unexpected change of address from the third person plural, in which God 

describes what He will do to the criminals and their satans, to that of the second plural

gives the impression that now God is including others in His address, namely the
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readers, that which would inevitably include believers. Added to this, the thumma of 

the following verse connects the najdt of those 'who were godfearing' (alladhlna 

ittaqaw) with the immediately preceding context: the wurud that 'everyone' (wa-in 

minkum) has to experience. Not only that, the second verb of verse 72 is n-dh-r which 

implies that something is left behind and is not included in the najdt.

In sum, if the in minkum is read as a continued address to those of the preceding 

verse, i.e. the malefactors (and unexpected change of pronominal address is not 

uncommon in the Qur'an), the wurud is not a point of contention, whether it means 

'going towards' or 'entering' we know that, either way, those addressed will end up in 

the Hell-fire. If, on the other hand, we are to read the change of address to a second 

person plural literally, so that it would invariably include believers as part of a general 

audience, then the pressure is squarely placed on the exact meaning of wurud. For 

Nafic , who clearly does not take wurud as meaning 'entry', there is no inherent 

difficulty in the verses. For Ibn c Abbas, the difficulties of the Qur'anic text provide the 

opportunity for exegetical manoeuvring. Besides, here was an opportunity to put a 

Kharijite in his place. The point behind Ibn c Abbas' understanding of wurud is that it 

introduces the idea of people being able to get out of Hell, precisely by having 

everyone (Muslims included) literally go through Hell; it is also a dogmatic response 

to Kharijite insistence that once you went to Hell you could not get out, or put 

differently, that Hell was an eternal abode for all its inhabitants.

There is still a third exegetical option. This ensues from a subtle change of 

vocalisation to the thumma by reading the first consonant with afatha. Ibn Mascud has
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an alternate reading of thamma.62 Now, verses 71 and 72 would have the following 

meaning:

wa-in minkwn ilia wdriduhd kdna cald rabbika hatman maqdiyyan (71) thamma 
nunajjl lladhlna ttaqaw wa-nadharu z-zdlimlna fihd jithiyyan (72).

"Not one of you there is but shall go down to it; that for Thy Lord is a thing 
decreed, determined. There We shall deliver those who were godfearing and leave 
the evildoers there hobbling on their knees".

The advantage of this reading is that it does not have to explain why the believers 

might end up in Hell; it is a reading one can imagine Nafic would have preferred. The 

problem is once Ibn cAbbas decided to interpret wurud as 'entry', and as a result, 

included believers in Hell, traditionalists were forced to come up with a way out for 

them. These efforts can be detected in the traditions which follow the wurud polemic 

in Tabari's commentary. One Syrian tradition suggests that when the people of 

Paradise are secure in their garden-abodes they wonder what had happened since God 

had promised them 'entry into the Fire' (wuriid cald al-nar). The prompt reply arrives 

that they had indeed passed through the Fire, but since it was extinguished (khdmidd) 

they did not realize they had gone through it.63 The heavy presence of Meccan 

exegesis is obvious in the case of these traditions: the first one is transmitted by cAmr 

b. Dinar (d. 126/743), the second is related by cAta3 b. Abl Rabah (d. 113/731), and a 

third by Mujahid (d. 104/722).64 But there were also some Iraqis who were of the

62 Jeffery, Materials, p. 59; cf. Baydawl, Anwar, iv, p. 13. 
63 Tabari, Tqfsir, vol. 16, p. 109: al-Hasan b. <Arafa<- Marwan b. Mu<awiya<- Bikar b. Abl Marwan<- 
Khalid b. Ma'dan: qala ahlu l-janna ba'da ma dakhalu l-jannata alam ycfidna rabbuna l-wurud eala n- 
nar? qala: qad marartum falayha wa-hiya khamida (aw qala: jamida). Cf. Zoroastrian 'Hell 1 : "...and 
for him who is righteous, it will seem as if he is walking through warm milk; and for him who is 
wicked it will seem as if he is walking in the flesh through molten metal", Boyce, Zoroastrianism, i, p.

242.
64 Tabari, Tafsir, vol. 16, p. 110.
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opinion that wurud meant 'entry'.65 Others, however, held that wurud did not refer to 

the believers, but that God intended the unbelievers. Subscription to this last view 

included clkrima, another of Ibn c Abbas' pupils, but true perhaps to his Kharijite 

leanings, he seems to agree with Nafic rather than his master on this issue. Another 

option favoured by some Basrans (Macmar b. Rashid, d. 154/770 and Qatada, d. 

117/735) was to interpret wurud as the crossing over of jahannam.66 This in turn leads 

to suggestions that wurud for believers means one thing, and that is 'crossing over',

£"*]

while for the unbelievers it means 'entering'. Consequently, because it is at this 

'crossing' that the believers are most in need of help, in traditional exegesis it becomes 

a physical point where shafcfa takes place; here, however, shafcfa involves asking 

God to make the traverse safe.68

Attempts to maintain wurud as meaning 'entering', and so to bolster the idea that 

it is possible to get in and get out of Hell, can be discerned in an exchange between 

the Prophet and Hafsa reported by the wife of Zayd b. Haritha, Umm Mubashshir, 

which follows on the tail of the exegetical narratives to Q. 19/71-72. The Prophet, 

while he is in Hafsa's house, remarks that he hopes that not one of those who were 

present in the Battles of Badr or al-Hudaybiyya should end up in Hell. Hafsa is quick

65 Tabarl, Tafsir, vol. 16, p. 110.
66 Ibid.; cf. popular eschatology regarding the sirdt (the figurative 'path' of surat al-Fatiha) a bridge over 
Hell which all have to cross to get to Paradise, those who belong in Hell fall by the wayside, while those 
of Paradise cross safely. The idea makes its first 'orthodox' appearance in the Fiqh Akbar II (Wensinck, 
Creed, p. 232). Cf. Zoroastrian descriptions of eschatological judgement noteworthy: the individual's 
judgement takes place on arrival at the 'Bridge of the Separator' (Cinvato Pdrrtu). The idea is that this 
crossing can either lead to the House of Song (paradise) or the House of Lies (hell); some versions of 
this myth state that the damned soul will find the bridge intraversible as it, the bridge, constricts to an 
impossible degree and so the soul falls off and plunges into the depths of Hell (Boyce, Zoroastrianism,

i, p. 237).
61 Ibid.
68 Tabarl, Tafsir, vol. 16, p. 112: fa-yuslaku bihim cala s-sirati wa-fihi 'ullayq [thorn-bush?] fa-cinda
dhalika yu'dhanu bi-sh-shafffafa-yamurru n-nasu wa-n-nabiyyun yaquluna Allahumma sallim sallim.
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to point out that God had said wa-in minkum ilia wdriduhd, at which point the Prophet 

reminds her that He had also said thumma nunajjl lladhina ittaqaw wa-nadharu z- 

zdlimlna fihd jithiyyan.69

3.3.4 O. 3/192

One of the ways in which the traditionalists found support for the idea of a temporary 

Hell is by making a distinction between those who 'merit' Hell, and as a result go 

there eternally (commonly identified as ahl al-ndr alladhlna hum ahluha), and those 

who do not merit such a label, but who might have to endure a temporary 

chastisement in Hell as a sort of rehabilitation before being allowed into Paradise. We 

can see this at work in the interpretation of Q. 3/192. The verse is a short supplication 

to God, spoken from the point of view of the believers, to guard them from Hell, since 

those whom God sends to Hell are 'disgraced':

rabband innaka man tudkhili n-ndra fa-qad akhzaytahu wa-md li-z-zdlimlna min
ansdr.
"Lord, those whom You send into the Fire are verily disgraced; indeed, the unjust
have no supporters".

As in the case of wurud, it is the subtle interpretation- or reinterpretation one might 

say- of a term, which semantically is clear enough, that provides the traditionalists 

with an argument in support of the notion of a temporary Hell. Already in Muqatil's 

commentary we can sense an effort to make the distinction between 'eternity' in Hell 

and 'temporarily' in Hell. Muqatil finds it necessary to state that the meaning of the

69 Tabari, Tafslr, vol. 16, p. 112.
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verse is that he whom God sends eternally to Hell has been disgraced by Him.70 In 

Tabari, on the other hand, the traditionalist effort is much more conspicuous. The 

meaning of the root kh-z-y is "to disgrace, render base or despicable, or to shame".71 

What the first exegesis given by Tabari offers is the reassurance that kh-z-y does not 

apply to a believer. Why? Because a believer is not really disgraced even if he has to 

endure some punishment in Hell before going to Paradise: God only disgraces the 

hardened unbelievers, i.e. mushrikun or kuffdr. The effect of this interpretation is to 

support the idea that there is a temporary Hell after all. Other exegetical narratives

79
suggest that the verse refers specifically to those who 'do not exit from the Fire':

Abu Hilal<- Qatada<  Anas: rabband innaka man tudkhili n-ndra fa-qad 
akhzaytahu\ "Who stays there eternally (man yakhlud)".

cAbd al-Razzaq<- al-ThawrI<  a man<- Ibn al-Musayyab: "It refers only to those
71

who do not exit from it (hiya khdssa li-man Id yakhruju minha)".

Hajjaj<  Ibn Jurayj: (huwa man yakhludufiha).

It is important to note that most of the exegetical narratives only go back to a 

companion or the following ('successor') generation (tdbicuri), which might suggest a 

strong case for their authenticity. A more interesting exegetical narrative is the 

following where al-Hasan al-Basri is questioned about the reality of shafd'a in the 

light of the above verse, and another verse from the Qur'an (Q. 5/37), to which al- 

Hasan responds affirmatively by stating that there are people who belong to Hell and 

who cannot get out of it. Others, al-Hasan continues, have been sent there by God on

70 Muqatil, vol. 1, p. 321: ycfrit man khalladtahu fi-n-nari fa-qad ahantahu.

71 Lane, Lexicon, I.ii, p. 735.
72 Tabarl, Tafslr, vol. 4, p. 211.
73 Also in cAbd al-Razzaq, Tafslr, vol. 1, p. 142.
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account of some sins they had committed. But God then releases these individuals, 

since He knows that they had believed in him:74

al-Muthanna<- Abu'l-Nucman cArim<- Hammad b. Zayd<- Qubaysa b. 
Marwan<- al-Ashcath al-Himli: qultu li-l-Hasan, yd Aba Stfld ara'ayta ma 
tadhkur mina sh-shafdca haqqun huwa? qdla: ntfam haqq. qdl: qultu yd Aba 
Sacld ara'ayta qawla lldhi tacdld [cites Q. 3/192 and 5/37] qdl: fa-qdla ll: innaka 
walldhi Id tastaffu calayya shafan inna li-n-ndri ahlan Id yakhrujuna minhd 
kamd qdla lldh. qdl: qultu yd Aba Sacld: flman dakhalu thumma kharaju? qdl: 
kdnu asdbu dhuniiban ft d-dunyd fa-akhadhahumu lldhu bihd fa-adkhalahum 
bihd thumma akhrajahum bimd yaclam fl qulubihim mina l-lmdni wa-t-tasdlqi 
bih.

"I said to al-Hasan: O Abu Sacid, is it true this shafd'a that you are talking about? 
He said: Yes. I said: But Abu Sacld, what about what God says (sc. in Q. 3/192 
and 5/37)? He said: By God, do not think you can outdo me (with that argument); 
Hell has inhabitants who never get out, as God says. I said: So, why then are 
some sent there and then get out? He said: on account of sins they committed in 
this life, for which God requited them and sent them to Hell; but knowing that 
they in their hearts had faith and professed belief in Him, He then takes them out 
of it."

The attribution of the views expressed in the above narrative to al-Hasan might 

provoke suspicion, since attempts to give prestigious authority to a particular view by 

ascribing it to a well-known authority is widely recognized by Islamicists.75 While 

there is no direct citation of hadlth above, the explanation given by Hasan is so similar 

to traditionist explanations of why not all those that go to Hell stay there permanently, 

that one has to wonder whether Hasan had actually come by his explanation through 

hadlth. On the one hand we know that Hasan preferred not to give too much weight to 

hadlth,76 and on the other, the view ascribed to Hasan above is not entirely 

incompatible with what is known of his own views; which of the two one rests with

74 Tabarl, Tafsir, vol. 4, p. 211.
75 Juynboll, Tradition, p. 85.
76 Cook, Dogma, p. 120.

113



will depend on the modern scholar's own methodological approaches to Muslim 

history. In any case, there are several interesting points to be gleaned from the 

narrative. First, al-Hasan knows the 'scripturalist' reading of Q. 3/192 and Q. 5/37, 

and is ready to counter it (as he so unabashedly claims: Id tastati'u calayya shay3an). 

Second, he also knows that the issue at stake is sinning believers, since we are told 

that it is on account of this that they merit both Paradise and Hell. Finally, the 

reasoning that God takes them out of Hell because He knows that in their hearts they 

professed belief in Him is classical Sunnl doctrine. This doctrine is a fusion of two 

elements: 1) belief hi God (regardless of conduct, i.e. without 'works') deserves the 

status of mu'min (Murji'ite) and 2) God takes monotheists out of Hell (traditionalist). 

The combination of the two elements is precisely what we see in the exegesis of 

Muqatil b. Sulayman, and this combination was later absorbed by classical Sunnlsm.77 

3.3.5 O. 7/46

Although the acrdf passage is not obviously linked to the idea of temporary Hell, 

it does establish the basis for it by connecting two elements. The first is the notion that 

the fate of a group of people on the Day of Judgement will not be decided by their 

deeds, since their deeds cancel out. The second is that the Prophet's intercession will 

be used to get them out. It is a combination of these two elements that provides the 

context for the salvation of Muslim sinners on the Day of Judgement, and also paves 

the way for the possibility of a 'purgative' period in Hell. Muqatil (d. 150/767) 

identifed this group, whose fate could not be decided through their deeds, as being 

from the Muslim community who eventually will be saved and allowed entry into

77 Cf. W. Madelung, "Early Sunnl doctrine concerning faith as reflected in the Kitab al-imdn of Abu
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Paradise thanks to the intercession of the Prophet.78 The Qur'anic verses with which 

Muqatil is concerned are from surat al-Acrdf, Q. 7/46-49, and centre on the elusive 

meaning of the sura's title:

Q. 7/44, 46-49: wa-nddd ashdbu l-jannati ashdba n-ndri an qad wajadnd md 
wacadand rabbund haqqan fa-hal wajadtum md wacada rabbukum haqqan qdlu

70
nacam (44) wa-baynahutnd hijdbun wa-cald l-cfrafi rijdlun ycfrifuna kullan bi- 
simdhum wa-nddaw ashdba l-jannati an saldmun calaykum lam yadkhuluhd wa- 
hum yatmcfun (46) wa-idhd surifat absdruhum tilqd3a ashdbi n-ndri qdlii 
rabband Id tafalnd mcfa l-qawmi z-zdlimin (47) wa-nddd ashdbu l-acrdfi rijdlan 
yacrifunahum bi-simdhum qdlu md aghnd cankum jamcukum wa-md kuntum 
tastakbirun (48) a-hd^uld3! lladhlna aqsamtum Id yandluhumu lldhu bi-rahmatin 
dkhulii l-jannata Id khawfun calaykum wa-ld antum tahzanun (49).

"The inhabitants of Paradise will call to the inhabitants of the Fire: 'We have 
found that which our Lord promised us true; have you found what your Lord has 
promised you true?', 'Yes,' they will say. And between them is a veil, and on the 
Heights are men knowing each by their mark and they call to the inhabitants of 
Paradise: 'Peace be upon you', they have not entered it though they are eager to. 
And when their eyes are turned towards the inhabitants of the Fire they shall say, 
'Our Lord, do not Thou assign us with the evil-doing people'. And those of the 
Heights shall call to certain men they know by their sign: 'Your amassing has not 
availed you, neither your haughtiness. Are these the ones you swore God would 
never reach with mercy?' 'Enter Paradise; no fear upon you, nor shall you 
sorrow".

The stumbling-block for the exegetes seems to be the interpretation of 'those of the 

heights' (ashdb al-cfraf). Almost all the exegetical authorities agree that the acrdf 

itself is some sort of lofty partitioning between Paradise and Hell, and this sense 

derives from curf  The Meccans (Mujahid, d. 104/722), the Kufans (al-Shacbi, d. 

104/722) and the Basrans (Qatada, d. 117/735) all take ashdb al-acrdfio be a reference

<Ubayd al-Qasim b. Sallam (d.224/839)", Studio Islamica 32 (1970), p. 235.
78 Muqatil, Tafslr, vol. 2, pp. 39-40: "ashab al-cfraf we, from the umma of Muhammad whose good and
bad deeds are equally balanced so they are imprisoned on the sirat because of their sins, but then they
enter the Garden thanks to the intercession of the Prophet".
79 1 include verse 44 to give the reader the context for a'rafof verse 46.
80 Lane, Lexicon, I.v, p. 2015a.
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to those whose good deeds and bad deeds have balanced out and as a result, 

'logically', they merit neither Paradise nor Hell: 81

(Mujahid, 1 st opinion): al-tfrdf hijab bayn al-janna wa'l-ndr.

(al-Suddl): huwa al-sur.

(Mujahid, 2n opinion): hum qawmun ghazawfi sablli lldh cusdtun li-dbd'ihim fa- 
qutilu fa-cftaqahumu lldhu mina n-ndri bi-qatlihim ft sabllihi wa-hubisu cani l- 
janna bi-mcfsiyat dbd'ihim fa-hum dkhir man yadkhuli l-janna.

"Those of the afra/are a people who went on raids in the name of God but were 
disobedient to their parents. When they were killed, God withheld them from 
Hell-fire on account of their having been killed for Him, but He also bars them 
from entering Paradise because they had been disobedient to their parents: they 
are the last people to enter Paradise".

The only dissenting opinion on the interpretation of 'those of the heights' is that of the 

Basran Abu Mijlaz (d. 106/724).82 Tabari does not seem to have much regard for his 

opinion, since he relegates Abu Mijlaz's opinions to the end of the exegetical 

narratives offered for the verses in question. That Abu Mijlaz's opinion was a 

dissenting one is evidenced by the sheer quantity of traditions which are transmitted 

on his authority. While on average one narrative is accorded to each of the standard 

traditionists (Meccan, Kufan, other Basran), no less than seven narratives are 

reproduced on the authority of Abu Mijlaz, in each one a different person disputing 

his opinion.83 He states that the term ashdb al^rdfis a reference not to humans (banu 

Adam), who by their deeds have deserved neither damnation nor salvation as the other 

authorities will have it, but instead to angels who are watching the eschatological 

drama from high above. We shall take the side of Abu Mijlaz for the sake of

81 Tabari, Tafsir, vol. 8, pp. 188f.
82 Lahiq b. Humayd al-Sadus! al-Basri, see al-Safadl, al-wdfl bi'l-wafayat, ed. H. Ritter et al. (Istanbul,
1931-), vol. 24, p. 392.
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argument, and offer the reader a guided rendering of the cfraf verse based on his 

suggestion:

wa-baynahumd hijdbun wa-cald l-acrdfi rijdlun ycfrifuna kullan bi-slmdhum...

"And between them [those of Paradise and those of Hell] there is a veil, and atop 
the Heights there are men [angels] who recognize each [of the people of Paradise 
and the people of Hell] by their mark,"

wa-nddaw ashdba l-jannati an saldmun calaykum lam yadkhuluhd wa-hum 
yatmacun...

"And they [the angels] call to those of Paradise saying "peace be upon you"; they 
[the people of Paradise] have not entered it yet, but they are eager,"

wa-idhd surifat absdruhum tilqd'a ashdbi n-ndri qdlu rabband Id tafalnd mcfa l- 

qawmi z-zdlimln...

"And when they [the people of Paradise] turn their eyes towards those of Hell, 
they say: 'Lord, do not assign us with the evildoing lot',"

wa-nddd ashdbu l-acrdfi rijdlan ya'rifunahum bi-slmdhum qdlu md aghnd cankum 
jarrfukum wa-md kuntum tastakbirun a-hd'uld'i lladhlna aqsamtum Id 
yandluhumu lldhu bi-rahmatin dkhulu l-jannata Id khawfun calaykum wa-ld 
antum tahzanun

"And those atop the Heights [the angels] call to certain men [of those in Hell] 
they know by their signs, and they say to them, "Your amassing has not availed 
you, nor your haughtiness; are these the ones you swore God would never reach 
with mercy? Enter Paradise, fear not and be not sorrowful".

As it happens, Abu Mijlaz's instinct that it is angels who are meant by the term ashdb 

al-cfrdf receives support from other instances in the Qur'an. For one, the angels are 

commonly portrayed as the ones who receive the consignments of people destined for 

both Hell and Paradise; they are the celestial 'ushers' who welcome the 'fortunate' into 

Paradise,84 and the divine scourge who rebuke the 'damned' before submitting them to

83 Tabarl, Tafslr, vol. 8, pp. 193f.
84 Q. 16/32: alladhlna tatawaffahumu l-mala'ikatu tayyibln yaquluna salamun calaykumu dkhulu l- 
jannata bima kuntum taemalun\ also Q. 13/24; 39/73.
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eternal torture.85 Consequently, they could very plausibly be the voice behind the 

benediction (saldmun calaykum) of verse 46, the rebuke of verse 48, and both the 

rhetorical question and the good tidings of verse 49.

In short, the reading which results from taking the ashdb al-cfraf to be angels is 

far less tortuous than that of the other exegetical traditions. Indeed, if we are to read 

ashdb al-acrdfas people awaiting 'final sentencing', which is not impossible, we have 

to make one difficult adjustment. The issue turns on who exactly is delivering the 

words of verse 49: 'Are these the ones you swore God would not reach with mercy? 

Enter Paradise, fear not and be not sorrowful'. The direct speech indicated by the 

interrogatory a- before hd'uld suggests that the verse is continuing a live address from 

a preceding verse. Verse 48, it just so happens, does indeed end with a statement made 

in direct speech: 'They say: nothing has your amassing availed you, nor your 

haughtiness'. In other words, the voice of verse 49 is the voice of verse 48. Yet if the 

voice of verse 48 is that of the men waiting in limbo for a decision on their final 

destination, as our exegetes would have it, the difficulty is immediately apparent: the 

men of verse 48 are now talking about themselves and have granted themselves entry 

into Paradise. Of course, we do not have to assume a continuance of speech between 

verses 48 and 49, but it is easier to do so. Predictably, the exegetes have God as the 

voice of verse of 49.

Although Abu Mijlaz' reading is unpopular, the identification of ashdb al-tfrdf 

with angels does offer an arguably simpler reading of the acrdf passage. The problem 

is that in the first mention of acrdf (verse 46), the term ashdb is not used, instead the

85 Q. 4/97; 8/50; 16/28-29; 7/37; 39/71.
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Qur'an identifies them as rijdl. The objection the exegetes, including Tabarl, sustain is 

that Abu Mijlaz has inadvertently accorded angels a masculine gender. Abu Mijlaz is 

quick to point out, however, that this is exactly what angels must be if they are not 

female. The subtlety in Abu Mijlaz' defence is that the Qur'an had on frequent 

occasion made biting remarks against those who claim that the angels were female.86

Once again, it is the Basran identity of our dissenter that is noteworthy here. 

Apart from the fact that he does not opt for the somewhat difficult reading of the cfrdf 

passage by understanding anything other than angels for 'those of the heights', Abu 

Mijlaz does not seem party to standard traditionalist methodology: the adducing of 

Qur'anic support for the concept of temporary punishment in Hell and the occasion 

therein provided to introduce as doctrine, belief in intercession, first and foremost that 

of the Prophet, which provides the guarantee of salvation for that group of sinners 

whose fate seems to be uncertain.

In the case of the cfraf passage, their fate is not uncertain at all, for judging by the 

Qur'anic text, regardless of whether one takes angels or humans for ashdb al-cfrdf, the 

group in question are granted entry into Paradise (Q. 7/49). Nevertheless, the narrative 

surrounding the exegesis of the acrdf produces suggestions by the exegetes as to how 

those 'detained' on the 'heights' are eventually forgiven and allowed into Paradise. In 

this case, we have a long tradition (henceforth, the prophets' tradition) related by the

86 Q. 17/40; 35/150; 43/19; 53/21, 27.
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Kufan exegete al-Suddl (d. 128/745), which establishes Muhammad as the intercessor 

par exellence on the Day of Judgement:87

(Muhammad b. al-Husayn<- Ahmad b. al-Mufaddal<- Asbat<- al-Suddl) relates 
how when the consignments have been made to Hell and Paradise, those detained 
on the afra/are granted permission to ask for intercession (udhina lahum fi-talab 
al-shafdcd). They make the first plea to Adam who, considering himself unworthy 
of such an honour, directs the desperate group to go and seek the intercession of 
Abraham; the pattern is repeated and they ask Moses, and in turn Jesus until, 
finally, they turn to Muhammad, finding him the only one of sufficient stature 
and confidence to beseech God on their behalf.

Chapter summary

We may now summarize the exegetical evidence. The denial of exit from Hell in 

Q. 5/37, the istithna3 verses of Q. 11/107, the wurud verses of Q. 19/71, the 

interpretation of kh-z-y in Q. 3/192, and the cfrdfof Q. 7/46 constitute the prinicipal 

Qur'anic passages used by the traditionalists in order to establish the concept of a 

temporary Hell. But there are a few other, shorter, exegetical statements which further 

support this traditionalist 'hermeneutical project'. For instance, in Q. 78/21: inna 

jahannama kdnat mirsddan li-t-tdghma ma'dban labithlna fihd ahqdban ("Verily, 

Jahannam is an ambush, for the insolent a resort, therein to tarry for ages"), we find 

the traditionalists attempting to work out the precise length of a huqb  Some, though, 

point out that ahqdban means 'in cycles' so that the punishment never comes to end,

QQ

while others say one punishment comes to an end, but a new one takes its place. But 

the most interesting comment is that, according to the Syrian traditionist Khalid b.

87 Tabarl, Tafsir, vol. 8, p. 199; the tradition can also be found in the classical collections, see Ibn Maja, 
Sunan, vol. 2, pp. 1442f. (no. 4312); al-Tirmidhi, Muhammad b. clsa (d. 280/893), Sahlh (Bulaq, 1875),

ii, p. 70.
88 Tabarl, Tafsir, vol. 30, p. 6; fantastic figures are suggested, a huqb is 80 (next-world) years, a year

being 360 days with each day being 1000 years (=28, 800, 000?).
89 On account of their being many 'types' of punishment in Hell, see Q. 38/56-58.
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Macdan (d. 103/721), the verse in question refers to the ahl al-qibla; in Khalid's 

opinion the verse can be taken together with ilia md sha'a rabbuk (sc. the istithna3 of 

Q. 6/128 and 11/107) as references to the sinners of the Muslim community (al-

Qf\
muwahhidun min ahl al-qibla).

As for the implications the material examined in this chapter has for dating, then 

the following can be offered. At the time of Muqatil (c. 133/750) the idea of Muslim 

sinners getting out of Hell was already around, but it is difficult to say how widely 

accepted the idea was, even among traditionists. By the time of cAbd al-Razzaq (c. 

184/800), however, the idea was part of the traditionalist manifesto, and it was facing 

opposition from non-traditionalist circles. The traditions in the Musannafare efforts to 

iron out that opposition. At the same time, we see the intrusion of traditions which 

focus on the Prophet's eschatological intercession. This intercession, however, had 

developed seperately from temporary Hell (the Prophet's intercession was an older 

idea)91 and by 184/800, as the evidence of the Musannaf suggests, it functioned in 

various ways: in order to protect the Muslim community from Hell, or so that God 

would forgive the sins of the Muslim community (such hadith probably came into 

circulation after the civil wars, when the community was internally divided). But by 

184/800 it was still not explicitly associated with Muslim sinners exiting from Hell: 

tradition was still trying to establish authority for a temporary Hell. And it is in 

response to the resistance their effort met with that eventually the Prophet's shafffa 

would be used to get the sinners out of Hell. The emergence, and subsequent 

transformation, of the very jahannamiyyun tradition testifies to this development. The

90 Tabarl, Tafsir, vol. 30, p. 7 (lines 33-35).
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Musannaf of cAbd al-Razzaq (d. 212/827) establishes that a 'people' will exit from 

Hell. By al-Bukhari's time (d. 257/870) these 'people' have become identified as 

jahannamiyyun?2 By the time Ibn Maja (d. 273/886) and al-Tirmidhl (d. 285/898) had 

put together their hadith collections, however, this 'Muslim purgatory' had found an 

authoritative articulation: la-yakhrujanna qawmun min ummatl min al-ndr bi- 

shafa catl yusammawn jahannamiyyln, "verily a group from my community shall exit 

from the Hell-fire thanks to my intercession and they shall be known as the 'people of

r\o __

jahannairi. The next chapter will be concerned with the early history and 

development of the concept of shafaca.

91 See next chapter, 3.2.
92 Bukharl, Sahlfi, "riqaq", no. 6559 and "tawhld", no. 7450.
93 Ibn Maja, Sunan, vol. 2, pp. 1443f., no. 4315; Tirmidhi, Sahih, ii, p. 99 (line 15).

122



CHAPTER 4

The intercession of the Prophet:

the early history



It seems reasonable to suggest that the idea of eschatological intercession in Islam 

could not have developed without the acceptance and establishment first and foremost 

of the doctrine of the Prophet's intercession. 1 Given that the Prophet's shafd'a also 

played such an important role in the salvation of the most controversial group of 

sinners, the grave sinners (ahl al-kab&ir), it will be the object of this chapter to chart 

the early history of this concept and examine its significance among the early Muslim 

community.

4.1 The Prophet as 'intercessor': the evidence

The earliest secure attestation of the Prophet's shafofa comes from a mosaic 

inscription inside the Dome of the Rock.2 The mosaic inscription also contains the 

foundation text, which dates the building to the year 72/691-92.3 This securely datable 

piece of evidence is crucial for two reasons: 1) it is very early for an idea that would 

eventually be used to support the idea of a temporary Hell for Muslims, by getting 

them out of it, and 2) despite the fact the shafcfa of the Prophet was proclaimed as 

early as 72/691, it receives little or no mention in any serious discussions of the 

afterlife in the first 150 years or so, and yet at some point in the 3rd century A.H., 

however, it becomes controversial. Finally, with the exception of the shafa'a of 

Muhammad section, the remainder of the text of the inscription is wholly traceable to 

the text of the Qur'an. Thus, we encounter either paraphrased Qur'anic verses,

1 Cf. L. Gardet, Dieu et la destinee de I'homme (Paris, 1967), p. 313.

See appendix 4.
3 There is some debate over whether the above date refers to the commissioning of the building or its 
completion, S. Blair, "What is the date of the Dome of the Rock?" in Bayt al-maqdis: fAbd al-Malik's 
Jerusalem, 'part 1, J. Raby and J. Johns eds., Oxford Series in Islamic Art and Archaeology IX (Oxford,
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conflations or usage of Qur'anic terms (it is indeed surprising in light of this fact that 

little attention has been paid to the shafa'a inscription by modern scholars).4 I shall 

return at the end of this chapter to discuss the implications of the text of the skqfffa 

Inscription and the significance of its location in the Dome of the Rock. 

4.1.1 The early poems

The idea of the Prophet as eschatological intercessor appears in some early 

Islamic poems. The following are the earliest attestations I have come across: 

(a) These lines are attributed to the bedouin companion Sawad b. Qarib of the tribe of 

Sadus. He had been a kahin and reportedly had a vision of the coming (or the call to 

mission) of Muhammad:6 [tawll]

fa-ashhadu anna lldha Id rabba ghayruhu
\va-annaka ma'munun cald kulli ghd'ibl 

wa-innaka adnd l-mursallna wasllatan
ild lldhi yd bna l-akramlna l-atdyibl 

fa-murnd bimd ya'tlka min wahyi rabbind
wa-in kdna fimd ji'ta shaybu l-dhawd'ibi 

fa-kun ll shafifan yawma Id dhu shafd'atin 
bi-mughnin fatllan can Sawddi bni-Qdribl

"I bear witness that there is no Lord apart from God, and that you are trustworthy 
in every matter that is hidden. From among the sent ones, you are the closest way 
to God, o son of the best and most noble. Order us (to follow) the revelation 
which comes to you from our Lord, even if what you bring should make one's

1992), pp. 59-87.
4 To my knowledge only two scholars have given it thought: J. van Ess notes it (TG, i, p. 11), and 
comments on the idea of shafa'a (TG, iv, pp. 543ff). I shall take up his comments later in this chapter. 
O. Grabar is the only other scholar to have made a remark, albeit a brief one. He sees in the mosaic 
inscription, "a striking resemblance to the Christian liturgy as it was practised at the time...praises in 
part from the holy texts...are followed by requests for God's infinite mercy in granting salvation at the 
time of judgement by an invocation to an intercessor", The shape of the holy: early Islamic Jerusalem 

(Princeton, 1996), p. 65.
5 Some have been discussed by O. Farrukh, Das Bild des Fruhislam in der arabischen Dichtung von der 
Higra bis zum Tode cUmars, Ph.D. thesis (Leipzig, 1937), pp. 57f.
6 Ibn <Abd al-Barr, Yusuf b. 'Abdallah, al-Ist?ab ft mfrifat al-ashab (Hyderabad, 1918-19), ii, pp. 
582f: kana yatakahhan fi'l-jahiliyya wa-kana sha'iran thumma aslam. His pre-Islamic activities seem to 
have been a source of embarrassment, and cUmar b. al-Khattab used to make fun of him for having been 

a kdhin.
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hair go white. Be an intercessor for me on a day when no intercessor is of any use 
to Sawad b. Qarib".

(b) Mazin b. Ghaduba of the tribe of Tayy was also a kdhin. He is reported to have 

learned about the Prophet through an idol, which he used to guard. He then travelled 

from cUman to Hijaz to see the Prophet, and asked him to pray for him since he had 

spent a wanton life of wine and women; the Prophet prayed for him.7 [tawil]

ilayka rasula lldhi khabbat matiyyatl
tajiibu l-faydfl min cUmdna ild l-carjl 

li-tashfcfa ll yd-khayra man wati'a l-hasd
fa-yaghfira ll rabblfa-arjica bi-l-faljl 

ild ma*'sharin jdnabtu ft lldhi dinahum
fa-Id dinuhum dim wa-ld sharjuhum sharjl.

"My camel trots towards you o Messenger of God, making its way through the 
deserts from cUman to the valley (sc. Mecca?), so that you may intercede for me, 
you who are the best to tread this earth, so that my Lord might forgive me and I 
might return triumphant to a people whose religion through God I steer clear of; 
neither is their religion my religion, nor is their kind my kind".

(c) c Abbas b. Mirdas (d. c. 24/644, or soon after), we are told, was also involved with 

the cult of the kuhhdn: he took over the custodianship of an idol his father used to 

guard after the latter died. c Abbas abandoned the idol when it foretold him of 

Muhammad's prophethood: 8 [tawil]

amlnan cald l-furqdni awwalu shdficin 
wa-dkhiru mafruthin yujlbu l-mald}ikd

"He in whose trust thzfurqdn (sc. Qiu°an) has been placed, who is the first of the

7 Ibn al-Athlr, clzz al-DIn, Usd al-ghabafi ma'rifat al-sahaba (Cairo, 1869-71), vol. 4, pp. 269f, where 
Mazin himself relates: kuntu asdinu sanaman yuqdlu lahu Ndjir bi-qarya min ard cUmdn fa-fatarnd 
dhdta yawmin cindahu 'atratan, wa-hiya dh-dhablha, fa-samiftu sawtan min al-sanam: yd Mazin ismac 
tusarr, zahara khayr, wa-batana sharr, bu'itha nabi min Mudar, bi-dlni lldhi l-kubar, fa-dae nahltan min 
hajar, taslam min massi saqar. ..; also Ibn Hajar, Isaba, vol. 9, p. 30.
* Dlwan, ed. Y. al-Jabburl, (Beirut, 1991), p. 120 (in 1968 edn., p. 94); on 'Abbas, see IsfahanI, Aghani, 
vol. 14, pp. 302ff (p. 305 for the above verse); also Ibn Hajar, Isaba, vol. 5, p. 330; Ibn cAbd al-Barr, 

hii, pp. 487-89; Ibn al-Athir, Usd, vol. 3, pp. 112f.
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intercessors and the last of those sent to respond to the angels".

(d) cAbdallah b. Rawaha (d. 8/629) fought alongside the Prophet hi most of the main 

battles, except for the conquest of Mecca; he was killed at Mu'ta.9 [baslt]

innl tafarrastu fika l-khayra tfrifuhu
wa-lldhu ycflamu an ma khdnanl l-basaru 

anta n-nabiyyu wa-man yuhram shafd'atahu
yawma l-hisdbi fa-qad azrd bihi l-qadaru 

fa-thabbata lldhu ma dtdka min hasanin
tathblta Musd [read: nasranl} ka-lladhl nasaru

"I have recognized in you good and I know it, and God knows my eyes have not 
deceived me. You are the Prophet, and whoso is denied your intercession on the 
day of reckoning, then Fate has truly ill-treated him. May God then make fast the 
excellence He has given you, the way He did with Moses, and may He give you 
assistance the way He gave (him, sc. Moses?) assistance."

The authenticity of literary material preserved in secondary sources is always open to 

question, but the fact that these poems are not set in any polemical context, and seem 

to serve no tendentious value, should inspire confidence in them. 10 Moreover, they are 

sufficiently few and scattered across a range of source-material that one would be 

doubting then- authenticity without good reason.

There are two other poetic attestations of the Prophet's shafd'a, and these come 

from Hassan b. Thabit (d. c. 55/674?). Again, as with much of the reportedly early 

Islamic material, problems of authenticity plague the sir a poetry and hi particular, the 

poetry ascribed to Hassan b. Thabit. For one, all editions and manuscripts of the

9 Ibn al-Athlr, Usd, vol. 3, p. 157 for the verses; on 'Abdallah in general, see A. Schaade in £72, s.v.; 
also Ibn Sa'd, Tabaqat, IILii, p. 79; Ibn Hajar, Tahdhlb, vol. 5, p. 212; al-Marzubam, Muhammad b. 
clmran (d. 994), Mu'jam al-shucara7, ed. F. Krankaw (Cairo, 1935), p. 126, where Ibn Rawaha praises 
the Prophet and the house of Hashim.
10 Cf. G. H. A. Juynboll, "On the origins of Arabic prose: reflections on authenticity", in Studies, ed. 
Juynboll, pp. 161-75.
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diwan of Hassan derive from a collection dictated by Ibn Habib who died one hundred 

and fifty years after Hassan. 11 For another, by the time Ibn Habib had put together the 

anthology, assuming some of the poetry does derive from Hassan, recent history had 

included the murder of cUthman, three civil wars and the turbulent years up till the 

cAbbasid seizure of power in 133/750. Throughout these events many factions- 

Zubayrids, Umayyads, Kharijites, Shlcis and cAbbasids, would have benefited from 

claiming to be close to the Prophet, whether by kinship or companionship, and by 

claiming to preserve his memory most faithfully. It is no surprise, therefore, to find 

among the collection of poetry attributed to Hassan poems which are biased variously 

in favour of the Ansar, the Shica or the cAbbasid propagandists of the Umayyad 

period. 12 The first poem is supposed to have been composed on the occasion of the 

Battle of Badr: 13 [tawll]

wafaw yawma badrin li-r-rasuli wa-fawqahum
zildlu l-mandyd wa-s-suyufu l-lawdmicii 

dcfdfa-ajdbuhu bi-haqqin wa-kulluhum
mutFun lahufi kulli amrin wa-sdmifu 

fa-md baddalu hattd tawdfaw jamd'atan

11 Hassan's death date is suspicious to U. Rubin, The eye of the beholder, Studies in Late Antiquity and 
Early Islam 5 (Princeton, 1995), p. 214.
12 W. N. cArafat, "A critical study of the poems ascribed to Hassan b. Thabit", Phd dissertation 
(London, 1954). In his abstract, the author remarks that the collection of poems attributed to Hassan are, 
"forgeries by narrators mostly in an attempt to reconstruct past events, but according to their own idea 
of what Hassan's contribution must be; poems intended to whitewash personalities of the past prepared 
by their descendants and deliberately ascribed to Hassan because of his prestige; poems of slander or 
poems on other occasions whose authors were not known and which were ascribed to Hassan because 
of his reputation...because they fit in, somehow, with the accepted idea of his life, such as poems 
mentioning Ghassanids or a piece connected with travelling or poems with a very pronounced religious 
colour which would suit him in the role of the poet of the Prophet". The problem with 'Arafat's 
approach of eliminating pretty much most of what is ascribed to Hassan runs the risk of eliminating so 
much poetry that nothing can be left to Hassan. At the same time, with so few genuine poems 
attributable to Hassan, it becomes difficult to glean a style which might mark Hassan as a poet, and 
which is one of the criteria by which 'Arafat claims he can tell the poems apart (see opening lines of 

abstract in dissertation).
13 No. 130 , Dlwdn Hassan b. Thabit, ed. W. N. 'Arafat (London, 1971), vol. 1, p. 267 (= no. 132 in 

eArafat's dissertation, p. 176).
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wa-la yaqta'u l-djdla ilia l-masdri'u 
li-annahumu yarjuna minhu shafd'atan 

idhd lam yakun ilia n-nabiyylna shdffu

"They were loyal to the Messenger on the day of Badr while over them hovered 
the shadows of death and brilliant swords; he called and they responded with 
truth, all of them obeying and listening to him in every matter; they did not falter 
and stood complete together, for, terms (of life) are only severed at death; from 
him they hoped for intercession, where only prophets can intercede".

In his study of Hassan's poetry, c Arafat dismissed this poem as a late forgery. His first 

bone of contention is with the opening phrase. According to c Arafat, the frequent 

appearance of the introductory a-ld yd la-qawmin in the slra poetry is cause for 

suspicion. There is another contradiction in the poem. In line 4 we are told that the 

martyrs at Badr have taken up their abodes in 'the Gardens', i.e. they are now being 

sustained by God in Paradise; that is the expected reward for those who 'are slain in 

God's way'. 14 Yet, in line 8.1 we are told that they are willingly fighting on the 

Prophet's side because they hope as a result of this that he will intercede for them, 

especially since 'only the prophets can intercede (line 8.2)'. Why and when should the 

Prophet intercede for them? Poetic licence aside, there is an obvious clash between the 

two concepts. Those who die in battle are not expecting intercession, they have been 

promised Paradise with all the sensual pleasures it has to offer; they cannot be fighting 

to qualify for intercession, there is no incentive in that. For c Arafat, however, the mere 

mention of shafd'a is just another indication that the poem is a forgery. 15 Even if line 

8 were an interpolation, mere mention of shafd'a in a verse should not preclude

14 Cf.Q. 3/169.
15 cArafat does not explicitly note the clash in imagery between lines 4 and 8, but he does doubt the 
poem's authenticity on much the same point, namely that the concept of intercession was a later 
development in Islam. He also quite rightly says that its mention in the poem contradicts "the 
idea...prevalent among Muslims during the life-time of the Prophet, when they expected, not
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authenticity: the Dome of the Rock inscription is indisputable evidence that the 

concept of the Prophet's shafffa is already around by the year 71/690, if not earlier. 16 

With cArafat's argument, we would have to explain away the presence of the Prophet's 

shafdca in all the other poems that we noted. 17 The second poem that mentions shafa'a 

by Hassan is concerned with the Battle of Uhud: 18 [tawil]

amdma rasuli lldhi Id yakhdhulunahu
lahum ndsirun min rabbihim wa-shaficu 

wafaw idh kafartum yd Sakhlnu bi-rabbikum
wa-ld yastawl cabdun casd wa-mutlcu

"Before the Messenger of God, they do not disappoint him, they have a supporter 
from their Lord and an intercessor; they were loyal when you Sakhln rejected 
your Lord, the obedient servant is not like the disobedient one'.

cArafat sees a difficulty in reading the second hemistich of line 8, since it would seem 

to refer to God. 19 But this is not as surprising as cArafat might posit, since God is thus 

described in the Qur'an, where the epithet shafic claimed by Him is emphatic of His 

absolute sovereignty.20 Apart from the early poems mentioned above, the shafd'a of 

the Prophet appears, seemingly randomly, in narratives in the historical tradition

intercession, but the promised reward for their deeds" (Ph.D. thesis, p. 176).
16 I say earlier because for it to be included together with Quranic material may presuppose that it 
formed part of popular Muslim belief, and for it to become so it could not have happened overnight.
17 See poems (a), (b), (c), and (d) from Farrukh above.
18 No. 173, Dlwan Hassan, p. 337f. (= no. 175 in 'Arafat, Ph.D. thesis, p. 189); I cite the poem only 
from its relevant lines, from line 7 onwards.
19 c Arafat on line 8.2: "Who is the supporter and who is the intercessor? If, as one expects, the latter 
refers to the Prophet, then it is difficult on grammatical as well as logical grounds to refer the term 
'supporter' to him as well. If the 'supporter' is God Himself, this will be a rather violent interpretation 
of the construction as it stands, and there will remain the difficulty of fitting the term 
'intercessor'...even forgetting that the idea of intercessor is a later development in Islam, the term is 
quite inappropriate here". 'Arafat dismisses this poem as a later forgery on account of some very 
obvious signs of inferior workmanship and 'padding' (Ph.D. thesis, pp. 196-198).
20 See Q. 6/51, 70; 32/4: laysa lahum min dunihi waliyyun wa-la shaft, "They have no friend or 

intercessor besides Him".
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relating to first and early second century.21 While these attestations tell us that the idea 

must have been around from very early on, they do not explain its origin, and we 

must, therefore, turn to the text of the Qw°an again. 

4.1.2 The Qur^n on Muhammad: shafa ca and istighfar

It should first be pointed out that in some of the shofcfa verses of the Qur'an, 

intercesssion is depicted as taking place,22 and these probably provided the Sunni 

exegetical tradition with at least the premise for the arguments they would make in 

support of the Prophet's shafa'a.23 But although the shafa'a of the Prophet is 

mentioned in the exegetical narratives to some of these shafcfa verses, mostly in the 

form of hadlths, it is not actually adduced from any one of them. The exegetical 

tradition instead chose to look for other verses from which the Prophet's shafaca could 

be adduced. The most commonly-cited verse, and possibly the oldest one, is Q. 17/79. 

The verse reads as follows:

wa-mina l-layli fa-tahajjad bihi ndfilatan laka casd an yabcathaka rabbuka 
maqdman mahmudan.
"And as for the night, keep vigil a part of it, as a work of supererogation for thee; 
it may be that thy Lord will raise thee to a laudable station".

On the face of it, the verse is no more than an enjoinder to the Prophet to devote 

nightly vigil to prayer and recitation of scripture, after which God might reward him 

with a 'status worthy of praise' (maqdm mahmud). Nevertheless, as early as Muqatil b. 

Sulayman (d. 767) it seems that some took the verse to refer to the Prophet's privilege

21 For these attestations, see appendix 5.

22 In particular, group HI.
23 Cf. Gardet, Destinee, pp. 154-56, 311.
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to intercede on the Day of Judgement;24 this verse was also interpreted by one early 

authority, Mujahid b. Jabr (d. 722), to be a reference to God placing Muhammad next 

to him on the throne (carsh) on the Day of Judgement,25 although a second opinion 

attributed to Mujahid explains Q. 17/79 as a reference to the Prophet's shafa'a. 

Clearly, the anthropomorphic implications of Mujahid's first explanation was not 

always acceptable to some Sunni authorities.26 Nevertheless, the connection between 

the two interpretations is much more obvious than it may seem at first. In some of the 

traditions that describe the Prophet's intercession on the Day of Resurrection, he is 

made to prostrate himself beneath the Throne (carsh) and thereupon ask to intercede

0*7 _
for his community; the site beneath the Throne is associated with God's mercy 

according to one early hadith: after God finishes judging all of His creatures, He takes 

out a book from underneath the Thone in which is written, "My mercy precedes My 

wrath".28 In other versions, the Throne is simply not mentioned, only that the Prophet 

goes to the place where God is (presumably to avoid the anthropomorphic suggestion 

that God 'sits' like humans do).29 In general, however, both Sunnis and Shicites 

attribute the Prophet's shafcfa to Q. 17/79;30 but there are indications that other verses

24 Muqatil, Tafslr, vol. 2, p. 546.
25 Tabari, Tafslr, vol. 15, p. 145.
26 Although it was defended by Hanbalites. In the year 931 Tabari himself was said to have got into a 
serious quarrel with a group of Baghdad! Hanbalites when, in a discussion of Q. 17/79, he denied this 
anthropomorphic interpretation in favour of the shafffa interpretation; although these Hanbalites did not 
deny shafffa, they insisted on the 'enthronisation' interpretation and apparently this led to street fighting 
in Baghdad, which had to be broken up by the police, see Ibn al-Athir, al-Kamil fi'l-tarlkh (Beirut, 
1979), vol. 8, p. 213; noted by C. Gilliot, Exegese, p. 249.
27 See Tirmidhl, Sahlh, ii, pp. 70f. (=qiyama); cf. Heb. 8: If. where Jesus is described as sitting on the 
right of God's throne constantly interceding for his followers.
28 cAbd al-Razzaq, Musannaf, vol. 11, p. 411 (no. 20858); note the version in Bukhari uses dar (abode) 
as opposed to carsh, see Sahih, vol. 4, pp. 464f. (=tawhld, 97).
29 See for example the version in Ibn Maja, Sunan, vol. 2, p. 1442, zuhd (37), (no. 4312).

30 Tabari, Tafslr, vol. 15, p. 144ff; eAbd al-Razzaq, Tafslr, vol. 2, i, p. 386; Tirmidhl, Sahlh, ii, p. 193;
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were also adduced.31 It is interesting to note Tabari's remark that the Prophet's 

intercession would be for the purpose of alleviating the anguish experienced by people 

on the Day of Judgement. 32

As we have seen, the Qw°an says nothing explicitly about the role of Muhammad 

as an intercessor. But it seems logical to suppose that the Qm°an was not about to 

make an explicit reference to the Prophet having shafaca, and that sat comfortably 

with the generally modest portrayal of Muhammad in the Qur'an.33 And yet the 

Qur'an was hardly discouraging a conception of Muhammad as shaf? when it made 

statements to the effect that he had been sent as a 'mercy' (rahmatan li'l-edlamm) to

(^ A ___

the world. In addition, the Prophet is on frequent occasions enjoined to ask 

forgiveness for others so that God may forgive them: istighfar may be taken as

*ic *\f\

synonymous with shafdca.

on the Shi'ite side, al-Fadl b. Hasan al-Tabris! (d. 548/1153), Majmcf al-bayanfi tafslr al-qur>an, ed. H. 
Mahallati et al. (Beirut, 1986), vol. 6, p. 671; Ibn Babuya (d. 381/991), Kitab al-Mawaciz, ed. A cUtaridl 
(Tehran, 1985), p. 37.
31 See the first anecdote in ch. 5.2.

32 Tabarl, Tafsir, vol. 15, p. 144.
33 Cf. Q. 46/9: qul ma kuntu bidcan mina r-rusul wa-ma adrl ma yufalu bl wa-ld bikum in attabifu ilia 
ma yttha ilayya wa-ma ana ilia nadhlrun mubln ("Say: I come as no innovating messenger nor do I 
know what will be done with me or with you I only follow that which is revealed to me, I am but a clear 
wamer"); Q- 3/144: wa-ma Muhammad ilia rasul ("Muhammad is but a messenger"). Cf. also 
Goldziher, MS II, pp. 278ff.
34 Q. 21/107: wa-ma arsalndka ilia rahmatan li'l-'alamln. It is also noteworthy that in one of the earliest 
testimonies of the Prophet's call to mission, especially as he himself conceived of it, comes in a Greek 
apologetic work, composed in ca. 634, known as the Doctrina Jacobi: the Prophet says that he has been 
given "the keys to paradise", as has been noted by P. Crone and M. Cook, Hagarism: the making of the 
Islamic world (Cambridge, 1977), p. 4, nn. 5-6; for a discussion of the authenticity and date of the text, 
see Hoyland, Islam, pp. 55ff.
35 As in all other religions, both polytheistic and monotheistic, prayers for others are one principal form 
of 'intercession', see s.v. "intercession", Encyclopedia of Religion and Ethics, ed. J. Hastings 
(Edinburgh and New York, 1908-26), vol. 7, pp. 382-88.
36 Note in this respect the function of angels as intercessors in the Qur'an: Q. 42/5: wa'l-mala'ikatu 
yusabihhuna bi-hamdi rabbihim wa-yastaghfiruna liman fi'l-ard ("And the angels proclaim the praise of 
their Lord and asking forgiveness for those on earth"); cf. also the Jewish belief in the intercessory 
function of angels in general and rabbinical reservations about the popular practice of invoking angels 
in prayers: The Jewish Encyclopedia, vol. 1, pp. 595f.
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Q. 24/62: wa-staghfir lahumu llah. 
"And ask God to forgive them".

Q. 4/64: wa-law annahum idh zalamu anfusahum jd'uka fa-staghfaru lldha wa- 
staghfara lahumu l-rasulu la-wajadu lldha tawwdban rahlman. 
"If, when they wronged themselves, they had come to thee, and prayed 
forgiveness of God, and the Messenger had prayed forgiveness for them, they 
would have found God turns (towards them) in compassion".

In fact, the Prophet's effective intercessory power through istighfdr was part of the

*^7

attraction of joining the faith. On one occasion some Medinese did not come out in 

aid of the Prophet in a military expedition and so, as punishment, the divine command 

was that their dead would never receive his prayers, which, of course, meant that they

o o
would not receive any istighfdr. Moreover, one of the criticisms made by the Qur'an 

against the 'hypocrites' (al-mundfiquri) is that they purposely ignore what seems to be 

a way for them to attain salvation. Their 'haughtiness' prevents them from 

approaching the Prophet so that he may pray for (assured) forgiveness for them:

Q. 63/5: wa-idhd qlla lahum tcfdlaw yastaghfir lakum rasulu lldhi lawwaw
ru'usahum wa-rayaytahum yasudduna wa-hum mustakbirun.
"And if it is said to them, 'Come now and God's Messenger will ask forgiveness
for you', they twist their heads and you see them turning their faces away in
haughtiness".

The Prophet's intercession involves prayer for others which provides comfort for 

them, but also the Prophet mediates by accepting alms from those in need of divine

clemency:

Q. 9/103: khudh min amwdlihim sadaqatan tutahhiruhum wa-tuzakklhim bihd 
wa-salli calayhim innd saldtaka sakanun lahum wa-lldhu samFun callm.

37 Q. 3/31: qul in kuntum tuhibbuna llaha fa-ttabicum yuhbibkumu llahu wa-yaghfir lakum dhunubakwn 
wa-llahu ghafumn rahlm ("Say: if you love God, follow me and God will love you and forgive your 
sins, for He is All-forgiving and All-compassionate"); cf. Goldziher, MS I, p. 7.
38 Q. 9/84: wa-la tusalll eala ahadin minhum mata abadan wa-la taqum cala qabrih ("Do not ever pray 
over any of them when they die and stand not over their graves").

134



"Take of their wealth a freewill offering, to purify them and to cleanse them, and 
pray for them; your prayers are a comfort for them; God is All-hearing and All- 
knowing".

Muslim tradition also records that the Prophet used to go out to visit the grave of his 

mother to perform istighfar for her, and that he had even asked God to allow him this 

intercession on her behalf (an yushaffi'anl fiha), but was denied it.39 We may support 

our hypothesis of the close relation between istighfar and shafdfa with recourse to a 

well-known incident in the traditional biography of the Prophet.

Our justification for the correlation between istighfar and shafaca comes from a 

well-known incident in the traditional biography of the Prophet. The incident is the 

one that describes the circumstances surrounding the death of the Prophet's uncle, 

Abu Talib. This incident is interesting because it is the only place in the slra in which 

the Prophet's eschatological shafa'a is mentioned. We have already seen that the 

biographical and historical tradition relates that the Prophet had on different occasions 

tried to discourage his relations from retaining any hope for special treatment in the 

next world, at least not by reason of their kinship to the Messenger of God. Hoping 

that Abu Talib might react more sensitively to his pleas than other leading Qurashis, 

the Prophet tries to secure a deathbed conversion from his uncle:40

Prophet: O Uncle, why don't you say it (i.e. la ildha ilia llah), so that I can 
intercede for you on the Day of Judgement?
Abu Talib: My dear nephew, by God were it not that I fear they shall slander you 
and the sons of your father after I die, and that Quraysh would claim I only said it 
because I lay in fear of death, I would surely have said it, if only to make you

content.
(Al-cAbbas sees Abu Talib's lips move as he gave his last breath, draws near to

39 Ibn Shabba (d. 875), Madlna, vol. 1, p. 79 (no. 357): hadha qabr Amina bint Wahb al-Zuhriyya Umm 
rasul Allah wa-innl sa'altu rabbi an yushaffi'ani fihd fa-aba calayya.

40 Ibn Hisham, Slra, ii, p. 50.
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catch what the latter was saying).
Al-c Abbas: By God O nephew, he has indeed said that which you have asked of
him!
Prophet: I heard nothing.

The 'moral' of the story is, of course, that those who profess the shahdda will enjoy 

access to the Prophet's shafdca, but in the absence of this profession, no shafa'a can be 

forthcoming, not even on account of kinship (or even the Prophet's sympathy). For 

Sunni tradition, the problem with Abu Talib was that he never professed Islam.41

The version of Abu Talib's death in Ibn Sacd is to the same effect but is worded 

slightly differently. Instead of the Prophet saying that he will intercede (sh-f-c) for his 

uncle, if the latter professed the shahdda, he is made to say something akin to 'I will 

bring it up before God'.42 The overall impact of the versions is the same: the Prophet 

tries to do what he can for his uncle. The verbal subtlety belongs to Ibn Sacd's version, 

which does not use the term sh-f-c but achieves the same objective by relating how the 

Prophet would perform istighfdr for Abu Talib until God forbade him to pray 

forgiveness for polytheists (mushrikuri). Not only as guardian of the young Prophet 

Muhammad, but also because he was the father of CAH, the afterlife fate of Abu Talib 

in the tradition would inevitably undergo a slight modification. Indeed, only a few 

lines later in Ibn Sacd's account we read that al-cAbbas b. cAbd al-Muttalib asks the

41 Note how in the hadith compilations Abu Talib is frequently identified as the one in Hell who has the 
lightest punishment with only his sandals on fire, see Ibn Abl Shayba, Musannaf, vol. 7, p. 74 (no. 
34124); also see Ibn Saed below, note 135.
42 Ibn Sacd, Tabaqat, I, i, p. 77: ya carnm qul la ilaha ilia lldh, kalimatun ashhadu laka biha finda lldh; 
al-Dhahabl (Tdrlkh: Sira, p. 230) has a slightly different wording: (Macmar<- al-Zuhri<- Sacld b. al- 
Musayyab<- His father) ya camm qul la ilaha ilia llah uhdjji laka biha cinda llah. It is interesting to note 
that al-Dhahabl preserves what seems to be a later tradition (p. 232), the way it reproduces the term 
shafffa might suggest that it was composed after the doctrine of shafffa had been accepted into 
mainstream theology (Ibn Ishaq<- al-<Abbas b. 'Abdallah b. Macbad<- some of his relatives [?]): ay 
<amm qul Id ilaha ilia lldh astahillu laka biha sh-shafdfa\ for another see p. 236.
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Prophet if his, the Prophet's, istighfdr has been of any avail to Abu Talib: the Prophet 

promptly replies that Abu Talib is suffering in a very shallow part of the Fire, and that 

had he not interceded, he would have been in the lowest level of the Fire.43 Evidently, 

the Prophet's istighfdr worked for the next world too.44 A third version of events is 

preserved by the historian al-Yacqubl.45 In this last, the Prophet is not actually present 

at his uncle's death bed, as Ibn Hisham's version has it.46 Nevertheless, a few lines 

later in Yacqubi the Prophet is made to say that God had promised him (the salvation 

of) four people: his father, mother, uncle and a brother he had before Islam.47

4.1.3. The Prophet's shafca and the ShTcites 

4.1.3.1 The poems

The Shrites are a convenient bridging point to our next discussion of the early 

history of the Prophet's shafdca, since the concept is abundantly attested hi Shicite 

tradition. The Prophet's shafa'a figures prominently in verses by well-known Shicite

43 Ibn Sacd, Tabaqat, Li, p. 79.
Tradition goes to surprising lengths in order to establish the Prophet's shafcfa, and to emphasize its 

effectiveness. It is related that when the daughter Abu Lahab, one of few individuals named by the 
Qur'an as belonging to Hell, complained to the Prophet that she was the object of much stigma on 
account of her being ibnat hatab al-nar, the Prophet reassured her that his intercession will save all his 
blood relations at the Last Judgement, see U. Rubin, "Abu Lahab and Sura CXI", BSOAS 42 (1979), p. 
21,n.52.
45 Tdrikh, II, p. 35.
46 Ibn Sacd does include a version in which the Prophet is told about the death of his uncle, but that is 
just one among many versions. In Yacqubi only one version exists, that mentioned above.

47 Rubin sees the story of Abu Talib's death as a 'pagan' as a deliberate effort by the Sunnlte 
traditionists to frustrate Shleite attempts to secure a virtuous image for 'All's father (The Eye of the 
Beholder, p. 153). The peculiar situation of Abu Talib as defender of Islam and as someone who died a 
pagan left its mark on the historical tradition: some accounts of his death attempt to convey the 
impression that Abu Talib had inwardly accepted Islam, for an analysis of these accounts, see F. 
Donner, "The death of Abu Talib", in Love and death in the ancient Near East: essays in honour of 
MarvinH. Pope, eds. J. H. Marks and R. M. Good (Guildford: Connecticut, 1987), pp. 237-45. Not all 
Shrites were, however, concerned with 'rehabilitating' the image of Abu Talib, cf. the case of the ShNte 
poet al-Kumayt, in Madelung, "Hashimiyyat", p. 8.
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poets. In addition to the shafcfa of the Prophet, the Shicites in accordance with then- 

veneration of the House of Muhammad, extend the privilege of eschatological 

intercession to the rest of Muhammad's family. The following verses are by the well- 

known Shlcite poet, Dicbil b. CAH al-KhuzacI (d. 246/860):48 [wafir]

shafFifi l-qiydmati cinda rabbi
Muhammadu wa-l-wasiyyu maca l-batull 

wa-sibtd Ahmadin wa-banu banlhl
uld'ika sddati dlu r-rasuli

"My intercessor at the Resurrection before my Lord (is) Muhammad, and the 
trustee and the virgin, and the two grandsons and their sons, these are my masters, 
the clan of the Messenger".

Another well-known Sh!cite poet is al-Sayyid al-Himyari (d. 173/789):49 [kamil]

baytu r-risdlati wa-n-nubuwwati wa-lladhl 
-na ncfudduhum li-dhunubind shufa'd'd

"The house of the Message and prophethood, those whom we count as 
intercessors for our sins".

Here, Himyari denies that the Prophet will intercede for those who have made 

enemies of the family of the Prophet:50 [sarlc ]

Id hum calayhi yaridu hawdahu 
ghadan wa-ld huwfihimu yashfa'u

"Neither they will approach his basin tomorrow, nor will he intercede for them".

The intercession of the dl Muhammad is a reality: 51 [tawil]

idhd ana lam ahwa n-nabiyya wa-dlahu

48 Diwan Di'bil b. CAH al-Khuzael, ed. A. I. al-Dujayll (Beirut, 1972), p. 262; on the poet himself, see L. 
Zolondek in £72, s.v. "Di'bil".
49 Diwan al-Sayyid al-Himyari, ed. Sh. H. Shakar (Beirut, 1966), p. 53 (no. 5); Himyari was a radical 
Sh!e ite (cf. W. Kadi in £/2, s.v. "al-Sayvid al-Himyari") belonging to the Kaysaniyya sect, which 
crystallized around the figure of <All's son Muhammad b. al-Hanafiyya (d. 81/700).
50 Ibid., p. 264.
51 Ibid., p. 274.
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fa-man ghayruhum llfi l-qiyamati yashfa'u

"If I do not love the Prophet and his family, who other than them will intercede 
for me at the Resurrection".

The poet hopes for the intercession of the family of the Prophet:52 [wafir]

nuhibbu Muhammadan wa-nuhibbuflhl
bam abnd'ihl wa-barii ablhl 

fa-abshir bi-sh-shafdcati ghayra shdkkin
mina l-musd ilayhi wa-min bariihl 

fa-inna lldha yaqbalu kulla qawlin
yuddnu bihl l-wasiyyu wa-yartadihi

"We love Muhammad, and on account of him we love his grandsons and the sons 
of his father (sc. Hashim), and so look forward to intercession without a doubt 
from the trustee and his sons, for, God accepts and is satisfied with every word 
with which belief in him is expressed".

The following lines come from one of the Hashimiyyat of the Kufan al-Kumayt b. 

Zayd al-Asadl (d. 126/743). In an elegy of the Prophet's progeny, Kumayt mentions

c^

their special quality, their 'intercession': [wafir]

wa-tawkafu d-dumuci cald kti'dbin
ahalla d-dahru mawji'ahu d-dulucd 

li-fuqddni l-khaddrimi min Qurayshin
wa-khayri sh-shdficlna ma'an shaficd

"The tears trickle in sorrow, time has settled its pains in my chest;
for the loss of the most excellent of the men of Quraysh, and the best intercessor".

Among the Prophet's unique qualities Kumayt lists shafdca, expressed here by the 

epithet tdlibu: 54 [munsarih]

wa-l-hdshiru l-dkhiru l-musaddiqu li-l

52 Ibid., p. 46%.
53 J. Horovitz, Die HaSimijat des Kumait (Leiden, 1904), p. 151; on Kumayt, see J. Horovitz and Ch. 
Pellat in £72, s.v."Kumayt b. Zayd al-Asadl"; on his brand of Sh!cism, extended to the Banu Hashim at 
large, see W. Madelung, "The Hashimiyyat of al-Kumayt and HashimI Shicism", Studio Islamica 70

(1989), 5-26.
54 Ibid., pp. 85f.; note however that al-shaficu appears as a variant reading in at least one MS (p. 86).
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-awwalifimd tandsakha l-kutubu 
wa-r-rdkibu t-tdlibu l-musakhkharatu r- 

rlhu lahu ndsirlna wa-r-rucubu

"The last gatherer (i.e of his nation on the Day of Judgement), the one who 
confirms the first (revelation, i.e. of Moses), just as it has been related from one 
Book to another; and the one comes riding (i.e. as opposed to walking), the one 
who asks (i.e. to intercede with God), the one to whom the winds and the 
terrifying (angels?) were made subservient in order to assist him."

The poems cited above suggest that Shicites were trying to claim that only those who 

venerated the Prophet and his family could have access to his intercession and that of 

his descendants on the Day of Judgement. Indeed, it is interesting that in possibly one 

of the oldest collections of Shicite hadlth, the Prophet is made to say that his 

descendants (ahl bayti) will enjoy access to his intercession.55 This suggests that the 

idea of the Prophet's shafd'a was older than Shicism, and that the Shlcites, because of 

their veneration of the Prophet and his family, would try and lay an exclusive claim to 

it. In fact, Sunnl tradition would later try and limit this claim by having the Prophet 

assert that no relative of his should expect special treatment merely on account of their 

kinship to him. It is interesting that there is only one instance of the Prophet rejecting 

the notion of his intercession in the entire Sunnl exegetical tradition, and that this one 

instance comes in the form of a warning that the Prophet gives to his clan with regard 

to the Day of Judgement.

55 Kitab Sulaym b. Qays al-Hilall (d. 761695}, ed. M. B. al-Ansari al-Zanjani (Qumm, 1994), vol. 2, p. 
687: ayyuha n-nds inna shafffatl la-yarjuha ruja'ukum a-fa-ycfjizu canha ahlu baytl? ma min ahad 
walladahu jaddl cAbd al-Muttalib yalqa llaha muwahhidan la yushrik bihi shay>an ilia adkhalahu l- 
janna wa-law kanafihi mina dh-dhunubi cadad al-hasa ("O people, if the most hopeful among you hope 
for my intercession, why should my own clan not have access to it? Each one of those bom from my 
grandfather cAbd al-Muttalib, who meets God proclaiming His oneness and associating nought with 
Him, shall enter Paradise even if his sins were as many as the pebbles of the earth").
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4.1.3.2 O. 26/216 and anti-Shicite exegesis

The Prophet is ordered by God to give this warning in a Qur'anic verse, Q. 

26/216 (henceforth, the cashlra verse). What is also interesting about this verse is that 

nowhere does the term shafafa appear. The reason for this must be that the Sunnis 

intended to subvert Sh!cite claims to special treatment, on account of their descent or 

affiliation to the Prophet's bloodline, without denying the fact that the Prophet had 

been granted the privilege to eschatological intercession, something which they had 

actually insisted on in their exegesis to Q. 17/79, as we have already seen, and which, 

judging by the evidence of the Dome of the Rock and early literary attestations many 

early Muslims accepted.56

The cashlra verse itself simply commands the Prophet to "warn his nearest of 

kin" (wa-andhir cashlrataka l-aqrabln} of the impending Last Day. Three layers, so to 

speak, of exegetical narratives usually accompany this verse. In one, the Prophet 

summons all the clans of Quraysh to warn them of a real punishment in the next 

world. In another, CA1I is the focus of the tradition for providing the only source of 

moral support for the Prophet in the face of abuse from his QurashI disparagers.57 But 

it is in the third layer of exegesis that we find traditions in which the Prophet is made 

to reject the idea of intercession. The term shafa'a itself does not appear in the 

wording of the traditions, but it is obvious that this is exactly what the Prophet is 

being made to denounce, namely the idea that, on account of their kinship to the him, 

the Prophet's closest relations might be protected from Hell-fire in the next world. 

This contradiction between the acknowledged shafcfa of the Prophet (cf. Dome of the

56 See ch. 3.4, p. 97.
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Rock) and the Prophet's own rejection of intercession might easily be historically 

plausible: the Prophet never made claims to any special privilege on the day of 

judgement, but later tradition accorded him the claim to eschatological intercession. 

The fact, however, that the first exegesis relates only that the Prophet summoned the 

entire clan of Quraysh and warned them of the coming of the Day and God's 

chastisement, seems to suggest that the specific naming of individuals conceals a 

polemical purpose. Rubin's remarks that the exegesis to the cashira verse has anti-

co

Shlcite echoes are certainly well-placed here. His suspicion of the exegetical 

traditions stems in part from the fact that the ashira verse, together with the surat al- 

Shu'ard3 as a whole, belongs to the Meccan period. But it is nearer his death, and not 

at the beginning of his prophetic mission, according to Ibn Sacd, that the Prophet 

pronounces the following admonition, which begins with an address to a crowd and 

then focuses on two female kin:59

inm wa-lldhi la yumsiku n-ndsu calayya bi-shayin, Id uhillu ilia ma ahalla lldhu 
fi kitdbihi wa-ld uharrimu Hid md harrama lldhu fl-kitdbihi yd Fdtima bnat 
Muhammad yd Safiyya cammat rasuli lldh i'mald lima cinda lldhifa inm Id ughrii 
cankumd mina lldhi shafan.

"By God, no one can hope to pin any misdeed on me, I have only made lawful 
what God has made lawful, and have forbidden only that which God has 
forbidden in His book. O Fatima daughter of Muhammad, O Safiyya aunt of the 
Messenger of God, strive for that which God has, for I can avail you naught 
against God".

Interestingly enough, Muqatil (d. 150/767) does not preserve the 'individual-address' 

traditions, but only a short statement to the effect that the Prophet warned the two

57 Tabarl, Tafsir, vol. 19, pp. 66-69.
58 U. Rubin, The eye of the beholder: the life of Muhammad as viewed by the early Muslims: a textual 

analysis (Princeton, 1995), p. 133.
59 Ibn Sacd, Tabaqat, vol. 2. 2, p. 46.

142



clans of Banu Hashim and Banu al-Muttalib since they were brothers and the sons of 

cAbd Manaf.60 Muqatil's gloss, then, would seem to represent the closest requirement 

to the Qur'anic verse without recourse to polemic, since cashlra usually refers to the 

sons/siblings from the same father. By the time of Tabari's commentary, however, a 

distinct anti-Sh!cite slant had been added to the exegesis of the verse, and judging by 

its absence from Muqatil's commentary we may suggest that the anti-Shicite polemic 

belongs to the early cAbbasid period.61 The following are four versions of, more or 

less, the same report provided as historical background to the cashlra verse by 

Tabari:62

Ahmad b. al-Miqdam<  Muhammad b. cAbd al-Rahman<- Hisham b. cUrwa<- 
his father*  cA3isha<  Prophet: yd Safiyya bint cAbd al-Muttalib, yd Fdtima bnat 
Muhammad, yd banl cAbd al-Muttalib inrii Id amliku lakum mina lldhi shafan, 
salunl min mall md shiytum.

"O Safiyya, daughter of cAbd al-Muttalib, O Fatima, daughter of Muhammad, O 
sons of cAbd al-Muttalib, I have nothing with which to protect you from God, as 
for my money, take from it what you desire".

Yunus b. cAbd al-Acla<- Salama<- cAqil<- al-Zuhri<- Sacld b. al-Musayyab and 
Abu Salama b. cAbd al-Rahman<- Abu Hurayra, that the Prophet said: yd 
mcfshara Quraysh ishtaru anfusakum mina lldh, Id ughrii cankum mina lldhi 
shay3an, yd bam cAbd Mandf Id ughni cankum mina lldhi shay*an, yd cAbbas bin 
cAbd al-Muttdlib Id ughni canka mina lldhi shay3an, yd Fdtima bnat rasuli lldh la 
ughni canki mina lldhi shafan.
"O people of Quraysh, buy your selves from God, I can avail you nothing against 
Him, O sons of cAbd Manaf, I can avail you nothing against God, O cAbbas b. 
cAbd al-Muttalib, I can avail you nothing against God, O Fatima daughter of the 
Messenger of God, I can avail you nothing against God".

al-Hasan<- cAbd al-Razzaq<- Macmar<- Hisham b. cUrwa<- his father, that the 
Prophet said: yd Fdtima bnat Muhammad, yd Safiyya bnat cAbd al-Muttalib,

60 Muqatil, Tafslr, vol. 3, p. 281.iviui|auii, J. t*/un , iwi. **, f »«^».

61 Although the absence of this exegesis from Muqatil's commentary may be precisely because of its 
anti-Shlcite slant: he is sometimes accused of being a Zaydl politically (see Plessner and Rippin in EI2,

_ _. ftl Jf_. 1,^^.11 I* O»i1/»*7rv»3ri"\s.v. eMukatil b. Sulayman").
62 Tabari, Tafslr, vol. 19, pp. 66-69.
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ittaqu n-ndra wa-law bi-shiqqi tamratin.
"O Fatima daughter of Muhammad, O Safiyya daughter of cAbd al-Muttalib,
guard against Hell-fire even by (giving) half a date (i.e. as sadaqa)"

cAbd al-Razzaq<- Macmar<- Qatada, that the Prophet said: yd bam Hashim aid Id 
alfiyannakum ta^tunl tahmiliina d-dunyd wa-ycfti n-ndsu yahmiluna l-dkhira, aid 
inna awliyd'i minkum l-muttaqun,fa-ttaqu n-ndra wa-law bi-shiqqi tamratin. 
"O sons of Hashim, do not let me find you (on the day of judgement) bearing (the 
sins of) this world while others come bearing (the good deeds for) the hereafter; 
my friends are the god-fearing among you, so guard against Hell-fire even by 
(giving) half a date."

If one takes a cashlra to be the smallest genealogical unit coming after thefasila, then 

the Qui°anic enjoinder, with particular emphasis on the closest kin (al-aqrabln), 

would most likely be addressing the Banu Hashim, and this is indeed what the above 

exegeses suggest. But it is also noteworthy that Fatima makes a frequent, if not 

consistent, appearance in these traditions. The only other female individual included is 

Safiyya, the Prophet's aunt and the mother of al-Zubayr. This distinct preference for 

female characters, apart from giving poignancy to the gravity of the Prophet's 

warning, is intended to reject any claims to 'special treatment' made on account of 

kinship to the Prophet, primarily for the Shicites, but in view of the mention of 

Safiyya, also possibly for the Zubayrids at one point in time. It is through Fatima that 

al-Hasan and al-Husayn become idealized as 'holy': that is their link to the Prophet. 

This explains why the tradition prefers to concentrate on Fatima. The result is that the 

Shica are denied a strong claim to preferential treatment: if the Prophet could do 

nothing for his own daughter, what on earth could he do for the Shicites? It is 

interesting in this respect that a historian like al-Yacqubi (d. 266/879) does not include 

the third group of traditions, which warn the individuals of Banu Hashim of Hell. 

Yacqubi's Shlcite sympathies presumably prevent him from including these last
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traditions. All that he offers by way of commentary is that when the cashlra verse was 

revealed, the Prophet went to the top of al-Marwa, summoned the various sub-clans of 

Quraysh, prepared a feast for them, and proceeded to warn them of the impending 

Hour of Reckoning, which yielded nothing but mockery from the enemy clans 

championed by Abu Lahab.63 Indeed, Shlcite tqfslr of the cashlra verse does not 

include the traditions mentioned by the Sunnl exegetes above at all.64

This is possibly as much as we can say about the concept of the Prophet's 

intercession during the earliest period. In view of the importance of the Dome of the 

Rock inscription, and its implications for the next chapter's discussion, I would like to 

conclude this chapter with a more detailed analysis of the building and its 

significance; especially given the fact that it is the only inscription documented that 

proclaims the shafcfa of the Prophet, and at such an illustrious location.

4.2. The Prophet's shafa ca and the non-Muslim context 

4.2.1 The Dome of the Rock inscription

Since the mosaic inscription was founded at the same time as the Dome of the 

Rock, the reasons for its construction may shed some light on the significance of the 

shafffa inscription. Modern scholars still disagree on the reasons why cAbd al-Malik

63 Ya'qubl, Tarlkh, vol. 2, pp. 27-28. Baydawl (Anwar, vol. 2, p. 167) does not care to include the 
traditions explicitly warning specific individuals within the clans to "save themselves from the Fire", 
but is satisfied with a general admonition made by the Prophet to the entire Quraysh from the top of 

Safa.
64 Tabrisi, Tafslr, vol. 7, pp. 322f.

145



built the Dome of the Rock, and this is in part due to the nature of the material relating 

to its construction and historical reports about its early significance. However, there 

are generally two perspectives through which one may approach this question.65 One 

is Muslim-Christian and the other is intra-Muslim. We may begin with the former.

The fact that the war against the Byzantines was as much ideological as it was 

physical, makes the Dome of the Rock a powerful expression of Muslim supremacy in 

a traditionally Christian land.66 Indeed, the majority of scholars seem to favour an 

interpretation of the Dome of the Rock as an expression of Islam's supremacy over its 

Abrahamic sister religions.67 The substantial Qui°anic passages which form the bulk 

of the mosaic inscription are ones that focus on the nature of Jesus, i.e., the Qui°anic 

refutations of the Christian belief in the divinity of Christ. Considering that Christ for 

his followers is the intercessor par exellence, the proclamation of the shafd'a of 

Muhammad at the end of a series of Qur'anic passages denying Christ's divine nature 

constitutes an apt conclusion to the text of the mosaic inscription.68

Nevertheless, seeing the Dome of the Rock merely through a Muslim-Christian 

perspective may be exaggerating cAbd al-Malik's concern with the Christian enemy,69

65 There is actually no reason why the Dome of the Rock could not have been constructed with more 
than one purpose in mind.
66 Cf. K. Y. Blankinship, The end of the jihad state: the reign of Hisham ibn cAbd al-Malik and the 
collapse of the Ummayds (Albany, 1994), pp. 28ff, on {Abd al-Malik's concern with the Christian threat 
within and without.
67 S. D. Goitein, in his "The historical background of the erection of the Dome of the Rock", JAOS 70 
(1950), pp. 104-8, was one of the earliest proponents of the idea that the building was meant to rival 
Christianity on its own soil; O. Grabar in EI2, s.v. "Kubbat al-Sakhra"; C. Kessler, "cAbd al-Malik's 
inscription", p. 11 n. 20, 12; P. Crone, "The rise of Islam in the World" in Cambridge Illustrated 
History of the Islamic World, ed. F. Robinson (Cambridge, 1996), p. 14; E. Whelan, "Forgotten witness: 
evidence for the early codification of the Qur'an", JAOS 118, i (1998), pp. 2-14.

68 See appendix 4.
69 Cf G Hawting, The first dynasty of Islam: the Umayyad caliphate A.D. 661-750 (London and New

York, 1986), pp. 60f.
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or even misunderstanding it. 70 One should bear in mind that cAbd al-Malik was 

waging a war on two fronts against the Zubayrids, and the intra-Muslim rivalry for the 

leadership of the community would have constituted a greater concern than the 

Christian enemy. Indeed, the earliest explanation for the Dome of the Rock given by 

Muslim tradition puts the building squarely within the intra-Muslim conflict of the 

late first century. Yacqubi (d. 266/879) informs us that cAbd al-Malik b. Marwan (r. 

66-87/685-705), concerned with the loss of the allegiance of Syrian pilgrims to 

Mecca, then under the control of cAbdallah b. al-Zubayr, built the Dome of the Rock 

as an alternative to the Kacba.71 This theory went out of fashion for a while,72 but has 

since been reiterated.73 If, as tradition has it, cAbd al-Malik wanted to provide 

Muslims from his province with a place of alternative pilgrimage, then the 

proclamation of the shafcfa of the Prophet 'for his community on the Day of 

Resurrection' on such a site may be seen as at once endowing the place with authority, 

by attaching such an important concept to the building, and as a sort of olive branch to 

the rest of the Muslim community, for so long now internally divided.

70 That the shafcfa of the Prophet should only be forthcoming to Muslims is a natural assumption, but 
only from later sources. It is possible that Muslims in greater Syria imagined that the Prophet would 
intercede for all monotheists. The Qur'an said that the Prophet had been sent to 'all people' (cf. Q. 
21/107), and cf. van Ess (TG, i, pp. 30f.) on this point. It is interesting to note that one question put to 
Ibn Hanbal (d. 241/855) was whether Jews and Christians were included in Muhammad's community, 
and so whether he would intercede for them. Naturally, the suggestion is rejected by him as 
preposterous, see Khallal, Ahmad b. Muhammad (d. 311/923), Ahkam ahl al-milal min al-jamic li- 
masa'il al-imdm Ahmad ibn Hanbal (Beirut, 1994), no. 1: al-yahud wa n-nasara a-hum min ummati 
Muhammad? a-yashfcf li l-yahud wa n-nasara??
71 Ya'qubl, Tarikh (Najaf, 1939), iii, pp. 7f; Goldziher adopted this view, MS II, pp. 35ff.
72 S D Goitein argued that Yacqubf s account was polemical on account of his pro-Shicite bias, and is 
merely taking a swipe at the Umayyads: "Dome of the Rock".
73 A Elad, "Why did cAbd al-Malik build the Dome of the Rock? A re-examination of the Muslim 
sources", Bayt al-maqdis, Raby and Johns (eds.), pp. 33-58; esp. the reference to the sermon of the IbadI 
rebel Abu Hamza (brought to Elad's attention by M. Cook), where the rebel slanders cAbd al-Malik for 
building over the rock in such way that the "rough (Arab) Syrians go to it on pilgrimage" (p. 49). Elad 
does not note that the Arabic suggests that the IbadI rebel already knew of the special status of the rock;
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One final point remains to be said with regard the Dome of the Rock inscription. 

It has been suggested that the haram site, on which the Dome of the Rock stands, was 

associated with the site of the Resurrection and the Final Judgement.74 the general 

conception of the Haram site, especially the names given to its points of entry: the 

gate of Israfil (traditionally the one who blows the trumpet for the resurrection), the 

gate of the Prophet, the gate of mercy (bab al-rahmd) and the gate of the divine 

presence (bab al-sakina).15 Even though it is difficult to be sure if these associations 

already existed at the time of Islam's arrival in Syria and Palestine,76 they do provide a 

most fitting context for the proclamation of the Arabian Prophet's eschatological 

intercession.

I would suggest that the shafcfa inscription meant no more than that the Muslim 

community hoped to be reunited with then" Prophet on the Day of Resurrection, and

T7 __for him to speak on their behalf at the Judgement. The formulation of the shafd'a 

inscription itself sits very comfortably with the supplications found in Islamic 

inscriptions of the earliest period (roughly 81-236/700-850): the petition most

cAbd al-Malik's mischief being that he exploited this, or exaggerated it.
74 Muqatil b. Sulayman (d. 150/767) believed that bayt al-maqdis would be the site of the Resurrection 
and Judgement, Tafsir, vol. 1, pp. 514f.; see also M. Rosen-Ayalon, The Early Islamic Monuments of 
al-Haram al-Sharif: an iconographic study in Qedem no. 28: Monographs of the Institute of 
Archaeology (Jerusalem, 1989), pp. 46ff; Grabar and Nuseibeh, Dome of the Rock, pp. 5 Iff.
75 A. Elad, Medieval Jerusalem and Islamic worship: holy places, ceremonies, pilgrimage (Leiden, 
1995), pp. 78-119.
76 Apart from Muqatil's, all other works, in which such ideas are attested, are late: Ibn al-Murajja b. 
Ibrahlm al-Maqdisi, Fada3il bayt al-maqdis wa'l-khalll wa-fada'il al-Sham, ed. O. Livne-Kafri 
(Shafa'Amr, 1995); Muhammad b. <Abd al-Wahid al-Maqdisi (d. 643/1245), ed. M. M. al-Hafi? 
(Damascus, 1985), pp. 50ff; cf. J. van Ess, "Abd al-Malik and the Dome of the Rock: an analysis of 
some texts", Bayt al-maqdis, eds. Raby and Johns, pp. 89-103.
77 Cf O 4/41' fa-kayfa idhd ji3nd min kulli ummatin bi-shahld wa-ji3nd bika cala ha'ula'i shahid 
yawma'idhin yawaddu lladhina kafaru wa-easaw r-rasula law tusawwa bihimu l-ardu wa-la yaktumuna 
llaha hadlthan ("How then shall it be, when We bring forward from every nation a witness, and bring 
thee to witness against those? Upon that day the unbelievers, those who have disobeyed the Messenger, 
will wish that the earth might be levelled with them; and they will not conceal from God one tiding").
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frequently encountered is of the type that asks God for mercy or forgiveness and is 

then extended to the rest of the Muslim community.78 The fact that the Dome of the 

Rock building was erected in Jerusalem, the focus of so many associations with the 

prophets of Judaism and the figure of Christ, made it almost imperative that the name 

of the Prophet Muhammad should likewise be invoked on behalf of the newly-arrived 

Islamic umma. It may well be that the supplication is simply an expression of Muslim 

piety in a site which had long been revered by Jews and Christians: now it was time 

for the Muslims to make their piety felt there. Whatever the real significance of the 

shafa'a inscription was, as it sat advertised in the Dome of the Rock in the year 

72/691, it is sufficient testimony to the early belief in the Prophet's eschatological 

intercession. 

4.2.2 Intercession, temporary Hell and Judeao-Christian influence

It seems to me that although the concept of the Prophet as shaft* might have been 

born in a 'native' Arabian milieu (i.e. that the epithet of shaflc was not necessarily 

applied to the Prophet because Jews and Christians in the Hijaz might have applied 

the same epithet to their holy men or prophets),79 when the concept found its way into 

the Syrian provinces, as is evidenced by the Dome of the Rock, it was undoubtedly 

shaped and coloured by similar ideas about intercession in Jewish and Christian

fintraditions that were now to be found all around. Some scholars have pointed out that 

this foreign influx into Islamic tradition was already substantial by the first half of the

78 Cf. R. Hoyland, "The content and context of early Arabic inscriptions", JSAI 21 (1997), pp. 77-102,

esp. 79ff.
79 See my argument for a theory of 'native' origin in appendix 6.
80 As opposed to being borrowed en bloc from Jewish tradition, as some have suggested: I. Goldziher, 
Die Richtungen der Islamischen Koranauslegung (Leiden, 1952), p. 169; T. Andrae, Die person
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second century, and the fact that the stories circulated were principally about prophets 

and the practices of holy men would support the above suggestion about the later 

development of shafa'a.* 1 That Muslim tradition itself associated these ideas with 

Jews and Christians, the ahl al-kitab, is suggested by Muslim biographical literarure. 

In his entry on Kacb al-Ahbar (d. 32/652), Abu Nucaym preserves some hadlths about

SO
shafa'a. In one, Kacb describes the uniqueness of Muhammad's predicament on the 

Day of Judgement. While all the Prophets (Abraham, Moses and Jesus) are concerned 

for their own well-being (la as'aluka ilia nafsl), Muhammad is concerned for his 

community (ummd). God responds to his request and Muslim grave sinners (ahl al- 

kaba'ir), who had been sent to Hell for their sins and who had been derided by 

polytheists for ending up in Hell despite their belief in God and His Messenger, are

O'J

taken out of Hell and sent to Paradise under the label of jahannamiyyun. hi another 

hadith, Jesus helps someone get out of the 7th gate of Hell, which represents the worst 

level.84 And in another tale, Moses, on the occasion of God speaking to him, is told of 

all of the events on the Day of Resurrection, and how the intercession of prophets is

Muhammeds in Lehre und Glauben seiner Gemeinde (Stockholm, 1918), p. 235.
81 G. Vajda in £72, s.v. "isra'fliyyat", states that narratives of this kind were perhaps already being 
utilized by al-Hasan al-Basri (d. 728); with regards to shafffa as a topic of these Jewish traditions, M. J. 
Kister, "Haddithu can banl Isra'Il wa-la haraj", IOS 2 (1972), pp. 215-39, "the themes covered [...] 
include stories about prophets and their warnings, about sins committed [...] about supplications of 
prophets and pious men, saints and martyrs" (p. 211-12); cf. O. Livne-Kafri, "Early Muslim ascetics 
and the world of Christian monasticism", JSAl 20 (1996), pp. 105-29, on the intercessionary role of 
Muslim ascetics through prayer as mirroring that of their Christian counterparts (p. 128).
82 But already in Ibn Hanbal's Musnad, the shafa'a of Muhammad for his community- hadith is narrated 
through Kacb, see vol. 14, pp. 132f. (no. 7700): <Abd al-Razzaq<- Macmar<- al-Zuhri<- al-Qasim b. 
Muhammad, "Abu Hurayra and Kacb were together once, and so Abu Hurayra began to relate traditions 
from the Prophet to Kaeb, and Kaeb would then tell Abu Hurayra about the scriptures (al-kutub}\ so Abu 
Hurayra then said that the Prophet said: for every Prophet has been granted (the fulfilment of) a 
supplication, I have retained mine in order to intercede for my community on the Day of Resurrection."
83 Ahn Nu'vam. Hilva, vol. 5, pp. 373-4.1 Abu Nu'yam, Hilya, vol. 5, pp. 373-4. 
84 Ibid., vol. 6, pp. 10-12.
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followed by that of martyrs, righteous believers and even angels.85 The association of 

much of this kind of material with the (semi-legendary) figure of Kacb al-Ahbar86 by 

Muslim tradition, as it was being recorded in the early second century,87 shows the 

extent to which Judaeo-Christian religious 'folkore' had penetrated Islam: the 

attribution of such traditions to figures like Kacb makes the traditions authoritative.88 

Similar material can be found attributed to Wahb b. Munabbih (d. betw. 110 and 

114/728 and 732), another important figure in the early Islamic story-telling 

tradition.89 According to one hadith transmitted by him, when the Prophet was nearing 

death, the angel Gabriel brought him the following good tidings: anta awwal shafic 

wa-awwal mushaffcf yawma al-qiydma ("You are the first to intercede and be granted

on
their intercession on the Day of Resurrection"). Other figures from the Judeo- 

Christian tradition are included as intercessors on the Day of Resurrection, "the first to 

intercede on the Day of Resurrection will be Gabriel, the Holy Spirit, followed by 

Abraham, and then Moses or Jesus"; the hadith then describes how it is Muhammad 

who has the last and most successful intercession.91 Muslim tradition would in due 

course accord Muhammad the pride of place in the hierarchy of eschatological 

intercession performed by the principal figures of the Abrahamic monotheist tradition.

*5 Ibid., vol. 6, p. 41.
86 See M. Schmitz in EI2, s.v. "Ka'b al-Ahbar".
87 Cf. A. A. al-Duri, Bahthfi nash'at film al-tarlkh find al-cArab (Beirut, 1960), pp. 25ff. on the effect 
of converts like Wahb b. Munabbih on the historical tradition.
88 On similar material and its provenance, see H. T. Norris, "Fables and legends in pre-Islamic and early 
Islamic times", in CHAL, pp. 381-86.
89 A south Arabian storyteller of Persian descent, classed among the experts of isr&lliyyat, stories about 
Jews and Christians; it is unlikely that he converted from Judaism as Muslim tradition claims, but was 
probably born a Muslim. His knowledge of such stories derives in all likelihood from Jews and 
Christians in his native San'a5 , see J. Horovitz in Ell or R. G. Khoury in EI2 on him; R. G. Khoury, 
Wahb b. Munabbih (Wiesbaden, 1972), gives his death date as no later than 114/732 (p. 198).
90 Abu Nucaym, Hilya, vol. 4, p. 77.
91 Cf. Andrae, Die person, pp. 235f.
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This is reflected in the hadith which has the Prophet proclaim, "I am the first to 

intercede on the Day of Judgement, and I say it not out of (false) pride".92 Indeed, 

Muslim tradition would go as far as suggesting that only Muhammad's intercession 

was, ultimately, useful before God on the Day of Resurrection.93 

Chapter summary

It is clear that the idea of the Prophet's eschatological shafa'a was around from 

the earliest days of Islam. If the poetic attestations are to be taken as authentic, then 

already during his lifetime some Muslims believed that the Prophet could intercede 

with God on the Day of Resurrection. By 72/691, this concept had been proclaimed in 

the Dome of the Rock, probably as a reflection of the influence of similar ideas 

current in Christian piety. Whatever the extent of the influence of Judaeo-Christian 

ideas about temporary Hell and intercession on Islam, and undoubtedly that influence 

existed, the development of these concepts within Muslim tradition was peculiar to 

the ethical problems the latter had to deal with on the question of the fate of the 

Muslim sinner. Muslim theologians, be they Murji'ites, Muctazilites, Shlcites or 

Sunnls would debate the fate of the Muslim sinner for most of the 8th and 9th centuries 

A.D., and arguably into the 10th century A.D. It is with this later period, the period in 

which classical Sunnism began to take shape that we shall be concerned in the next 

chapter.

92 Ibn Maja, Sunan, zuhd: 37, no. 4308.
93 As is implied by the 'tradition of the prophets' (cited in ch. 3.3.5).
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CHAPTER 5

Theology and Hell:

the community of compromise



Three groups were involved in the controversy over Hell and shafffa in the 

classical period: Murji'ites, Muctazilites and Shlcites. We shall consider each of these 

in turn, before turning to the question of larger Iraqi context of the controversy over 

temporary Hell and shafdca. 

5.1.1 The MuriHtes

The reader will remember that according to the early Murji'ite Thabit Qutna (d. 

110/728), anyone who professed Islam should be considered a Muslim. This doctrine, 

as we have already seen, was primarily directed against the sectarianism of Kharijites, 

who refused to grant non-Kharijites the legal status of Muslim, and hence, held it 

lawful to kill them. For Murji'ites, this was objectionable to say the least, and their 

willingness to grant political opponents from within the Muslim community legal 

status was intended to protect Muslims from being killed indiscriminately. But when 

it came to the next world, the MurjiHtes, true to their philosophy, refused to ponder 

the fate of these Muslim shiners, preferring to defer such matters to God. By the time 

Muqatil was putting together his commentary, the Murji'ite ideology had been 

extended to include the afterlife. We saw how according to Muqatil, no monotheist 

will remain in Hell eternally, and certainly not the grave sinners of the Muslim 

community. 1 The Murji'ism of Thabit Qutna stipulated that if one professed islam 

(through tawhid), one retained one's status as Muslim, regardless of one's 'behaviour'. 

The MurjPism of the Kitdb al-cdlim claimed that so long as one did not fall into 

polytheism, one could still end up in Paradise. The Kitdb al-cdlim had taken Thabit's 

view of faith and applied it to the next life: if one professed God's oneness, one had a

See above, ch. 3.2.
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good chance of being saved. Small step, then, it is to the Murji'ism of Muqatil 

according to which all who profess the oneness (muwahhiduri) of God will eventually 

be saved, even if they should end up in Hell first. The fact that Muqatil accepted the 

idea of temporary Hell is merely a reflection of the extent to which hadlth had been 

accepted by all sections of Muslim society: Murji'ites long before Muqatil had 

accepted hadlth, and consequently, the idea of temporary Hell (as we saw with the 

Talq-Jabir anecdote in ch. 3).

But Muqatil's views on temporary Hell should not be taken necessarily as 

representative of the earliest concerns of Murji'ism. It is certainly true that the label 

murji'a was a polemical one. For one, not all Murji'ites could be distinguished from 

later Sunnls.2 Abu Hanifa is a case in point. A well-known Murji5ite, he is also the 

eponym of one of the four schools of classical Sunnl Islam. But whereas later Sunnls 

adopted the idea of temporary Hell, Abu Hanifa never explicitly adopted such a 

doctrine, let alone that the shafaca of the Prophet would help certain sinners exit from 

Hell. 3 Sunnl traditionalist animosity towards the MurjiHtes is reflected in a Prophetic 

tradition, which excludes MurjPites, together with Qadarites (sc. proto-Muctazilites), 

from those to whom the intercession of the Prophet will be forthcoming.4 Further 

examples of Sunnl polemic against MurjiHsm on the issue of the Muslim sinner's 

other-worldy fate comes from one of Sunnism greatest advocates, Ibn Qutayba (d.

Watt, Formative, pp. 139f.watt, rormaiive, pp. u?i.
3 J. van Ess assumes that Abu Hanifa stipulated a temporary punishment for Muslim sinners (TG, vol. 1, 
p. 198), but this is not made explicit in any work reliably ascribed to Abu Hanifa, and anyway, as shall 
be argued below, it is not implied necessarily by the Murji'ite theology of faith. The arguments 
presented in the Kitab al-ealim further support my contention.

"Two kinds in my community to whom my intercession shall not be extended: the Qadarites and the 
[urj'ites", Ibn Qutayba, 'Abdallah b. Muslim (d. 276/889), Kitab ta'wil mukhtalif al-hadlth (Cairo,

" ___,_** rr» 1 — 1 _ O f) A
Murj: . _ , --- ^
1908), p. 97; al-Matundl, Kitab al-Tawhld, p. 384.
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276/889). In his polemical work on the discrepancies in the traditions, two issues 

come to light regarding belief in temporary Hell and intercession.6 The author makes 

two consecutive accusations, one against the Murji'a, and the other against their 

opponents:7

"The Murji'a try to justify their own stance by citing as proof the traditions (of 
the ahl al-hadlth) which state:
1. Whosoever proclaims that there is no god but God shall be in Paradise, even if 
he should fornicate or commit theft.
2. Whosoever proclaims that there is no god but God faithfully, shall enter
Paradise and the Fire shall not touch him.
3.1 have set aside my intercession for the grave sinners of my community".8

"The one who opposes them justifies his opposition by citing as proof the 
following traditions:
1. He who fornicates cannot be a believer while he commits fornication, neither 
can he who commits a theft be a believer while he does so.
2. There shall come out of the Fire one who has been scarred by it.
3. There shall come out of the Fire a people who have been completely charred by 
it and shall be reborn just as a seed shoots up through the earth".

Firstly, the way in which Ibn Qutayba deals with Murji'a and their opponents in his 

introductory section makes it clear that the Murji'a, or at least a group of them, 

believed that God necessarily sent the grave sinner to eternal Paradise. Secondly, it 

seems that the MurjPa took advantage of the kab&ir hadith to justify their own 

position by claiming that the traditionalists themselves admit that the grave sinners 

will be forgiven (because the Prophet will intercede for them). None of this means, 

however, that these Murji'ites believed that the grave sinner will be taken out of Hell. 

But whereas the traditionalists guaranteed salvation to grave sinners by insisting that

5 Cf. G. Lecomte, Ibn Qutayba (mart en 276/889): I'homme, son oeuvre, ses idees (Damascus, 1965), 
pp 232ff on Ibn Qutayba as a good representative of anti-KMrijite and anti-Murji'ite Sunn! 
traditionalism, especially with regard to points of eschatology.
6 'Discrepancies' according to the sectarians, of course, not according to traditionalists like Ibn Qutayba: 
the purpose of this work is precisely to show that there are no discrepancies within the corpus of hadith.
7 Ibn Qutayba, Ttfwti, p. 4.
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even the Muslim who went to Hell would eventually get out, a group of early 

Murji'ites (sc. Talq b. Hablb, although he later changed his mind, as we saw from his 

counter with Jabir b. cAbdallah) held that a sinner could only be saved by God 

completely forgiving him his sins, since whoever went to Hell went there forever. 

Accordingly, if God wished to forgive him, He would without punishing him in Hell. 

The idea that He would send him to "Hell and back" was non-sensical to this group of 

early Murji'ites. For them, and for the Kharijites before them and the MuHazilites after 

them (and hi affinity with the Qur'anic verses we have noted) there was no 'sojourn' in 

Hell, only eternity.

Clearly, by the time Ibn Qutayba was writing, the Murji'ite theology of faith had 

come to be perceived, mainly by the traditionalists, as potentially encouraging a 

gratuitous disregard for one's moral conduct, since it seemed to emphasize the 

profession of faith at the expense of 'works'. What these MurjiHtes were saying was 

that they would not condemn people to Hell for their grave sins: God could, in His 

mercy, forgive them. But by saying this, however, they were in no way stipulating the 

possibility of any temporary punishment in Hell. Just because one was prepared to say 

that grave sinners could end up in Paradise, it did not necessarily mean that one 

envisaged they would be punished in Hell beforehand. For the Sunnl traditionalists, 

the Murji'ite willingness to accept the belief, and subsequently the possibility of the 

other-worldly salvation, of individuals merely on profession of faith was 

unacceptable. This meant that an overt tyrant like al-Hajjaj might very well end up in

8 This is the Prophet speaking: cfdadtu shafa'ati li-ahl al-kaba'ir min ummati.
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Paradise, avoiding Hell altogether.9 But this was only one deduction, just as it was the 

Surml deduction, from the Murji'ite precept that believers remained believers despite 

occasional or frequent aberrancy. It is certain that no early Murji'ite could have 

spoken so favourably in the case of al-Hajjaj, particularly given that part of the 

insurrection of Ibn al-Ash<ath had MurjiHtes among its ranks, whom al-Hajjaj 

persecuted to the death. Nevertheless, that someone like al-Hajjaj could end up in 

Paradise in the next world, without necessarily being requited for his actions, was one 

possible implication of the Murji'ite doctrine of faith, since it implied the rewarding of 

faith to the exclusion of acts. 10 It was this very implication of the Murji'ite doctrine of 

faith that Sunnl traditionalists could not tolerate: Muslim sinners, the Sunni 

traditionalists would argue, will go to Paradise but their actions would first be 

requited in Hell. In the end, Sunnl doctrine on faith subverted the Murji'ite one by 

simply subsuming it in its definition of what constituted imam 'belief was made up of 

acknowledgement of God's oneness and 'works'. 11

5.1.2 The Muctazilites

In Tabari's commentary, the exegetical narratives to certain shafa'a verses of the 

Qm°an clearly indicate that the subject of intercession was a source of controversy 

between Sunnl orthodoxy and Muctazilism. To begin with, strong Qur'anic denials 

against shafa'a are explained away as references to particular groups or individuals

9 Cf. Tawus' (d. 105/723) famous complaint (Macmar<- Ibn Tawus*- TawQs): "I am amazed by our 

brothers in Iraq, they call al-Hajjaj a believer (pointing to the Murji'a), they call him a believer with his 

belief intact despite his tyranny, shedding of blood and slandering of companions", in Dhahabi, Siyar, 

vol. 5, p. 44.
10 Cf. Madelung, EI2, s.v. "murdji'a".
11 Madelung, "Early Sunnl doctrine".

158



who will have no access to any intercession. So, for the Qur'anic denial of shafcfa in 

2/48 (see above, group I), Tabarl explains that this denial is directed against Jews, 

who made claims to the effect that they were God's 'beloved', and that God would 

permit their patriarchs to intercede on their behalf. 12 Moreover, Tabarl insists that 

although the verse seems to be a general rejection of intercession, i.e., that shafcfa 

will not be allowed for anyone, it has to be understood as a specific reference (sc. to 

the Jews), since hadlths have come down which have the Prophet say: "my 

intercession will be for the grave sinners of my community (skqfffafi li-ahl al-kabdyir 

min ummatiy, and, "every prophet has been guaranteed (the fulfillment of) one 

supplication, I have reserved mine for my community so that I may intercede for 

them, and it shall be forthcoming to each one of them, so long as he does not commit 

shirk against God". 13 Tabarl also adds that, "this is not the place to go into detail over 

the subject of shafd'a and al-wacd wa'l-wacid ('the promise and the meat')". This last 

was one of the fundamental doctrines of the Muctazilites, which stipulated that, on 

account of the 'threat' made against him in the Qur'an, every unrepentant Muslim 

guilty of grave sins will be punished eternally in Hell. 14 Muctazilites must have been 

cautious about the acceptance of the doctrine of shaf&a, especially when it was 

applied to the grave sinner; this was deemed inconsistent with their doctrine of God's 

justice and retribution, whereby men were absolute authors of their actions, and would 

be requited according to their individual deeds. 15 However, Muctazilite thinkers, most

12 Tabarl Tafsir, vol. 1, p- 261 f: nahnu abnd'u allah wa-ahibbd'uhu wa-awldd anbiya'ihi wa-sa- 
yashfa'u land cindahu dbd'una.
13 Ibid   laysa min nabiyyin Hid wa-qad uctiya da'watan wa-innl ikhtaba'tu dcfwatl shafd'atan li-ummatl 
wa-hiya nd'ilatun inshd'a allah minhum man la yushrik bi'llahi shay>an.
14 D. Gimaret in £72, s. v. "mu'tazila", p. 786b.
15 Wensinck, Creed, p. 61f.; Dirar b. <Amr (d. c. 200/815) is an early example: TG, vol. 3, p. 54.
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notably among them Abu'l-Hudhayl al-cAllaf (d. 227/841), 16 did eventually accept

1 T

some sort of eschatological intercession. It is very likely that they did so on account 

of the widespread belief in intercession among the Muslim community and the 

proliferation of Prophetic traditions to that effect. But although they accepted the 

doctrine of eschatological intercession, they fiercely opposed the idea that it would be 

on behalf of the unrepentant grave sinners of the Muslim community. Instead, 

Muctazilites held that the intercession of the Prophet could only be on behalf of grave 

sinners who had repented before dying; otherwise, the Prophet's intercession was 

primarily for minor sinners, or in order that God may increase the reward of

1 8
believers. It is likely that these stipulations were intended to counter the Sunnl 

doctrine of shafd'a for unrepentant grave sinners, since such efforts seemed to win the 

scorn of Sunnl dialecticians like al-Ashcari. Responding to Muctazilites, Ashcar! would 

argue: minor sins were automatically forgiven by God, provided that grave ones were 

avoided (cf. Q. 4/31), and if intercession was meant to increase the reward of 

believers, then the Prophet was more worthy of receiving such a reward; but how 

could any Muslim intercede for the intercessor par exellence, the Prophet himself? 19 

Muctazilite exegetes also took issue with the Sunnl intrepretation of Qur'anic

16 Van Ess, TG, vol. 3, p. 290.
17 It is noteworthy in this respect that in the brief section relating to incidents during the mihna, Abu'l- 
fArab Muhammad b. Ahmad al-Tamlml in his Kitdb al-mihan (p. 451) reports that when al-Ma'mun 
'tested' (imtahand) a certain muhaddith by the name of Abu Mushir al-Dimashql, the interrogee was 
required, in the presence of the illustrious Muctazilites Bishr b. al-Muctamir and Thumama b. al-Ashras, 
to deny the following: vision of God (rtfyatu-llaK) on the Day of Judgement, the punishment in the 
grave, that the scales (al-mawazlri) would be in the palms of God, and that Paradise and Hell were 
already created. The account fails to mention shaftfa, however, which suggests that it was not yet a 
point of contention between Muctazilites and traditionalists.
18 <Abd al-Jabbar al-Asadabadi (d. 415/1024), Sharh al-usul al-khamsa, ed. A. 'Uthman (Cairo, 1965), 
pp. 688ff.; D. Gimaret, La doctrine d'al-Ashcari (Paris, 1990), pp. 497ff, on al-Baqillani.
19 Ash'arl, al-Ibdna fan usul al-diyana (Cairo, n.d.), pp. 65ff.
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verses to support the idea of temporary Hell. This is true of Q. 6/128 and 1 l/106ff (the 

istithnd3 verses), which, as we saw, provided traditionalists with their most powerful 

argument for the concept of a temporary Hell. 20 Muctazilite exegetes like al-Jubba5! (d. 

303/915) explained that the proviso (istithna3) of these verses did not refer to the 

period spent in Hell, but to the period from the time that people are resurrected to the 

point of their judgement; otherwise, people in Hell are there permanently.21 The 

MuHazilites were aware that Sunn! traditionalists used such verses to support their 

ideas about temporary Hell, and much like the case with the doctrine of shafd'a, the 

Muctazilite arguments were primarily concerned to counter Sunn! arguments put forth 

in support of the notion that unrepentant grave sinners could eventually exit from 

Hell. 22 

5.1.3 The Shrites

What of the Shfites in this debate about Hell and intercession? The 

heresiographical tradition informs us that they construed a special relationship with 

their imam. In Ashcari's manual of Islamic sects, an interesting remark comes in his 

section on a subgroup of the Shica, the Rafidls.23 This subgroup believed that the 

divine threat (al-wcfld) of eternal Hell applied to those who opposed them

20 See above, ch. 3.3.2
21 D. Gimaret, Une lecture Mu'tazilite du Coran: le tafslr d'Abu CAH al-Djubba'l (d. 915) (Louvain, 
1994), p. 326 for Q. 6/128, and pp. 472f. for Q. 1 l/106ff.
22 cAbd al-Jabbar, Shark, p. 675, explains that the phrase ma damat al-samawat wa'l-ard in reference to 
the duration of punishment in Hell (Q. ll/106ff) cannot be taken as an indication that the punishment of 
some of those who are sent to Hell, i.e. Muslim sinners, will end, as the Sunnis have it, but that it 
simply means that punishment in Hell will last a very long time. In other words, he understands the 
phrase as a metaphor for eternity: no one can exit from Hell.
23 The term Rafidls, however, can apply to the proto-Imamiyya or any number of ShPite sects; the 
Imam! heresiographers claim that the term goes back to the time of Jacfar al-Sadiq (d. 148/765) who 
together with his adherents were given the name Rafidls after the latter dissociated from a certain 
Mughlra b. Sacld (executed in 119/737). The Rafidls are so called because they rejected the legitimacy 
of the imamates of both Abu Bakr and <Umar and instead claim that the Prophet had actually nominated
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(mukhdlifihim), but did not take it to be applicable to those who were in agreement 

with them. For these last, if God decides to punish them in Hell it would only be 

temporarily, after which He will send them to Paradise. They further stipulated that 

whatever offences (towards God) the Shica had committed, their Imams will implore 

God on their behalf who will then forgive them. As for offences committed by the 

Shica towards their Imams, the Imams will overlook. Finally, with respect to offences 

committed between the Shic a and (other) people, they (sc. the Imams) will intercede 

for them (sc. the Shlc a) with them (sc. the other people) so that the (other people) will

0 A
forgive them (sc. the Shica). Evidently, according to these Shlcites there was much to 

be gained by recognizing the Imams, or, in other words, by being a Shlcite: the Shicite 

would have access to the intercessory powers of the Imams. Not only will the 

intercession of the Imams guarantee God's forgiveness for Shfite sins, but it will also 

offer the Shlcite the opportunity to have an offence committed towards a non-Shicite 

forgiven: the non-Sh!cite on the other hand does not have access to this kind of 

intercession and is consequently much more indebted to the Imams on the Day of 

Judgement than any Sh!cite offender may be indebted to a non-Shicite.25

The Shicite imam's capacity to intercede receives polemic attention in a work by 

the Muctazilite al-Khayyat, writing c. 269/882. He accuses the Rafidis of claiming that

(nass) CA1I as imam after him (E. Kohlberg in Ell, s.v. "al-Rafida").
24 Ashcari, Maqdlat (pp. 54-55): yuthbituna l-wcfida cald mukhalifihim wa-yaquluna annahum 
yu'adhdhabuna wa-la yaquluna bi-ithbati l-wcfidi fi-man qala bi-qawlihim, wa-yafamuna anna llaha 
subhanahu yudkhiluhum l-jannata wa-in adkhalahumu n-ndra akhrajahum minhd wa-rawaw fi-dhalika 
fan a'immatihim anna ma kana bayna llahi wa-bayna sh-shrati mina l-maeasl sa'alu llaha flhim fa- 
safaha 'annum wa-ma kana bayna sh-shrati wa-bayna l-a3immati tajawazu fanhu wa-ma kana bayna 
sh-shicati wa-n-nasi mina l-mazalimi shafa'u lahum ilayhim hattayasfahu fannum.
25 I thank Professor Madelung for making the last section of the above passage (n. 24) clear to me.
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the descendants of CAH have the power to intercede for whomsoever they wish.26 It is 

noteworthy in this respect that even when Shlcism came under the influence of 

Muctazilite thought, it rejected one of the latter's basic tenets, that of 'the promise and 

the threat' (al-wacd wa'l-wacld)', they maintained belief in the Prophet's intercession, 

which they argued would save the grave sinners of their community from eternal

07
punishment.

In his apologetic of Ashcarite theology, the way in which Ibn cAsakir (d. 

571/1175) describes the orthodox Ashcarite position on the doctrine of shafaca, makes 

it seem (falsely) that Rafidites always understood that the power to intercede was an 

intrinsic quality of the Imam, just as it had been that of the Prophet.28 According to 

Ibn cAsakir, it was because the Muctazilites rejected intercession and because the 

Shfites always took it for granted that, for him, Ashcari's proposition, namely, that 

shafcfa was a privilege accorded to the Prophet in order to save the grave sinners of 

the Muslim community on the Day of Judgement, made so much sense.29 Ashcari also 

relates that another group believed in the shafcfa of the Prophet as a means of exiting 

from Hell. On the question of the other-worldly fate of the Muslim sinner, Ashcarl

26 Abu'l-Husayn b. 'Uthman al-Khayyat, Kitdb al-intisdr, ed. A. N. Nader (Beirut, 1957), p. Ill (of 
Arabic edn.): wa-yuhimunahum anna l-mcfdsl Id tadurmhum wa-anna l-wdhida minhum yashfa'fi-man 
ardda an yashfae fih ("And they make them falsely believe that sins can do them no harm, and that each 
one of them (sc. the imams) can intercede for whosoever he wishes").
27 W. Madelung, "Imamism and Muctazilite theology", in Le ShFisme imdmite, ed. T. Fahd (Paris, 
1979), pp. 16, 28. It should also be said that among the Shrites the question of 'grave sinners' does not 
seem to figure prominently: recognition of the imam tends to be a safeguard against punishment in the 
hereafter. Consequently, the issues that concern the Sh!cites are those such as the identity of the imam, 
the nature of his esoteric knowledge or the nature of his existence after his death, see al-Nawbakhti, al- 
Hasan b. Musa (floruit 288-301/900-913), Firaq al-ShFa, ed. M. Sadiq (Najaf, 1938). 
28 Ibn cAsakir, Tabyln kidhb al-muftarl fi-md nusiba ild al-imdm Abl'l-Hasan al-Ashcan (Damascus, 
1928) p 151: wa-kadhdlika qdlat r-rdfida anna li-r-rasuli salawdtu lldhi calayhi wa-saldmuh wa-li 
cAllyyin 'alayhi s-saldm shafd'atan min ghayri amri lldhi tcfala wa-ld idhnihi hattd law shafa'a fi-l- 
kuffdri qubilat wa-qdlati l-muetazila Id shafdeata lahu bi-hdl fa-salaka radiya lldhu canhu [sc. al- 
Ashcan] tarlqatan baynahumd fa-qdla bi-anna li-r-rasuli shafd'atun maqbulatun fl-l-mu3minlna l-
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states that a subgroup of the Murji'a believed that God would send the grave sinner to 

Hell, but that the latter would then be taken out and admitted into Paradise, thanks to 

the intercession of the Prophet.30 At the same time, and as Ashcari himself points out, 

one of the beliefs that distinguished the ahl al-hadlth from the 'heretics' was their 

belief in the intercession of the Prophet for the grave sinners of the Muslim 

community. 31 Clearly, this subgroup of the Murji'a is no other than the ahl al-hadlth, 

who had made use of the Murji'ite doctrine of faith, but had improved upon it through 

recourse to temporary Hell and the shafa'a of the Prophet. Indeed, we have seen 

throughout, but particularly on account of the exegetical narratives given by Tabari to 

certain Qm°anic verses, that, in the main, it was the ahl al-hadlth who were arguing 

for the idea of a temporary Hell supported by the shafa'a of the Prophet. And it is not 

just the Sunni heresiographical tradition that imputes such beliefs to the ahl al-hadlth. 

An Ismaclll heresiographical work of the 4th century A.H./IO* century AD, attributed 

to the Ismaclli ddcl Abu Tammam, singles out the ahl al-hadlth for their belief in

shafcfa?2

5.2 Iraqi Scripturalism

In light of the fact that the controversy, indeed most of the evidence, presented in 

this study mainly derives from sources belonging to the Iraqi historical tradition, it 

might be worthwhile considering the hypothesis that whereas Muslims in the Hijaz 

and Syria experienced a continuity of religious experience with nascent Islam, or at

mustahiqqlna li-l-(uqubati yashfcf lahum bi-amri llahi ta'ala wa-idhnihi.
29 Ash'ari, Maqalat, p. 293.10; cf. also his Ibana, cited above, n. 19.
30 Ashcari Maqdldt, p. 149.15 (to p. 150.1): inna alldha yudkhilu n-ndra qawman mina l-muslimm ilia 
annahum 'yakhrujOna bi-shafacati rasuli llahi, slem, wa-yasirun ila l-janna la mahala.

32 W. Madelung and P. E. Walker eds., An IsmaFlll hereswgraphy: the 'bab al-shaytan' from Abu
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least had contact with individuals that personally knew the Prophet, Muslims in Iraq 

were beginning from scratch, so to speak. 33 Iraqis would have had to work out most of 

their theology from the Qur'an, and prior to the inflow of hadith on a large scale, they 

probably had little recourse to prophetic or for that matter caliphal sunna. This would 

explain why scripturalist (and later, rationalist) elements appear frequently in Iraq, 

whether these were Kharijites, (early) Murji'ites or Muctazilites.34 We may now turn 

to a discussion of the evidence of Iraqi 'scripturalism' with regard to the subject of 

exiting from Hell and shafcfa.

The idea that one could not exit from Hell was itself a 'scripturalist' stance: the 

Qur'an seemed to say, explicitly at least, that no person could hope to exit from Hell. 

Now, scripturalism had been the hallmark of the Kharijite movement from its very 

inception,35 and not surprisingly, the Kharijites are frequently singled out for their 

rejection of the idea of temporary Hell and shafaca; similarly, the Muctazilites are 

known to have rejected the idea that sinners would exit from Hell and accepted only a

^A
very strict application of shafd'a. In fact, one heresiographer tells us that it was 

precisely because shafaca was used to get sinners out of Hell that both groups rejected

Tammam's kitab al-shajara (Leiden, 1998), p. 43 (=Arabic, p. 36, lines 1-3).
33 Needless to say, it is beyond the scope of this study to examine the differences between Iraqi Islam 
and HijazI-Syrian Islam, but the controversy presented in this study does tentatively suggest that Islam 
had a different impact in Iraq from the other provinces due to its social make-up at the time of the 
conquests; this last idea was suggested to me by Professor P. Crone.
34 Modern scholarship has drawn attention to the tension in early Islam between those who insisted 
solely on scripture as a source of religious authority and others who wanted to observe the authority of 
traditions alongside scripture: Schacht, Origins, pp. 4If.; on the possibility that Jewish tradition 
influenced Islam on this issue, see Crone and Cook, Hagarism, pp. 30-32. In any case, this tension 
seems to have lasted well into the 9th century: M. Cook, "cAnan and Islam: the origins of Karaite 
scripturalism", JSAI 9 (1987), pp. 161-82.
35 Cf. Hawting, "Slogan".
36 Gimaret, £72, s.v. "muctazila", (786b).
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such beliefs. 37

As far as our documentary evidence is concerned, the Kharijites do not seem to 

have expressed any views on temporary Hell or the shafa'a of the Prophet; in any case 

both concepts only had implicit support from the Qur'an. Of the earliest Kharijite 

sects, the Azariqa, the Ibadiyya, and the Sufriyya, none are known to have expressed 

any views on the issue of eschatological intercession; presumably, they had no need 

for it. Then- views accorded with the earliest conception of Paradise and Hell by the 

Muslim community: a believer went to Paradise for all eternity, while the unbeliever 

burnt in Hell for eternity, each according to his deeds. It is true that Najda b. cAmir (d. 

73/692), the eponym of the other Kharijite sub-sect, the Najdiyya, is supposed to have 

proposed a temporary eschatological punishment other than Hell-fire for the sinners

OQ

from among his followers, after which they would be permitted entry into Paradise. 

But he proposed such an alternative simply because he knew there was only one Fire 

in the hereafter, that is, the 'Hell' described in the Qur'an: it was eternal and one could 

not exit from it.39 Early Murji'ism was no less scripturalist in its view of the fate of 

sinners in the next world: their view was supported by the Qw°an. Certainly, the 

Qur'an had promised Paradise and Hell for the believer and the unbeliever 

respectively, but it had also clearly stated that certain people will be deferred to the 

judgement of God, who might forgive or punish them as He saw fit.40 The Qur'an had

Ibn Hazm, Fast, pp. 366f.

a -unum a-n ca a-nnam yuauum - 
yukhalliduhum fi l-cadhab thumma yudkhiluhumu l-janna;gnayri n-nan »i-<juuu, t «, *,»*    ~- -

also noted by Abu Tammam, Ismffill, p. 36 (=Arabic pp. 22f.).
39 See chapter 1.5.

O 9/106' And others are deferred to God's commandment, either He punishes them or He turns
towards them; God is All-knowing and All-wise.
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also made it clear that Hell, like Paradise, was eternal for those in it. Kharijites and 

Muctazilites also held a conception of the Muslim grave sinner's fate in the next world 

that was very close to the one implied by verses in the Qur'an: the Kharijites called 

him a mushrik or kdfir, which, effectively, sent him to Hell eternally, while the 

Muctazilites refused to guarantee the unrepentant grave sinner salvation, much like the 

Qur'an had done (Q. 4/31). To this extent, the Muctazilites had been preceded 

ideologically by the Kharijites, since the genesis of the latter was based specifically on 

the insistence that the Qur'an should constitute the sole source of religious authority.41 

It is noteworthy that both the Kharijite and Muctazilite movements developed in 

Basra. What makes Basra stand out in this respect was that whereas in Kufa 

discussions concerning the fate of the Muslim grave sinner had been overwhelmed 

and permeated by traditions and traditionalism, in Basra, it seems, such discussions 

could always prompt a scripturalist stance. Nevertheless, Basra would soon follow suit 

with Kufa, and by the middle of the second century we begin to see the effects of the 

permeation of traditions on previously scripturalist movements. For example, while 

early Murji'ites, like Talq b. Habib, had to be informed by the likes of Jabir b. 

cAbdallah that grave sinners would exit from Hell through shafdca, Iraqi Murji'ites by 

the late second century were already assuming that the shafaca of the Prophet was the 

best guarantee that these sinners would avoid Hell in the next world. Murji'ism by this 

point had adopted traditions about the shafa'a of the Prophet to support their original 

idea that God could, in His infinite mercy, forgive unrepentant Muslim grave sinners 

altogether and send them to Paradise: God's mercy from now on would involve the

41 Schacht, Origins., p. 258; Muctazilites, of course, recognized the sunna of the Prophet as
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intercession of His Prophet.

In the following anecdote preserved by Abu Nucaym under the biography of 

Muhammad b. al-Hanafiyya, it is the fate of the unrepentant grave sinner that forms 

the focus of the discussion. I shall reproduce the Arabic before offering an

AS\

interpretation of the story:

Abu Bakr al-Talh!<- Jacfar b. Muhammad b. clmran<- Muhammad b. Ahmad b. 
Yazid al-Basri<- cAmr b. cAsim<- Harb b. Shurayh:
qultu li-Abl Jacfar Muhammad b. CAH b. al-Husayn: ju'iltu fiddka, ara'ayta 
hddhihi sh-shafdcata lladhl tuhaddithu bihd ahlu l-clrdq, a-haqqun hiya? qdla: 
shafd'atu mddhd? qultu: shafd'atu Muhammad, slcm! qdla: I wa-lldhi! 
haddathanl camml bnu Muhammad bin CAH bni l-Hanafiyya can CAH, radiya lldhu 
fanh, anna rasula lldhi, slcm, qdla, "ashftfu li-ummatl hand yunddlnl rabbi cazza 
wa-jall, 'a-radlta yd Muhammad?', fa-aqulu, 'na'am yd rabbi radltu'" [returns to 
Harb and Abu Jacfar] thumma aqbala calayya fa-qdla: innakum taquluna yd 
mafshara l-clrdq inna arjd dyatin fi kitdbi lldhi, cazza wa-jall, *yd cibddiya 
lladhlna asrafu cald anfusihim Id taqnatu min rahmati lldh inna lldha yaghfiru 
dh-dhunuba jam?an*, qultu: inna la-naqulu dhdlik. qdla: Idkinnd ahla l-bayti 
naqulu inna arjd dyatin fi kitdbi lldhi, cazza wa-jall, *wa-la-sawfa yu'tika 
rabbuka fa-tardd* wa-hiya sh-shafdca.

"I asked Abu Jacfar Muhammad b. CA1I b. al-Husayn.
Harb: For the love of God, this shafdca which the people of Iraq have been 
talking about, is it really true? 
Abu Jacfar: Which shcfffal 
Harb: The shaf&a of the Prophet, slcm.
Abta Jacfar: Of course it is, by God! My uncle Ibn Muhammad b. CA1I b. al- 
Hanafiyya reported on the authority of C AH, may God exalted be satisfied with 
him, say that the Prophet, slcm, said, "I shall intercede on behalf of my 
community such that God will call to me asking, 'Are you satisfied, 
Muhammad?', and I shall say, 'Yes, my Lord, I am'. 
He [Abu Jacfar] then turned towards me.
Abu Jacfar: You people of Iraq say that the verse which gives most hope (arjd) 
from the book of God is, Say: O servants who have been prodigal against 
yourselves, despair not of God's mercy; surely God forgives all sin.. .(Q. 39/53). 
I said: Yes, we certainly do.
He said: But we the people of the House (ahl al-bayf) say that the verse which 
gives most hope in God's book is, Your Lord shall give thee, and thou shalt be 
satisfied (Q. 93/5), and this is (the proof for) shafd'a".

authoritative, but less so than human reason (<aql) and the Qur'an. 
42 Abu Nu'aym, Hilya, vol. 3, p. 179.
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We shall leave the question of the internal ascriptions of the narrative momentarily 

and work out what the theology involved is. We can assume that Harb, the person 

who relates the story, is an Iraqi since his own concern, as expressed to al-Husayn's 

grandson the Imam Abu Jacfar Muhammad al-Baqir (d. betw. 114-117/732-735), is 

that talk about shafdca had become rife among his fellow countrymen. Judging by the 

tone of his question, Harb's concern seems to be that many Iraqis had become quite 

partial to the idea, while he, Harb, on the other hand is not sure what evidence may be 

adduced in support of this idea. The isnad contains at least two Basran transmitters 

before the first link, Harb. One is explicitly identified, as Muhammad b. Ahmad b. 

Yazld al-Basrl. The other is cAmr b. cAsim, whom Abu Nucaym identifies as a Basran 

thiqa. This is confirmed by al-Dhahabi who says that cAmr heard Shucba b. al-Hajjaj 

(d. 160/776), a known Basran traditionist.43 Harb himself is identified by Ibn Hajar as 

a Basran who had had contact with some prominent Basran traditionists.44 He is also 

very likely a Shicite, and this explains his concern to consult the Imam about 

shafa'a.45 Abu Nucaym's gloss that this entire story is otherwise unknown, and at that, 

is only related from cAmr b. cAsim from Harb suggests that its preservation in the 

work of Abu Nucaym served some polemical purpose at some point in time.

43

44

Dhahabl, Siyar, 10, p. 256: cAmr b. <Asim al-Qaysl al-Basrl (d. 213/828).
~ Ibn Hajar, Tahdhlb, vol. 2, p. 224: identifies him as Harb b. Surayj (not Shurayh) b. al-Mundhir al- 
Minqari Abu Sufyan al-Basrl. He does not seem to have taken a very active role in transmission, but he 
did transmit from some important figures, among them, al-Hasan al-Basrl, Ayyub al-Sakhtiyanl, Abu 
Ja£far al-Baqir, Ibn Abl Mulayka, Qatada and Nafic the client of Ibn £Amr; al-MizzI, Jamal al-Dln 
Yusuf, Tahdhlb al-kamalfi asma3 al-rijdl (Beirut, 1985), vol. 5, p. 522.
45 Cf. Muhammad b. al-Hasan al-Tusl, Rijal, ed. M. S. Al Bahr al-cUlum (Najaf, 1381/1961), mentions 
him as a transmitter from both Muhammad al-Baqir, where he is identified as al-Harith b. Shurayh al- 
Minqari (p. 117, no. 44), and from Ja'far al-Sadiq, where he appears under the name Hurayth b. 
Shurayh al-Basrl (p. 181, no. 268).
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The other point has to do with Abu Jacfar's remark to Harb that, "you people of 

Iraq say that the verse in God's book which gives most hope (in arjd dyatin fi-kitdbi 

lldhy\ Although the term raja3 is related to that of irja3, it is the latter which is 

commonly known as the term with which the movement of the Murji'a was 

associated, since it deferred 'final-status' judgement to God. The former term (raja3} is 

familiar from the sort of Murji'ite theology expounded by the Kitdb al-cdlim wa'l- 

mutacallim. It is because the early Murji'a conferred 'believer-status' on Muslim 

sinners in this world on mere profession or acknowledgement of the faith, that led 

their opponents to deduce that the Murji'a were in effect suggesting this would ensure 

the salvation of all Muslim sinners in the next world; the early MurjiHtes were saying 

nothing of the sort. In short, the use of the term raja3 is more likely to be used by 

opponents of the MurjPa. Indeed, Madelung posits that the term, "was often imputed 

by opponents to the Murji'a from an early date".46 This makes sense, given that the 

deliberate misunderstanding of MurjiHte doctrine stemmed from opposition to the 

movement, which itself must be as old as the movement itself. The use of the term 

raja3 in the anecdote above, then, would suggest that we are probably dealing here 

with anti-Murji'ite polemic. This is not surprising since the anecdote, like that of Talq, 

is preserved in a Sunn! work. Neither anecdote is revelation to a Sunni audience: 

neither getting out of Hell nor the shafd'a of the Prophet is news to someone familiar 

with the body of hadith literature.

The episode informs us that both the Imam Abu Jacfar and Harb's fellow Iraqis 

agree in principle: there are Qur'anic verses which can be adduced in favour of the

46 Madelung, £72, s.v. "murdji'a".
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idea that God forgives all manner of sin. The disagreement between the two parties 

was simply over the scriptural basis of this forgiveness. Abu Jacfar's exposition of the 

verse which, strictly from his perspective, is the one Harb's fellow Iraqis adduce to 

countenance their point about God's clemency (Q. 39/53) strongly suggests that they 

are Murji'ites,47 because we have seen that the early Murji'a generally believed that 

God would either 'punish forever' or, so to speak, 'forgive forever'.48 Q. 39/53 does 

not make laxists of the Murji'ites (although it did in the eyes of their opponents). It 

merely confirmed the doctrine that while one risked eternal punishment by 

committing grave sins, it was not at all automatic that one actually went to Hell in the 

next world since God could forgive one altogether.

Now that we may assume Harb's fellow Iraqis to be Murji'ites, we can further 

point out that their adoption of shafaca, as a mechanism through which God forgives 

grave sinners, sits well with our theory about the absorption of (shafcfd) traditions by 

the previously scripturalist Murji'ites towards the middle of the second century (cf. the 

Murji'ite-traditionalist attitude of Muqatil b. Sulayman, d. 150/767). For the 

predecessors of the above-mentioned Basran Murji'ites, the likes of Talq, the idea of 

shafa'a as a way of escaping from Hell was novel, and, at first glance, arguably 

objectionable, not because it helped sinners get into Paradise, since for them God 

would do that with or without involving His Prophet; it would have seemed 

objectionable because the Prophet's shafa'a was being associated with (unrepentant) 

grave sinners getting out of Hell and this would have offended the scripturalist

47 In fact, the very accusation that the Murji'a were laxists can, Madelung says ("murdji'a"), be taken as 
evidence of anti-Murji'ite polemics.
48 See above ch. 2.1.3, pp. 72f, where it is Q. 4 verses 31 and 48 that are adduced in support of the idea

171



tendencies of the early Murji'a: nothing in the Qur'an explicitly stated that sinners 

could exit from Hell. However, with time the Murji'a could not resist the large-scale 

intrusion of hadlths and, after all, the new teaching (shafaca to get sinners out of Hell) 

prefectly suited the theological stance that had marked them from their birth: it was 

simply too severe to condemn all Muslim sinners, however incorrigible, to everlasting 

Fire.

As for the dating of the episode, the validity of the isndd can only be sustained if 

we take the can in Abu Jacfar's claim that his uncle49 heard the story "on the authority 

of his grandfather, the caliph CAH b. Abl Talib (d. 40/660). We may summarize by 

saying that the anecdote reflects early debates between traditionalists and MurjiHtes in 

Iraq about the status of the grave sinner in the next world. Harb, probably in reaction 

to Murji'ite ponderings on the subject, had sought a definitive answer to the question, 

and he along with his fellow Iraqis is taught the classical traditionalist doctrine of both 

Sunni and Shri Islam, direct from the mouth of an cAlid imam, Muhammad al-Baqir.

We shall cite one other anecdote that clearly shows the tension between 

scripturalism and traditionalism in Iraq:50

Muhammad b. cAbdallah al-Ansar!<- Surad b. Abfl-Manazil<- Shabib b. Abl 
Fadala al-Malikl related:
"On one occasion, soon after this mosque, the jdmif mosque, was built, clmran b. 
Husayn (d. 53/672) was sitting in it. Some people brought up the subject of 
shafcfa with him.

that God can forgive even the unrepentant grave sinner.
49 Muhammad b. al-Hanafiyya had two sons, Abu Hashim (d. 98/716-7) and al-Hasan (d. c. 81/700); it 
is more likely that the latter is meant in the above story on account of his well-known defence of the
doctrine of irjff.
50 Al-BayhaqI, Ahmad b. al-Husayn (d. 458/1065), Dalffil al-nubuwwa, ed. CA. M. cUthman (Cairo, 
1969) vol. 2, pp. 25f.; another version actually gives us the complaint brought against elmran b. 
Husayn: Ibn Abl cAsim', Ahmad b. <Amr (d. 287/900), al-Sunna, ed. B. F. al-Jawabira (Riyad, 1998), 
vol 1 P 556 (no. 836): yd Aba Nujayd innakum la-tuhaddithuna bi-ahddlthin ma najidu laha aslanft l- 
qur*an ("You tell us hadlths that have no basis in the Qur'an").
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One of these said to him: O Abu'l-Nujayd, you (innakum) relate to us hadlths
which have no basis in the Qm°an.
clmran became angry and said to this man: have you read the Qm°an?
The man replied: Yes.
(clmran): Have you found there (stipulated) that ishd3 prayer is four (rafras), that
the maghrib prayer is three, that the ghaddt prayer is two, that the zuhr prayer is
four, and that the casr prayer is four?
(Man): No.
(clmran): So, whom did you receive this information from? Did you not receive it
from us? And did we not receive it from the Prophet of God, sl'mli...]51
He clmran said: You have heard God saying in His book, "And that which the
Prophet brings to you, take it, and that which he forbids you, leave it" (Q. 59/7).
And so, we have taken from the Prophet of God, slcm, things which you do not
know. He (clmran) then mentioned shafd'a.
(clmran): Did you not hear that God says to certain people, "What has landed you
hi saqar, they say, "we were not among those who prayed" (Q. 74/42-43)-- to
where He says, "and we used to deny the Day of Judgement, until the inevitable
came to us, and the intercession of intercessors is of no use to [us] (Q. 74/46-
48)".52

Shablb then said: so, I heard clmran say that intercession avails except (in the case
of) what you have heard. 53

clmran b. Husayn al-Khuzacl (d. 53/672) was a well-known Basran traditionist. It is 

also interesting to note that he is reported to have remained neutral and abstained from 

fighting alongside C AH or cA3isha- presumably at both the Camel and Siffin.54 The 

import of the anecdote ascribed to clmran is clear: not everything can be derived from 

the text of the Qur'an, and so one needs Prophetic traditions to know the full ritual and 

practical elements of Islam. In short, we have here an argument for traditionalism.

51 clmran proceeds at length in the same style of argument to refute his disputant, mentioning other 
rituals and duties, e.g. the hajj and the zakat, for which the Qur'an had not provided the details, but 
which people nevertheless perform in an established custom. I omit this section and proceed to the end 
where shaftfa becomes the issue of debate.
52 Note 1 1) the narrator says "God says to certain people", whereas in the Qur'an it is the believers in 
Paradise who make the inquiry as to the predicament of those in Hell (saqar}, see Q. 74/40ff., 2) the 
narrator uses the 2nd person (fa-ma tanfcfukum shaftfat al-shaficin) instead of the 3rd person used in the 
Qur'an (fa-ma tanfa'uhum shafa'at al-shaficln).
53 sami'tu clmran yaqul al-shafaea nafi'a duna ma tasmafun. In other words, it does not avail those 'who 
do not pray nor feed the wretched, and who wade (in vain dispute) with waders and deny the Day of 

Judgement' (as per Q. 74/43-46).
54 Dhahabl, Siyar, vol. 2, pp. 508-12; Ibn Hajar, Tahdhlb, vol. 8, p. 126.
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This argument was at times made even when the hadlth transmitted by a companion 

had not been heard directly from the Prophet, as was the case in one incident 

involving the famous Anas b. Malik (d. 179/795). The famous jurist was heard 

relating a Prophetic hadlth and was asked whether he had actually received the hadith 

from the Prophet. Anas became furious and retorted that, "not everything that we 

narrate to you (nuhaddithukumuhu) we got from the Messenger of God, but nor do we 

(sc. the ahl al-hadlth) contradict each other.55 

EPILOGUE

The early history of the community shows that Muslims only gradually and at a 

secondary stage adopted as dogma the idea that sinners could go to Hell temporarily. 

This gradual tendency toward a mitigated Hell was one solution to the problem of 

contending with the fanaticism of early Kharijites on the divisive definition of imdn, 

but without having to concede to the Murji'ite tendency to emphasize faith over 

works. In due course, this solution would also dissolve the seeming ambiguity of the 

Muctazilite teaching on the fate of the Muslim grave sinner, whom they assigned an 

intermediate position (manzila bayn al-manzilatayn); this meant that the unrepentant 

grave sinner could be tolerated as a 'believer' in this world, but that in the next he or 

she would be punished eternally in Hell. Once it was established by the traditionalists 

that even unrepentant Muslim sinners would be guaranteed escape from Hell through 

the intercession of the Prophet, the final word had been cast on the issue of the grave

55 Ibn Abi cAsim, Sunan, vol. 1, p. 557 (no. 837): ma hull ma nuhaddithukumuhu sami'nahu min rasuli 
llahi wa-lakin lam yakun yukadhdhibu ba'duna bcfdan.

56 Watt, Formative, pp. 229f.
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sinner. And since the issue of the fate of the Muslim sinner had, to a large extent, 

fuelled the early Islamic movements of khuruj and irja>, once the issue had been 

resolved, both Kharijism and Murji'ism declined in political relevance, becoming 

historic relics of interest primarily to heresiographers.

The notion that a Muslim may end up in Hell, and hence end up there forever, 

could not, according to the traditionalists, reflect the political reality of the community 

in this world. The concern for the fate of Muslims in the next world followed logically 

from concern for their fate in this world, but the emphasis on their other-worldly fate 

was naturally a secondary development. This is not to say that Muslims were not 

working out theology from an early stage, but certainly the evidence of the debate we 

have seen, betrays a scheme in which the idea that Muslims would go to a temporary 

Hell, and also later that they were assured salvation through the effective intercession 

of the Prophet, was making its way through theological circles sometime in the mid- 

second century. That is probably when we would expect the idea to have started 

circulating: the shift in emphasis from concern of the fate of Muslims in this world to 

their fate in the next must reflect a political reality. The political stabilization of the 

community under the cAbbasids would prompt such a shift in emphasis.

By the mid 3rd/9th century, the Muslim community had endured four civil wars: 

the theology of the afterlife as held by the earliest Muslims was no longer an adequate 

one. The new reality was that regardless of one's religio-political beliefs, coexistence 

with others from the ahl al-qibla was unavoidable. The idea that the community could 

not be purged from persistent offenders, grave sinners and their like, must have

57 T Nagel, Geschichte der hlamischen theologie, trans. T. Thornton (Princeton, 2000), pp. 149-52.
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remained offensive to the religious sensibilities of large sections of devout society. 

The only way round this problem, of course, was simply to understand that this was 

the divine will- at least it was so from the point of view of the Sunnl scholars (the 

culama>) concerned to establish their religious authority, and who needed to negotiate 

their power status vis-a-vis the caliph. Since the community was a divinely-guided 

one, it was God's will that one lived amidst sinning believers and wrongdoers, and 

only He could judge the latter justly and requite them effectively. This would take 

place in the next world. In this world, however, one could not always pass judgement 

satisfactorily on such 'misguided' individuals; and even if one could, one was not 

always in a position to follow that judgement through with the relevant punishment. 

Of course, the concern remained that of defining relations with the worst of offenders, 

the polytheists or the unbelievers. Consequently, some credit had to be given to the 

profession of faith that 'there is no God but Allah' (Id ildha illd-lldh). This 

proclamation permitted peaceful coexistence within the community in this world, but 

it did not invalidate reprehensible behaviour: one could still be requited for one's sins. 

This had always been the case, but now one would also be rewarded for one's 

acknowledgement of God and His oneness. Temporary Hell was the solution to the 

'theological' headaches caused by the need to maintain the distinction between 

believer and unbeliever in this life and in the next, despite the untoward behaviour of 

many believers: it was possible to acknowledge the existence of a 'divinely-guided' 

community of believers in the face of sectarianism and under repressive government.

It is interesting to compare the situation of the early cAbbasid period with that of 

the first and second civil wars, when the hope for a restoration of 'righteous'

government was still a possibility. The political climate of the early period did not
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require any compromises in theology, especially since the rise to power of the 

cAbbasids gave hope to many political groups that a 'righteous' caliphate could be set 

up: no one needed to suggest that grave sinners would get out of Hell, or that they 

remained believers despite their sins. The Kharijite movement, as has been pointed 

out, was an example of the early attitude: their branding of non-Kharijites as kuffdr or 

mushrikun meant that they could engage the latter in battle without worrying about 

their fate in the afterlife. It is not by accident that there are almost no discussions of 

the concept of getting out of Hell, whether through shafcfa or otherwise, amongst any 

Kharijites both in reports about them or in their own early works.

Somewhat similarly, the earliest Murji'a had no qualms about 'bad' Muslims in 

this world ending up in eternal Hell in the next; traditionalists, however, did. After 

several rupturous civil wars, many traditionalists, just like the MurjPa before them, 

were concerned to maintain the cohesion of the community in this world, and so they 

were prepared to concede the label of believer to a member of the community who by 

his behaviour fell quite short of that label. They preferred not to brand sinners or 

unjust rulers labels like kuffdr, which would then mean that one had a duty to take up 

arms against them, or dissociate from them by emigrating to another place; this had 

been the 'Achilles heel' of the early Kharijites, who constantly forced themselves to 

adopt a political (and hence religious) stance towards non-Kharijite members (i.e. 

opponents) of the Muslim community. Inevitably, this was a cause for rupture and 

schism wherever they went. It is telling in this respect that Ibadl Kharijites allowed 

relations with others from among the Muslim community (the ahl al-qibla), who 

might have had no affiliation to the Ibad! cause, even allowing intermarriage with the
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latter. Not all Kharijites were as tolerant. But it is also interesting that of all the 

Kharijite sects, the Ibadis are the only ones who have survived to this day. It is certain 

that part of the reason for this was that Ibadis, like Shicites and Sunnls, maintained 

relations with their political and ideological opponents from within the Muslim 

community, and on points of dogma were much more tolerant than their Kharijite 

predecessors.59 That it was impossible to maintain such a fanaticist definition of who 

was or was not a believer is evidenced by the case of Najda b. cAmir. At one point 

Najda controlled central Arabia, Bahrayn, the Persian Gulf, east cUman and the 

Hadramawt in Yemen. A Kharijite in principle, he fell out with Nafic b. al-Azraq over 

the issue of qucud ('non-belligerence'). Najda preferred to coexist with those from 

among his community who chose not to wage war alongside him.60 Nafic , in contrast, 

did not tolerate such passivity among his followers: he also never managed to control 

as much territory as his counterpart.

In a sense all the religio-political movements of early Islam were different 

responses to one problem: how does one deal with disagreement within the 

community, and the political stand-offs this disagreement gives rise to? The murder of 

cUthman, the third caliph, was the first cause for a military stand-off within the early 

Muslim community. It had long-lasting consequences for the political history of the 

community for the simple reason that not everyone had been satisfied with his ascent 

to the caliphal office (Shfites would argue that the dissatisfaction goes back earlier to 

the caliphate of Abu Bakr). Had there been unanimous satisfaction with cUthman's

58 Cf. Watt, Formative, p. 23.
59 Cf A K. Ennami, "Studies in Ibadism", Phd. dissertation (Cambridge, 1971), pp. 202ff; Kashf al- 
ghumma, Tunis MS'(03182), f. 483.11: Ibadis accepted the doctrine of the Prophet's eschatological
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nomination, his death might have faded away, like the murder of cUmar, as nothing 

more than an unfortunate memory in the early history of the community: a pious old 

man murdered by a band of rogues. The fact that a military engagement ensued at the 

Battle of the Camel between leading members of Quraysh, and the fact that this was 

followed soon after by a civil war with one group (the Umayyads) claiming that the 

death of their kin had not been avenged, and that somehow certain contenders to the 

caliphal office (Banu Hashim led by CA1!) had turned a blind eye; the fact that the two 

earliest political sectarian movements would define their religio-political stance with 

reference to the caliphate (the Shlcites rejecting that of Abu Bakr, cUmar and cUthman, 

and the Kharijites rejecting that of cUthman and CAH); and the fact that Murji'ism was 

defined by its refusal to pass judgement on two early political figures, cUthman and 

CA1I, all meant that the problem of the 'right' imam had plagued the community from 

the moment of Muhammad's death.

And the danger of political stand-offs was that they frequently implied military 

stand-offs: one could only give force to one's choice of ruler by being prepared to fend 

off rivals. Now, the first consequence of a military stand-off is the possibility that a 

believer's blood may be shed, and this created problems for the theology of the 

afterlife. Such a turn of events was not only unacceptable because one could not have 

two rival communities of believers (the believers were one community destined for 

Paradise as a single entity), but also because God had set out clearly in the Qur'an the 

damnation and castigation which someone who kills a believer would suffer.61 It is

intercession but, like Mu'tazilites, limited it to minor offenders.
60 Cf. Ash'ari, Maqalat, p. 91.3.
61 Q. 4/93.
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against this that we can understand the earliest secessionist movements: when the 

Kharijites seceded from c All's camp they were not testing God's threat in the Qur'an; 

they were fully convinced that they were abandoning a potentially hostile camp which 

was not one of believers, and which threatened their, the Kharijites', salvation. The 

Kharijites, then, set themselves apart by labelling their enemies, or those who did not 

join their ranks, kuffdr or mushrikun, and by waging war against them. Not even a 

Kharijite would risk killing others knowing them to be believers (cf. God's threat in 

Q. 4/93). That in itself explains why some Kharijites applied these labels to those 

(qcfada, 'non-belligerents') who did not engage militarily against their opponents, 

since by not engaging the non-belligerent elements they were, in effect, undermining 

their own religio-political stance. In the same way that they justified taking up the 

sword against those whom they saw as unbelievers, they had to explain the position of 

those who refused to do so: they did so by applying to these latter the very labels of 

kuffdr or mushrikun. Ultimately, there could only be one group of believers.

Thesis summary

Based on the evidence presented in this study, it is unlikely that the shafdca of the 

Prophet as it is supplicated for in the mosaic inscription in the Dome of the Rock was 

associated with the temporary-Hell fire punishment. Otherwise, we would be hard 

pressed to explain why Muslim thinkers waited 200 years before taking issue with the 

question of shafa'a, and Muslim sinners (phi al-kaba>ir) escaping Hell. Indeed, the 

only way to explain why from the late third century onwards, shafcfa became 

controversial is to see it as a result of two processes: 1) the spread of the belief in

shafcfa, especially through numerous Prophetic hadiths and its association with the
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idea of temporary Hell; 2) the rise to prominence of Muctazilite thought which 

emphasized individual responsibility and, more importantly, which rejected the 

salvation of the unrepentant grave sinner. Of the early theological treatises we 

examined in ch. 2, none offered much insight into the question of temporary Hell. 

Considering that most of these works belong to the late first or early second century, 

their silence sits well with our own datable evidence: we can only document the 

controversy from cAbd al-Razzaq's Musannaf, i.e. from c. 153/770 (the death date of 

Macmar b. Rashid, from whom cAbd al-Razzaq transmits frequently) to 212/827 (the

Sf\ ^^^

date of cAbd al-Razzaq's death). The other-world scheme implicit in all of these 

works is one of eternal Hell or eternal Paradise. We noted, however, that already at 

the time of the earliest (documented) exegetical work (sc. Muqatil), the idea of 

monotheists exiting from Hell was known, but that the idea of exiting from Hell was 

not accepted by those who read the Qur'anic verses literally, as the traditions in the 

Musannaf 'of cAbd al-Razzaq attest. We also noted that, judging by the evidence of the 

Dome of the Rock inscription (c. 72-3/691-2), it was widely-held from an early stage 

that the Prophet would intercede for his community on the day of judgement. With the 

onset of the classical exgetical tradition (sc. Tabari, d. 311/923), we begin to see how 

the traditionalists found Qur'anic support for the idea of temporary Hell, while the 

shafcfa of the Prophet was used to reinforce this idea.

To reiterate then, a provisional chronology of temporary Hell and shafcfa may be 

something along these lines: from the early first century, the idea that the Prophet 

would intercede on the day of judgement was a popular one. At this early stage there

62 Even Cook's more cautious dating of these works to the late Umayyad period sits well with our
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is no evidence for the existence of the idea of temporary Hell, and the shafdca of the 

Prophet on behalf of his community was probably envisaged as reassurance that no 

Muslim would end up in Hell. However, from the early second century, in response to 

the problem of the otherworldly fate of the Muslim sinner, some theologians (ahl al- 

hadlth) were proposing a compromise solution: the ultimate salvation of all those who 

professed the oneness of God from among the Muslim community. They argued, on 

the basis of numerous Prophetic hadiths, that the punishment of these sinners in Hell, 

if it took place, would only be temporary.63 With the rise to prominence of prophetic 

traditions from about the second half of the second century, the idea of the Prophet's 

eschatological shafaca, took on added significance, as is evidenced by the 

juxtaposition of shafdca traditions alongside traditions about 'exiting from Hell'. It is 

with the crystallization of the classical tradition (c. 236-288/850-900), however, that 

the association of the Prophet's shafa'a and the temporary punishment of the Muslim 

sinner became complete.

evidence from the Musannaf.
63 Judging by the evidence of the Musannaf'of eAbd al-Razzaq (d. 212/827) and the transmitter Ma'mar 
b Rashid (d. 153/770). The only other early figures to whom statements in favour of temporary Hell are 
attributed are the traditionist Abu Bakr Hisham al-Dastawa'I (d. 153/770) (van Ess, TG, vol. 2, p. 61), 
and Bishr b. Ghiyath al-Marlsl (d. 218/833), see Shahrastam, Mild, p. 166.
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APPENDIX 1

The Classical Muslim creeds

In a Hanbali creed dated to c. 236/850, possibly dictated by Ahmad b. Hanbal (d. 

241/855) himself: 1

[11] Belief in the intercession of the Prophet for (a group of) people being 
brought out of Hell, and in the intercession of intercessors.

[13] When there is no intercession remaining for someone, God says, 'I am the 
most Merciful', and He inserts His hand into Jahannam and takes out from it 
what only He can reckon; if He wills, He takes them all out'. 2

In a later Hanbali creed, it is asserted: 3

[7] Intercession on the day of resurrection is a reality. People will intercede for 
other people so that they do not enter Hell; and people will be taken out of Hell by the 
intercession of the intercessors. People will be taken out of Hell after entering it and 
spending in it what (time) God willed; they are then taken out of Hell. (Other) people 
will be in it everlastingly and for ever. These are the people of idolatry and counting 
false, and denial and unbelief in God.4

The so-called 'testament of Abu Hanlfa' is an anonymous work from his school, and 

must date to post 236/850; probably to circa 288/900 in view of the following 

statement, which only begins to appear in later hadith compilations such as those of 

Ibn Maja (d. 273/886) and al-Tirmidhl (d. 2S5/898): 5

[25] The intercession of our Prophet Muhammad is a reality for all the People of 
Paradise, even for him who had committed a great sin.

1 Cf. H. Laoust, La profession defoi d'lbn Batta (Damascus, 1958), xv.

2 W. M. Watt, Islamic Creeds: a selection (Edinburgh, 1994), pp. 30-31; the creed article numbers in 

brackets correspond to Watt's.

3 See n. 2 above.

4 Watt, Creeds, p. 36.
5 Ibid., p. 60; also discussed by Wensinck, Creed, pp. 125ff., although his dating of this creed to before
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In a late Hanafi creed, known as the Fiqh Akbar 77, dated to c. 391/1000:6

[20] The intercession of prophets is a reality. The intercession of our Prophet on 
behalf of believers who have committed sins, even great sins and deserved 
punishment, is certainly real.

Al-Ashc ari (260-324/873-935) states in his creed: 7

[26] They, the people of sunna and hadith, assert the intercession of the 
Messenger of God, and that it is on behalf of the grave sinners of his community.

[31] They, the people of sunna and hadith, believe that by reason of the 
intercession of the Messenger of God, God will bring out a group of monotheists 
from Hell, according to what has been related from the Messenger of God.

Al-Tahawi (d. 322/933), a Hanafi from Egypt, writes, "the following is an exposition 

of the creed of the people of sunna and the community according to the school of 

jurists of the religious body, Abu Hanifa, Abu Yusuf al-Ansari and Abu cAbdallah al- 

Shaybani:

[11] The intercession which He has kept in store for them is a reality, as it is
o

narrated in the hadTths.

[25] Those who commit grave sins are in Hell, but not everlastingly if, when they 
died, they were monotheists, even though after they met God they did not repent 
and acknowledge (their sins). They are in the sphere of God's will and 
judgement...then in His mercy, and at the intercession of intercessors among the 
people obeying Him, He removes them from Hell and raises them to His 
Paradise."9

The following is taken from the creed of the Maliki jurist al-Qayrawani (c. 316-

386/928-996): 10

[19] He whom God has punished in Hell is taken out from it by Him because of 
his faith and is brought into Paradise.

Ibn Hanbal (see p. 178) is not generally accepted.

6 Wensinck, Creed, pp. 188ff.

7 Watt, Creed, p. 44.
8 Ibid., p. 50.
9 Ibid., p. 53.
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[20] Through the intercession of the Prophet for the grave sinners of his 
community, God takes him (the grave sinner) out of Hell.

The following is the creed of al-Ghazall (d. 505/1111): 11

[23] He (the person of faith) should also believe that monotheists will be taken 
out of Hell after punishment. As a result, by the grace of God, no monotheist will 
remain in Jahannam and no monotheist will be everlastingly in Hell.

[24] He should also believe in the intercession of the Prophets, then of the 
scholars, then of the martyrs, then of the other believers.. .He who remains of the 
believers without an intercessor will be taken out by God's grace. No believer 
will be everlastingly in Hell, but will be taken out from it provided there is an 
atom's weight of faith in his heart.

This next statement is taken from the creed of al-Nasafl (461-537/1068-1142), the 

famous Maturid! scholar of Samarqand: 12

[19] The intercession of the Messengers and of the elite is established for the case 
of those committing grave skis. Those believers who commit grave sins do not remain 
everlastingly in Hell.

Finally, the Ashcarite theologian from Shiraz, al-ljl (c. 680-756/1281-1355) states: 13

[19] The Muslim who has committed a grave sin does not abide everlastingly in 
Hell, but finally goes to Paradise...intercession is a reality in the case of those to 
whom the Merciful has granted it. The intercession of the Messenger of God is 
for those of his community who have (committed) grave sins; he intercedes on 
their behalf and his request is not refused.

11 Ibid., p. IB.
12 Ibid., p. 82.
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APPENDIX 2

The sermon of Abu Hamza al-Kharij!

The following section is from one version of the sermon: 1

wa-ammd ikhwdnund min hddhihi sh-sh?a fa-laysu bi-ikhwdnind ft-d-d'm...shicatun 
zaharat bi-kitdbi lldh wa-aclanat l-firyatu cald lldhi Id yarjicuna ild nazarin ndfidhinfi 
l-qur3dn wa-ld caqlin bdlighin ft l-fiqh wa-ld taftlshin can haqlqati s-sawdb qad 
qalladu dinahum ahrd}ahum wa-jacalu dlnahum casabiyyatan li-hizbin lazimuhu wa- 
atdcuhu ft jamFi md yaquluhu lahum ghayyan kdna aw rushdan aw daldlatan aw 
huddn yantaziruna d-duwal ft ra'fati l-mawtd wa-yu3minuna bi-l-bacthi qabla s-sdcati 
wa-yaddcfuna cilma l-ghaybi li-makhluq la yaclamu ahaduhum md ft ddkhili baytihi 
bal Id ycflamu md yantawl calayhi thawbuhu aw yuhwlhi jismuhu yanqimuna l- 
mafdsiya cald ahlihd wa-yuclamuna idhd zaharu bihd wa-ld yacrifuna l-makhraja 
minhd jufdtun ft d-dln qalllatun cuquluhum qad qalladu ahla baytin mina l-carabi 
dlnahum wa-zacamu anna muwdldtihim lahum tughnlhim cani l-acmdli s-sdliha wa- 
tunjlhim min ciqdbi l-acmdli s-sayyiya...

"As regards these brethren of ours from this "party", they are not our brothers in 
religion...(they are) a "party" who have put the Book of God behind its back (read: 
zaharat bi?} and has proclaimed calumny against God. They have no recourse to 
penetrative inquiry of (what is in) the Qur'an, nor any extensive reason from 
understanding, nor do they search for the truth of the right way. They have entrusted 
their religion to those prattlers from among them, and thay have made their religion 
the zealous partisanship of a band to whom they adhere. They obey it (sc. the band) in 
everything it tells them, regardless of whether it is sensible or erroneous, misguided or 
well-guided. They await turns (of fortune) at the return of the dead, believing in a 
resurrection before the Hour, and alleging that a (mere) creature has knowledge of 
divine secret; when not one of them knows what (that creature hides) inside of his 
own house, less, what his garment covers or what his body contains. They are hostile 
to those who commit sins, yet they conspicuously commit them, not knowing a way 
out of them. They are uncouth in religion and short of understanding. They have 
entrusted their religion to a house from among the Arabs, claiming that their 
friendship to them avails them of (the need for) good deeds and delivers them from 
the punishment due to evil deeds".

1 Isfahan!, Aghani, vol. 23, p. 243.
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APPENDIX 3

The ShHte concept of salvation in poetry

Thus, al-Kumayt b. Zayd al-Asad! (d. 126/743) professes: 1 [tawil]

ild n-nafari l-bldi lladhlna bi-hubbihim
ild lldhifimd ndbanl ataqarrabu 

barii Hdshimin rahti n-nabiyyi fa-innarii
bihim wa-lahum ardd mirdran wa-aghdabu

"To those pure ones by whose love I seek favour with God when I am 
afflicted, the sons of Hashim, the kin of the Prophet, for I am satisfied with 
them and I stand up for them time and again".

In fact, Kumayt is derided by two groups of people precisely for his love for the 

family of the Prophet:2 [tawil]

fa-td3ifatun qad akfaratnl bi-hubbikum
wa-td^ifatun qdlu musPun wa-mudhnibu 

fa-md sd'arii takfiru hdtayka minhumu
wa-ld caybu hdtayka llatl hiya acyabu

"On account of my love for you, some have branded me an unbeliever, while 
others say (that I am) a wrong-doer and a sinner, but their branding me an 
unbeliever does me no harm, nor is that which they deride me for anything to be 
ashamed of."

In the same way, one finds that poems by al-Sayyid al-Himyari (d. 173/789) 

frequently emphasize that it is the love of Muhammad's progeny that is the key to

salvation: 3 [kamil]

baytu r-risdlati wa-n-nubuwwati wa-lladhi
-na ncfudduhum li-dhunubind shufa'd'd 

inm caliqtu bi-hubbihim mutamassikan
arju bi-dhdka mina l-ildhi ridd'd

J. Horovitz, Die HaSimijat des Kuwait (Leiden, 1904), p. 29.

3 Diwan al-Sayyid al-Himyari, ed. Sh. H. Shakar (Beirut, 1966), p. 53, no. 5.
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"The house of the message and prophethood, and of those whom we count as 
intercessors for our sins; I am devoted and attached to their love, by this I 
hope for God's satisfaction".

Again, the same point is made by Himyari:4 [khaflfj

kadhaba z-zd'imuna anna 'Aliyyan
lan yunajjl muhibbahu min handtl 

qad wa-rabbi dakhaltu jannata cadnin
wa-cafd ll l-ildhu can sayyi'dtl

"They lie those who claim that C AH shall not deliver the one who loves him (i.e. 
who loves CAH) from evil; by my Lord, I will have entered the Garden of Eden 
and God will have forgiven me my misdeeds".

For a third example, we have the following verses: 5 [basit]

yd dla Ydslna yd thiqdtl
antum mawdliyyafi haydtl 

wa-cuddatl idh danat wafdtl
bikum ladd mahsharl najdtl

"O family of Yasln, o trustworthy ones, you are my friends in life and the ones I 
count on when death draws near; through you I will be delivered when I am 
called to the Gathering".

On this occasion, the poet goes so far as to say that those who seek other than the 

family of Muhammad will actually end up in Hell:6 [kamil]

innd nadlnu bi-hubbi dli Muhammadin
dlnan wa-man yuhbibhumu yastawjibi 

minnd l-mawaddata wa-l-waldya wa-man yurid
badalan bi-dli Muhammadin Id yuhbabl 

wa-matd yamut yaridi l-jahlma wa-ld yarid
hawda r-rasuli wa-in yaridhu yudrabi

"We profess love of Muhammad's family a religion for us, and he who loves 
them will warrant our love and friendship, and he who wants other than the

4 Dlwan, p. 140.

5 Ibid., pp. 61f.

6 Ibid., p. 113.
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family of Muhammad shall not be loved, and after he dies he will be taken 
towards Hell-fire and shall not approach the Messenger's basin, and if he were to 
approach it he will be smitten".

Similarly:7 [kamil]

wa-ilayhimu tarabl wa-fthimu bughyatl 
wa-bihim u'ammilufi l-jindni khuludd

"It is with them that I rejoice and in them lies my desire, and through them I hope 
for an eternity in the Gardens".

In another couplet, we are told that the imam guards from Hell-fire: 8 [baslt]

huwa l-imdmu lladhl narju n-najdta bihl 
min harri ndrin cald l-acda?i mustcfirl

"The imam through whom we seek deliverance from the heat of a Fire ignited 
over enemies".

Although accusations of Shlcism against him are unfounded, the same idea is 

expressed by the famous Tamlml poet al-Farazdaq Hammam b. Ghalib (d. HO/728):9 

[basit]

min mcfsharin hubbuhum dlnun wa-bughduhumu
kufrun wa-qurbuhumu manjan wa-muctasamu 

yustadfcfu s-su'u wa-l-balwd bi-hubbihimu
wa-yustardbu bihi l-ihsdnu wa-n-nicamu

"From a company whose love is (itself) religion and hatred of them is unbelief, 
and being near them is safety and a haven, through their love evil and affliction 
are kept at bay, and goodness and blessings are brought together".

Note also the verses by the famous Shfite poet Kuthayyir cAzza (d. 105/723): 10

7 Dlwan, p. 170.
8 Ibid., p. 239.
9

66
ol­ 
io

 OAu MI CU. n. ai-nainn vi-»v/«j .*.., *---/,•-- .11

Dlwan Kuthayyir (Azza, ed. I. cAbbas (Beirut, 1971), p. 494; on the poet, see I. {Abbas in £72, s.v.
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[kamil]

in imrtfan kdnat masdwi'uhu
hubba n-nabiyyi la-ghayru dhl catbi 

wa-banl Abl Hasanin wa-wdlidihim
man tdbafi l-arhdmi wa-s-sulbi 

atarawna dhanban an nuhibbahumu
bal hubbuhum kaffdratu l-dhanbl

"If a person's bad traits were his love of the Prophet, then he is not to be blamed; 
nor if it were (love) of the sons of Abu Hasan and their father, those who were 
good when they were in the loins and in the womb; do you think it a sin that we 
love them? Nay, their love is what purges sin."

The Shicite poet Dicbil b. CAH al-Khuzacl (d. 246/860) also conveys the same ideas in 

his verse: 11 [tawll]

fa-kayfa wa-min anna yutdlabu zulfatan
ila lldhi bo*da s-sawmi wa-s-salawdti 

siwd hubbi abnd*i n-nabiyyi wa-rahtihi
wa-bughdi bam z-zarqdyi wa-l-cabaldti

"How and from where other than fasting and prayer can one seek closeness to 
God, if not by loving the sons of the Prophet and his kinsfolk, and hating the sons 
of Zarqa3 (sc. mother of Marwan b. al-Hakam) and the children of cAbla (sc. 
Umayyads)".

According to Dicbil it is love of the family of the Prophet that ensures a place in 

Paradise: 12 [tawll]

fa-innl mina r-rahmdni arju bi-hubbihim 
haydtan ladd l-firdawsi ghayra batdtl

"Through their love I hope from the Merciful One a life in Paradise 
uninterrupted".

Again, being 'attached' to the progeny of the Prophet, to the exclusion of others,

"Kuthayyir".
11 Dlwan, p. 126..
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brings eventual salvation: 13 [kamil]

wa-qtac hibdlata man yurldu siwdhumu 
fl hubbihim tahlul bi-ddri najdti

"Sever the net of those who seek other than them, for, by loving them you shall 
end up in the abode of deliverance".

Other verses attributed to Dicbil are the following: 14 [tawll]

laqad dmanat nafsl bikumfl haydtihd
wa-inrii la-arju l-amna cinda mamdtl 

idhd lam nundji lldhafi salawdtind
bi-asmd3ihim lam tuqbali s-salawdtl

"My soul has been safe through you during life, and I hope for it security also in 
death, for, if we do not whisper their names during prayers to God, our prayers 
are not accepted".

12 ibid., p. 144.
13 Ibid., p. 147.
14 Al-Marzubam, Akhbdr, p. 101.
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APPENDIX 4

The Dome of the Rock mosaic inscription

The mosaic inscription runs along the outer and inner faces of the octagonal arcade 

inside the Dome, and it ends with a foundation inscription of 72 A.M., which secures 

the date of the construction of the building to the year 691-92 A.D. Beginning at the 

inner face of the octagonal arcade, from the south side: 1

S: "There is no god but God alone, without partner. To Him belongs sovereignty 
and to Him belongs praise. He gives life and death; He is omnipotent [conflation 
of Q. 64/1 and 57/2]. Muhammad is the servant of God and His messenger. 
SE: God and His angels make blessings on the Prophet. O you who believe, make 
blessings on him and pray him peace [Q. 33/56]. May God bless Him and the 
peace and compassion of God be upon him. O people of the Book: do not 
exaggerate in your religion
E: and say only the truth about God. The Messiah, Jesus, son of Mary, was but a 
Messenger of God, and His word which He conveyed unto Mary, and a spirit 
from Him. So believe in God and His messengers, and say not 'three', desist 
NE: it is better for you. God is only one god. Exalted He is- that he should have a 
son! His is all that is in the heavens and on the earth. And God suffices as a 
guardian [cf. Q. 4/171]. The Messiah will never disdain to be 
N: God's servant, nor will the favoured angels. Whoever disdains to serve Him 
and is proud, He will gather them all before Him [Q. 4/172]. Oh God, bless Your 
messenger and Your servant Jesus son of Mary. Peace be on him the day he was 
bom, and the day he dies, and the day he shall be raised alive [cf. Q. 19/33]. Such 
was Jesus son of Mary, (this is) the statement of the truth concerning which they 
are in doubt. It does not befit God that He should take a son. Glory be to Him. 
W: When He decrees a thing, He only says to it 'Be', and it is. God is my lord and 
your lord. So serve Him. That is a straight path [cf. Q. 19/34-36]. God bears 
witness that there is no god but Him, as do the angels and the men of knowledge. 
He acts with justice. There is no god but Him
SW: the all-mighty, the all-wise [Q. 3/18]. Religion with God is Islam. Those 
who were given the scripture only differed after knowledge came to them, out of 
envy between them. As for whoever denies the signs of God, then God is swift to 
call to account [Q. 3/19]".

1 The entire mosaic inscription can be examined in C. Kessler's reproduction, "eAbd al-Malik's 
inscription in the Dome of the Rock: a reconsideration", JRAS 1 (1970), pp. 2-14, see pp. 4-9; also E. 
Whelan, "Forgotten witness: evidence for the early codification of the Qur'an", JAOS 118, i (1998), pp. 
4-5 for a translation of the inscriptions; Hoyland also translated the text of the inscription, Islam, p. 697.
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The inscription continues on the south-east corner of the outer arcade:2

S: "In the name of God, the Merciful the Compassionate. There is no god but
God alone. He has no associate. Say, 'He is God the one, the eternal. He did not
beget nor was He begotten, there is none equal to Him' [Q. 112]. Muhammad is
the messenger of God. May God give him blessing.
SW: In the name of God, the Merciful, the Compassionate. There is no god but
God alone. He has no associate. Muhammad is the messenger of God. God and
His angels make blessings unto the Prophet.
W: O you who believe, make blessings on him and pray him peace [Q. 33/56]. In
the name of God, the Merciful, the Compassionate. There is no god but God
alone. Praise be
NW: to God who has not taken a son, and who has no partner in dominion, nor
any partner through humbleness. Magnify him greatly [Q. 17/111]. Muhammad is
the messenger of God
N: may God and His angels and His messengers make blessings on him, and the
peace and compassion of God be upon him. In the name of God, the Merciful, the
Compassionate. There is no god but God alone. He has no associate.
NE: To Him belongs sovereignty and to Him belongs praise. He gives life and
death, and He is omnipotent [conflation of Q. 64/1 and 57/2]. Muhammad is the
messenger of God, may God bless him and accept his intercession on the Day
of Resurrection for his community. 3
E: In the name of God, the Merciful, the Compassionate. There is no god but God
alone. He has no associate. Muhammad is the Messenger of God, may God bless
him. This dome was built by the servant of God
SE: cAbd [Allah the Imam al-Ma3mun, Commander}* of the Faithful, in the year
seventy two. May God accept it from him and be pleased with him. Amen, Lord
of the worlds, to God belongs praise".

2 Item no. 9 of RCEA, vol. 1.
3 Wa-taqabbal shaftfatahu yawm al-qiyama fi ummatihi (this supplication can actually be seen in the 
photograph stills in O. Grabar and S. Nuseibeh, The Dome of the Rock (New York, 1996), p. 98, upper

left corner of page).
4 Brackets enclose the poorly-executed substitution of cAbd al-Malik's name by that of al-Ma5mun.
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APPENDIX 5

Attestations of the Prophet's shafa'a:

Other early attestations of the Prophet's shafd'a can be found in the historical

narratives. The following are the only ones known to me:

(a) In an exhortative speech to the Kufans (year 61/680), Zuhayr b. al-Qayn al-Bajall

cries:

fa-wa-lldhi Id tandlu shafd'atu Muhammadin, slcm, qawman haraqii dimd'a
dhurriyatihi wa-ahla baytihi wa-qatalu man nasarahum wa-dhabba can
harlmihim?
"By God, the intercession of the Muhammad shall not be forthcoming to people
who shed the blood of his progeny and his family and who kill those who aid
them and protect their womenfolk".

(b) A man of the Banu Tamim called cAbdallah b. Hawzah is involved in an 

aggressive exchange with al-Husayn (c. year 61/680):

qdla yd Husayn yd Husayn fa-qdla Husayn md tashd*? qdla abshir bi-n-ndr qdla
^

kalld innl aqdimu cald rabbin rahlmin wa-shafifin mutdc .
"He said: Husayn, Husayn! The latter replied: What do you want? He said: 
Expect Hell-fire! He (al-Husayn) said: Not quite! I expect to meet a merciful 
Lord and an intercessor who is accepted (sc. the Prophet)".

(c) While the poet Jamll (-Buthayna, d. 82/701) lies on his deathbed, a certain cAbbas 

b. Sahl enters upon him:

(Jamll): "What do you say of someone who has never touched alcohol, never
fornicated, never committed theft, never killed anyone and who bears witness that
there is no god but Allah?"
(cAbbas): "I imagine that he has attained salvation and I wish for him that he be
in Paradise. Who is this person?"
(Jamll): "Myself.

1 Tabarl, TSrlkh, II, 332.
2 Tabarl, TSrikh, II, 337.
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(cAbbas): "By God, I cannot imagine that after twenty years of trying to seduce 
Buthayna (with poetry) you could be so sure (about salvation)!". 
(Jarml): "I am (about to be) in the first day of the next world and am in the last 
day of this world. May I never attain the intercession of Muhammad (la nalatni 
shafac atu Muhammad), peace and blessings be on him, if I ever laid my hands on 
her in wrongful intent". 3

(d) After the severed head of al-Husayn is brought to the Umayyad court, a 

companion of the Prophet is outraged when he sees the caliph Yazld mutilating the 

head:

Abu Barza al-Aslami said, "Are you poking Husayn's mouth with your cane? 
Take your cane away from his mouth! How often have I seen the Messenger of 
God kiss it. As for you, Yazld, know that on the Day of Resurrection you will 
come forth and have Ibn Ziyad as your advocate (shafic). But this man (i.e. 
Husayn) will have Muhammad as his advocate." Then he got up and turned
away.4

(e) Qays b. cAbbad al-DabcI (d. 85/704), a Basran who had joined Ibn al-Ashcath's 

rebellion, was asked by cUbaydullah b. Ziyad:

"What do you think of al-Husayn b. CAH?", to which he replied, "his grandfather 
will be his advocate, but as for you, your advocate will be your father". Ibn Ziyad 
is infuriated by the response.5

(f) cAbdallah b. Wal al-Taym! at the grave of the recently buried al-Husayn:

'By God, I believe that, of all Muhammad's community, al-Husayn, his brother 
and his father are the best means (waslld) to God on the Day of Resurrection".6

The historical background for the following poems is the battle of Karbala5 (61/680),

3 Ibn Kathir, Ismacil b. cUmar, al-Bidaya wa'l-nihayafl'l-tarikh (Cairo, 1932-39), vol. 9, p. 49.
4 Tabari, Tarlkh, II, 383; I have followed I. K. A. Howard's translation here, The History of al-Taban: 
an annotated tanslation, vol. XIX (New York, 1990), p. 176.
* Abu'l-'Arab Muhammad b. Ahmad al-Tamlml, Kitab al-mihan, ed. Y. W. al-Jabburl (Beirut, 1983), p. 

67: ma taqulfi l-Husayni bni CAH? amma huwa fa-yashftf lahujadduhu wa-amma anta fa-yashfcf laka367
abuk.
6 Tabari, Tarlkh, II, 547.
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in which al-Husayn was killed:7

(1) al-Tirimmah b. cAdI al-Ta'I (floruit c. 81/700):8 [saric ]

yd ndqatl Id tazja'i min zajrl
wa-mdl bind qabla tuluci l-fajrl 

bi-khayri fitydnin wa-khayri s-safrl
dli rasuli lldhi dli l-fakhn 

l-mdjidi l-hurri r-rahlbi s-sadrl
asdbahu lldhu bi-kulli khayrl 

ibni amlri l-mu3minlna t-tuhrl
wa-ibni sh-shaft'i min cadhdbi l-qabrl

"She-camel of mine, do not fear my constant prodding, and carry us along before 
dawn breaks, with the best of men and travellers, to the House of the Prophet, the 
House of glorious and unshackled pride, and generous of heart. May God target 
him with all the best, the son of the Commander of the Faithful, the pure one, and 
the son of the intercessor against the punishment in the grave".

(2) al-Hurr b. Yazld al-Tamlml (killed with al-Husayn at Karbala5 in 61/680):9 [tawil]

huwa l-mawtufa-snac [foot missing] md anta sdnicu
fa-anta bi-ka3si l-mawti Id budda jdricu 

wa-hdmi can ibni l-mustafd wa-harimihl• • • «/ •

Itfallaka talqd hasda md-anta zdricu 
laqad khdba qawmun khdlafu lldha rabbahum

yurlduna hadma d-dlni wa-lldhu shdri'u 
yurlduna camdan qatla dli Muhammadin

wa-jadduhumu yawma l-qiydmati shdfi'u

"Death shall come, so do to yourself what you will. For, you shall surely swallow 
from the cup of death. You are defending the son of the elect one and his women, 
perchance you shall reap what you here sow. Failed are those who have opposed 
God their Lord, they want to destroy the religion, while God makes things 
manifest. They intentionally want to kill those from the House of the Prophet, 
even though their grandfather is the intercessor on the Day of Judgement".

(4)Anon.: 10 [wafir]

atarju ummatun qatalat Husaynan

7 In the following section taken from a collection of Shicite poetry, I do not always cite the poems in 
their entirety, only the verses which are of interest; consequently, I sometimes omit intervening verses 
retaining only enough to clarify the sense and context of the verses which interest us.
8 Dlwan ash'ar al-tashayyuc , p. 224.

9 Ibid., p. 229.
10 Ibid., p. 256.
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shafacata jaddihl yawma l-hisabl 
fa-Id wa-lldhi laysa lahum shafi'un

wa-hum yawma l-qiydmatifi l-cadhdbl

'Do a people who have killed al-Husayn hope for the intercession of his 
grandfather on the Day of Reckoning. Nay, by God, they shall have no 
intercessor, and on the Day of Resurrection they shall be in chastisement'.

Some attestations come from late Shicite sources: 

(5) Mascud b. cAbdallah al-Qaynl: 11 [kamil]

Id budda an tarida l-qiydmata Fdtimd
wa-qamisuhd bi-dami l-Husayni mulattakhu

waylun liman shufaca>uhu khusamd'uhu 
wa-s-siirufi yawmi l-qiydmati yunfakhu

Tatima shall surely appear in the Resurrection with her garment drenched in the 
blood of al-Husayn. Woe to any whose advocates shall be his enemies when the 
trumpet is blown on the Day of Resurrection'.

(6)Anon.: 12 [baslt]

hasbu lladhl qatala l-Husaynd
mina l-khasdrati wa-n-naddmd 

inna sh-shafica ladd l-ildhl
khaslmuhu yawma l-qiydmd

"It suffices of regret and loss for him who killed al-Husayn (i.e. by way of 
punishment) that the intercessor before God on the Day of Resurrection shall be 

his enemy".

11 Ibn Shahrashub, Manaqib, vol. 3, p. 108, also here for Fatima's intercession in particular.

12 Ibn Shahrashub, Manaqib, vol. 3, p. 109.
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APPENDIX 6

On the origin of the idea of Muhammad as shaft*

Just because Muslim tradition associated the Prophet's shafdca with prevailing 

monotheist ideas, the designation of the Prophet a shafic does not have to issue from 

this same source. In other words, the proclamation of the Prophet shaft in the Dome of 

the Rock, even though it fitted the 'monotheist language' of the Syro-palestinian 

milieu, 1 might not have been born within this same language. Even if we are prepared 

to accept the idea that the Umayyads, or their court theologians, introduced the idea of 

the Prophet's intercession to the Syrian and Palestinian Muslims,2 we have to presume 

that the idea was as old as Islam itself, i.e., that it went back to the Hijaz. What the 

Marwanids had done was simply to publicize the concept in a context that suited their 

immediate milieu: establishing the place of Muhammad among the list of monotheist 

prophets in the 'land of prophets', and declaring the Arabian prophet's supremacy over 

these predecessors.

Certainly the model for the 'religious' man, for whom the label shafF, 

'intercessor', would not have been out of place, could be found before and during the 

time of the Muhammad's prophethood: be it the 'holy' man of late antiquity,

1 Cf A D. Khoury, Polemique Byzantine centre I'islam: viiie-xiiie S. (Leiden, 1972), p. 43, points to the 
influence of Christianity on Islam, suggesting that after the Prophet's death Muslims were concerned to 
establish certain 'credentials' for Muhammad like those of Jesus, so that Muhammad was 
'Christianized', while Jesus was 'Islamicized'. This tendency, however, had already been noted by 
Goldziher (MS II, pp. 382ff.), although he identified it as a later development, the earliest conception of 
the Prophet being quite the opposite (ibid., pp. 278f.), be it in the Qur'an or in the khasa'is material, 
such as can be found in the hadlth collections.
2 The question of the relationship between rulers and traditionists has been posed in a different context 
by M. Lecker, "Biographical notes on Ibn Shihab al-Zuhri", JSS 41 (1996), pp. 21-63, esp. 25ff.
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frequently sought on account of his 'talent' for intercession,3 or Middle eastern monks 

who, "as mediators could conciliate God with their prayers",4 or indeed, the Jewish 

rabbi of the 5th century (A.D.) whose "participation in God's holiness and...power" 

meant that he was a "mediator of salvation."5 But to what extent can we be sure of the 

intrusion of such figures into the Hijaz?6 It seems very unlikely that the phenomenon 

of monotheist 'holy men' was unknown,7 and yet the lack of direct historical evidence 

prevents a definitive historical verdict.8 In any case, it is among Muhammad's earliest 

followers, those of his native milieu, that we would expect the label of shaft to have 

emerged.

I suggest that it was not the association of Muhammad with the figure of the 'holy 

man', less the stories about monotheist prophets, that prompted his early followers to 

call him a shaft: , 9 but a different social dynamic altogether. This dynamic stems from 

the way tribesmen perceived their leaders. Considering that Islam emerged from a

3 P. Brown, "The Rise and Function of the Holy Man in Late Antiquity" in Society and the Holy 
(Berkeley, 1982), pp. 122, 126f., 127 n. 119, 136-145.
4 J. Neusner, Judaism, Christianity and Zoroastrianism in Talmudic Babylonia (Atlanta, 1990), p. 164;

also p. 166.
5 J. Neusner, Talmudic Judaism in Sasanian Babylonia: essays and studies (Leiden, 1976), pp. 53-55, 57 
and rabbis as "mediators of salvation", p. 77.
6 Of course, there were Jewish communities in the Hijaz: G. D. Newby, A history of the Jews of Arabia: 
from ancient times to their eclipse under Islam, Columbia, 1988, pp. 49ff.), but it is impossible to know 
the nature of religious interaction between them and the Arabs.
7 Cf. I. Shahld, Byzantium and the Arabs in the sixth century (Washington, 1995), vol. 1, pp. 850-7, 
suggests that the Christian penetration into the Hijaz is difficult to gauge and can only have left faint 
traces in Mecca and Medina; but cf. Q. 24/37: rijdlun la tulhihim tijdritun wa-ld bafun can dhikri llahi 
wa-iqdmi s-saldti, suggests that monotheist practice of the Christian type was not unknown.

8 C F Robinson, "Prophecy and holy men in early Islam", in The Cult of Saints in Late Antiquity and 
the Middle Ages: essays on the contribution of Peter Brown, eds. J. Howard-Johnston and P. A. 

Hayward (Oxford, 1999), pp. 241-62.
9 If language is any clue to culture-specific ideas, then we should point out that sh-f-e has no cognates in 
Hebrew or Aramaic, or Syriac for that matter, and it does not seem to be a caique on any other Semitic 
root; it would be useful to know what Jews or Christians used in pre-Islamic Arabia to express the verb 
'to intercede' when translating biblical stories into Arabic, but no such evidence survives, since if any 
such exchange took place it was oral and periphrastic at most, see M. Polliack, The Karaite tradition of 
Arabic Bible translation (Leiden, 1997), pp. 3f.: the oldest Arabic translation of the New Testament
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tribal society, the qualities associated with the office and person of the tribal chief

would have naturally been assumed by Muhammad when he became the head of the

fledgling Muslim community. After all, it is acknowledged that within the 'psyche' of

a tribe, little distinction is made between political and religious leadership since both

are seen to reside in the figure of the tribal chief; 10 even when the tribal chiefs

political authority has been eroded he remains a sacred figure, undoubtedly on account

of his power to intervene in and resolve disputes. 11 In pre-Islamic Arabia, this

veneration was frequently articulated by the root sh-f-c (shafic). The person who could

intercede in disputes, effect prisoner-exchanges and arrange otherwise impossible

meetings, was as much admired for this quality as he was sought for those services.

For, the semantic range of the Arabic root sh-f-f allows for more than just the

significance of 'intercessor'. 12 The pre-Islamic poetry suggests that 'intercession' is

only performed by those of sufficient stature, i.e., those who are able, on account of

special status or kinship, to get to the individual with whom the intercession is

dates to 859 A.D., the Mt. Sinai MS, codex 151.
10 J. Chelhod, Introduction a la sociologie de I'lslam: de I'animisme a I'universalisme (Paris, 1958), esp. 
ch. 2: (pp. 50-51) on the veneration of the tribal ancestor whose name is invoked at the moment of 
attack in order to secure his intervention and is thereafter repeated as a sort of battle-cry; (pp. 54, 61f.) 
on the chief as the supreme guide in everything, including religion.
11 E. E. Evans-Pritchard, The Nuer: a description of the modes of livelihood and political institutions of 
a Nilotic people (New York, Oxford, 1940), pp. 5f, 163f. So venerated is this role of 'mediator' within 
tribal societies that, at least in modern times, it is known to pass on to another figure associated with the 
tribe who might otherwise perform strictly religious rituals: the case of a N. W. Pakistani tribe where a 
saint exists alongside the chief and must be present in any mediation: F. Barth, Political Leadership 
among the Swat Pathans, London School of Economics Monographs on Social Anthropology no. 19 
(London and New Brunswick, 1959), pp. 96-103, 134.
12 In an early Arab Christian composition the verb w-s-t is used to refer to Christ as the mediator 
between men and God: wa'l-maslh huwa al-waslt baynand wa-bayna allah (S. Kh. Samlr, "The earliest 
Arab apologetic for Christianity (c. 750 A.D.)" in Christian Arab apologetics during the cAbbasid 
period (750-1258), Leiden, 1994, p. 97); modern Arabic bibles, of course, use sh-f-f. But note how in 
present-day Middle East w-s-t is used to refer to mediation in secular affairs, while sh-f-f is restricted to 
the religious, especially the Shi'ite imams, see A. Rassam, "Al-tabafiyya: power, patronage and 
marginal groups in northern Iraq", in Patrons and clients in Mediterranean societies, eds. E. Gellner 

and J. Waterbury (London, 1977), pp. 157- 66.
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addressed (frequently the tribal chief). 13 To be able to intervene as a shdfie was 

considered praise-worthy. 14 There are numerous examples in the historical and literary 

tradition, and we will make do with one or two. The high regard with which those 

who 'intercede' are held, is suggested by the following lines of the poet al-Acsha (d. c. 

4/625): 15 [saric ]

wa-sh-shdficuna l-juca canjdrihim
hattd yurd ka-l-ghusuni n-nddin

"And those who join themselves to (the predicament of) the refugee so that he is 
freed from hunger, and becomes as radiant as the green branch".

In a similar spirit al-Nabigha al-Dhubyani (floruit 580-600 A.D.) praises the men of 

the Ghassanid court who had helped him effect the release of several of his fellow 

tribesmen from Rabica and Mudar; they are praised for giving him otherwise 

impossible access to an audience with the king: 16 [tawil]

wa-li-lldhi faynd man ra3d ahla qubbatin
adarra li-man cddaw wa-akthara ndficd 

wa-aczama ahldman wa-akthara sayyidan
wa-afdala mashfucan ilayhi wa-shdficd 

matd talqahum Id talqa li-l-bayti cawratan
wa-ld d-dayfa mamnucan wa-ld j-jdra ddyicd

"Joyous are the eyes which see bedouins, while injurious to their enemies, most 
useful, most wise, most supreme, the best of those with whom intercession may 
be sought and the best of intercessors (themselves). Whenever one encounters 
them one finds no home deficient, no visitor unwelcome and no refugee in 
misery".

Al-Farazdaq (d. 110 or 112/728 or 730) composed the following eulogy of Nasr b.

13 Note how in this respect when later Muslims sought scriptural proof for Muhammad's shafffa, they 
decided on Q. 17/79, which says that God will raise the Prophet to a 'praise-worthy station' (maqam 
mahmud); evidently, they believed it was a laudable status. Cf. the Muctazilite cAbd al-Jabbar's remark 
that "the effect of intercession (shafdea) is to raise the status of the one who performs it, and is proof of 
the latter's standing with the one with whom the intercession is sought", Shark, p. 688.
14 E. Riad, "Shafa'a dans le Coran", Orientalia Suecana 30 (1981), pp. 37-62, esp. p. 40; Riad has 
collected a'good number of pre-Islamic occurrences of the root sh-f-f.
15 Diwan al-Acsha, (Beirut, 1960), p. 38, line 19 (= line 51 of '"Alqarn la tasfah").
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Sayyar al-Laythi: 17 [tawll]

wa-anta mru3un in tus'ali l-khayra tu'tihl 
jazilan wa-in tashfac takun khayra shdficl

"You are one who when asked of his charity gives it in abundance, and who if he 
intercedes is an excellent intercessor."

The following verses come from al-Mutanabbi (d. 355/965), eulogizing CAH b. Ahmad 

al-Ta3!: 18 [tawll]

ghamamun 'alaynd mumtirun laysa yuqshi'u
wa-ld l-barqufihl khallaban hlna yalmcfu 

idhd caradat hdjun ilayhi fa-nafsuhu
ild nafsihiflhd shafFun mushafftfu

"(He is) a cloud of rain over us that does not disperse, nor is its lightning without 
water when it flashes; if (a person's) requirements are brought before him, then 
his own self will intercede with him in these things, and its intercession will be 
accepted (i.e. his generosity is such that it requires no intercessor)".

In other words, the occurrence of the epithet shafic in the early poems addressing the 

Prophet, might suggest a new poetic standard in which mention of the Prophet and the 

asking for his forgiveness replaced what, hitherto, had been the eulogizing of a tribal 

noble. 19 If, then, one can suppose that the 'tribal' paradigm played a role in 

determining the conception of the new umma, at least in the sense that Muhammad's 

message would to some extent reflect the language of the tribe and be understood 

through it, 20 then the 'office' of shafic could easily be transferred from this world to the

16 Diwan al-Nabigha al-Dhubyanl, ed. S. Faysal (Beirut, 1968), p. 95.
17 Diwan al-Farazdaq, ed. A. Fa'ur (Beirut, 1987), p. 357.
18 Diwan al-Mutanabbl (Beirut, 1958), p. 31.
19 Cf M. J. Kister, "The slrah literature", CHAL, pp. 352-66: "poems in praise of the Prophet preserve 
elements of the laudatory poems addressed to tribal leaders. The contents of the eulogies of the Prophet 
differ, however, in some respects; they especially stress his prophetic mission, emphasize his spiritual 
qualities, praise the new religion [...] stress the moral values of Islam, often coupling them with the old 

;^oo nf n-iKai nrirle and boasting" (p. 358).sas of tribal pride and boasting (p. J^o;-
Cf J T. Monroe, "The poetry of the slrah literature", CHAL, pp. 368-73: "the old techniques and
ernes were placed at the servive of new religious ideals defended by a new political and religious

themes 
community" (p. 369).
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scene of the Day of Judgement. When Muhammad warned his followers that God 

threatened unbelievers with Hell-fire punishment in the next world, he also 

proclaimed, "answer God's summoner and believe in Him, and He will forgive you 

some of your sins and protect you from a painful chastisement (Q. 46/31)"; just as 

Muhammad could bring threats from the Divine, he could also bring assurances of 

salvation.21 The hierarchical organization within tribal life together with its 

communalistic mode of existence and the dependence of the individual on the larger

00group for his well-being, to which the bedouin was so accustomed, meant that the 

earliest followers of the Arabian revelation would waste no time in seeking out a 

shafF, an individual of such standing with the supreme God that he would be able to

*)\

avert the threat of eternal fire: Muhammad was their only choice.

21 Cf J Wach The sociology of religion (Chicago and London, 1944), p. 337, "he who voices the will 
of the gods is also trusted to convey the feelings and thoughts of their servants to the gods [...] the more 
irrational the demand, the more risk is involved, and the higher is the prestige of the successful

mediator".
22 Cf van Ess on the idea of Muhammad's shafa'a, "{...}das war kommunalistisch gedacht; denn von 
einer Strafe kann unter diesen Umstanden keine Rede mehr sein", TG, iv, pp. 543ff.
23 O 3/31' "Say if you love God, follow me, and God will love you, and forgive your sins"; cf. Q. 
3/132; 4/69; and 4/80: "He who obeys the Messenger, obeys God".
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APPENDIX 7

The 'satanic verses'

In the commentary to Q. 6/94 ("And we do not see with you your intercessors, 

those you asserted to be associates with you", see group III above, p. 52), Tabari states 

that this verse was revealed in the case of a certain al-Nadr b. al-Harith, who used to 

claim that Allat and al-cUzza would intercede for him with God on the Day of 

Resurrection. 1 Now, the identification of al-Nadr is less important, for our purposes, 

than that of Allat and al-cUzza. These entities or lesser divinities were identified as 

idols by Muslim tradition, and became infamous for their association with the so- 

called 'satanic verses' affair.

Allat and al-cUzza are known to Muslim tradition as two of three (the other being, 

Manat) main pre-Islamic deities or idols worshipped in Mecca.2 Sometimes all three 

appear together in tradition, at other times only Allat and al-cUzza are mentioned. 

Tradition relates that on the occasion of the revelation of three of the verses of surat 

al-najm, the Prophet did not recite the third verse according to the way the angel 

Gabriel had apparently instructed him. Thus, the Prophet is said to have uttered: "And 

have you seen Allat and al-cUzza and Manat the third the other? These are the high­ 

flying cranes (al-ghardnlq al-cula) and their intercession is to be hoped for (inna

1 Tabari, Tafslr, vol. 7, p. 278f.
2 Ibn al-Kalbi, Asndm, p. 19: wa-kdnat Quraysh tatufu bi-l-ka(ba wa-taqul: wa-lldti wa-l-cUzza wa- 
Mandti l-thdlithati l-ukhra fa-innahunna l-gharanlqu l-cula wa-inna shafa'atahunna la-turtajd [...] kanu 
yaquluna banatu lldhi wa-hunna yashfa'na ilayh. For a very recent discussion of the story, see G. 
Hawting, The idea of idolatry and the emergence of Islam: from polemic to history, (Cambridge, 1999), 

esp. ch. 6.
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shafcfatahunna turtaja)".3 But sura 53/21ff, as it is in the Qur'an, runs thus: "Is it that 

there are males for you and females for him? (21) That would be an unfair division 

(22) They are only names which you and your fathers have given them, God has not 

revealed any authority regarding them (23)". The reason for the 'misunderstanding' is 

traditionally explained by the Prophet's longing to reach out to the Meccans who had 

thus far resisted the new religion. In fact, we are told that the Meccans were so 

gladdened by the revelation (which we are supposed to understand as a recognition of 

the power of their deities) that even al-Walld b. al-Mughira, traditionally an inveterate 

enemy of the Prophet, was won over. Shortly after this incident, the angel Gabriel 

returned to rebuke Muhammad for allegedly reciting what had not been revealed to 

him, and this caused great anguish to the Prophet, who now feared God's retribution. 

However, a divine reassurance that "this happens to all Prophets when they, egged on 

by Satan, wish for something which God has not sanctioned (cf. Q. 22/52)",4 was 

followed by an abrogation of the 'satanic' verses by the 'proper' verses. The leadership 

of Quraysh returned to their previous intransigence and hostilities were resumed.5

The historicity of this incident is almost impossible to establish. On the one hand, 

we have an incident which, in so far as it compromises the image of the Prophet and 

yet one which never formed a point of contention among early Muslim scholars,6

3 The bold indicates the 'satanic verses'; on the significance of the term gharanlq, see I. Lichtenstadter, 
"A note on the gharanlq and related Qur'anic problems", IOS 5 (1975), pp. 54-61; on the wider context 
of these three goddesses, see R. W. J. Austin, "Al-Gharanlq al-fUla- The twilight of the Arabian 
goddess", in A Miscellany of Middle Eastern Articles in memoriam of Thomas Muir Johnstone 1924-83, 
ed. A. K.'lrvine et al. (Harlow: Essex, 1988), pp. 15-21.
4 This verse runs as follows, "And We have not sent a messenger or a prophet before you but that when 
he desireth something Satan casts into his desire but God abrogates that which Satan casts and 
establishes firm his signs (ayat) God is All-knowing All-wise".
5 The entire leadership of Quraysh is said to have prostrated on hearing the verses,while the 
incapacitated Mughlra pressed a handful of sand to his forehead instead (Tabari, Tarlkh, I, pp. 1192-6).
6 Shahab Ahmed has argued precisely this point, namely, that even as late as the 14th century, a feisty
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would plausibly reflect a historical reality. On the other hand, the fact that the incident 

never appears in Muslim commentaries under the relevant verses (Q. 53/19ff) where 

one would expect it to appear, but as an exegetical gloss to Q. 22/52, which as we 

have seen was revealed to comfort the Prophet after he had become aware of the 

satanic interference, raises the historian's suspicion.7 But certainly, the story must 

reflect some underlying historical reality, at least, in the way in which it marks the 

Prophet's break with his pagan past through a final defiance of his Meccan detractors; 

henceforth, no compromise could be hoped for between Muhammad and the Meccan 

elite, and the old religious practices would be rejected. But what is interesting for our 

purposes is that 'intercession' constituted a central element in these religious practices. 

It is true that the issue which the Prophet uses to break with his Meccan counterparts 

is the denial of the intercessory powers of Allat, cUzza and Manat but, presumably, 

only because that was precisely why the Meccans worshipped these deities. The 

problem with Allat, cUzza and Manat is that they were Meccan 'inventions', as the 

Qur'an itself testifies. 8 The verses were duly retracted (sc. abrogated) and the Prophet 

resolved to disappoint the Meccan Quraysh by telling them that they could have no 

say in the new religion. Consequently, the language of the Qur'an with regard to 

shafd'a would now remain ambiguous: Q. 53/26, "And how many are the angels in

scholar like Ibn Taymiyya regarded the 'satanic verses' incident as a vindication of the message of the
Our'an, something which 20th century Muslim modern orthodoxy finds difficult to digest, Studio
Islamica 87 ii (1998), pp. 67-124; see his Phd. dissertation for fuller discussion, "The Satanic verses
incident in the memory of the early Muslim community: an analysis of the early riwayahs and their
isnads", (Princeton University Phd., 1999).
7 As Hawting has noted (Idolatry, pp. 134f.), this argument has been used by John Burton as proof for
the inauthenticity of the incident since, according to Burton ("Those are the High-Flying Cranes", JSS
15 (1970) PP 246-265), it serves to vindicate the theory of naskh. It is hard to see, however, such a
peculiar story being concocted for this purpose.
8 O 53/23' in hiya ilia asma'un sammaytumuha antum wa-abd3ukum ma anzala lldhu biha min sultan.
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the heavens but their intercession is of no use unless God has permitted whomsoever 

He desires and has found acceptable." By rejecting the lesser deities of the Meccans, 

the Qm°an maintained the 'pure' monotheism that had characterized its central 

message. And by allowing for some intercession without naming those who might 

hold such a privilege, the Qw°an successfully reconciled what, judging by the 

'satanic-verses' incident, to the monotheistic or pagan-religious milieu of Hijaz must 

have been a given: intercession. The followers of the Qur'anic motto wa-ld taziru 

waziratun wizra ukhrd and those others who had been accustomed to living in a world 

where the religious landscape was one of intermediaries and intercessors were both 

brought into the fold of Islam.
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APPENDIX 8

The punishment of the tomb 1

The cadhdb al-qabr is not strictly speaking the equivalent of the Roman Catholic 

idea of purgatory. For one, the latter serves to prepare its sinners for the eternal reward 

by cleansing them in an infernal torture that begins at the point of death, so that at the 

time of the end of the world they have been completely rehabilitated. In Islam, the 

sinner would not be rehabilitated in the tomb, he could still end up in Hell after the 

Resurrection.

We may begin with what the Qui°an has to say on the matter. Here again, as with 

the idea of a temporary Hell, it seems that tradition exercised its exegetical muscle 

and deduced an element of eschatology not explicitly provided by the Qm°an. The 

punishment in the tomb is usually supported by tradition with reference to one of the 

following verses:

Q. 8/50: wa-law tard idh yatawaffd lladhlna kafaru l-mald'ikatu yadribuna 
wujuhahum wa-adbdrahum wa-dhuqu cadhdba l-harlq.
"If thou couldst only see when the angels take the unbelievers, beating their faces 
and their backs: Taste the chastisement of the burning".

Our earliest opinion is transmitted from Mujahid (d. 104/722), who does not deal with 

the dhuqu cadhdb al-harlq section at the end of the verse, and takes the beating to be 

that inflicted by the angels on the unbelievers as the latter fought against the Prophet 

in the Battle of Badr.2 Muqatil (d. 150/767) seems to suggest that the reference is to

1 For a thorough account of this concept, the reader is referred to the following work: R. Eklund, Life 
between death and resurrection according to Islam (Uppsala, 1941).
2 Muiahid, Tafsir, p. 266. The Qur'an describes in verses 3/123-25 how God provided extra assistance
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the Day of Resurrection when the unbelievers are sent to Hell.3 It is in Q. 9/101 that 

Muqatil makes his first reference to punishment in the tomb. The verse itself is 

ambiguous:

Q. 9/101: wa-mimman hawlakum mina l-cfrdbi mundfiquna wa-min ahli l- 
madlnati maradu cald n-nifdq Id tcflamuhum nahnu ncflamuhum sa- 
nu'adhdhibuhum marratayn thumma yuradduna ild cadhdbin cazim.

"And some of the Bedouins who dwell around you are hypocrites; and some of 
the people of the City are grown bold in hypocrisy. Thou knowest them not; but 
We know them, and We shall chastise them twice, then they will be returned to a 
mighty chastisement".

Muqatil explains that the 'two chastisements' are when at the point of death, the angels 

beat their faces and backs and then in the tomb when Munkar and Naklr take over.4 

This is incoherent to say the least because usually it is understood that Munkar and 

Nakir are the very angels who do the questioning and the beating. The only other 

verse that usually serves as a possible allusion to the punishment in the tomb is:

Q. 52/47: wa-inna li-lladhlna zalamu cadhdban duna dhdlika wa-ldkinna 
aktharahum Id ycflamun.
"And there surely awaits the evildoers other chastisement, but most of them know 
it not".

For Mujahid, the 'other' chastisement is simply interpreted as 'hunger' which God 

inflicts upon the evildoers in this world5 . It is clear that at least by Mujahid's time (d. 

104/722) the punishment in the tomb had not gained wide-spread acceptance, not even 

among traditionists. Muqatil also has nothing to say about this verse except that it was 

a reference to those (evildoers) who were killed at Badr, so that death at Badr was one 

punishment but that there also awaited them another punishment in the form of Hell in

for the outnumbered Muslim contingent by sending them 3000 or 5000 angels to fight alongside them.

3 Muqatil, Tafslr, vol. 2, p. 121.
4 Muqatil, Tafslr, vol. 2, p. 193.
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the next world6 . It seems fair to say then that at the time of Mujahid's death, the idea 

of cadhdb al-qabr was not yet popular. By Muqatil's time, the idea had spread, but the 

details of what went on inside the tomb were confused. Interestingly, the first 

appearance of any sort of eschatological belief in the creeds comes in the one entitled 

Fiqh Akbar /, which Wensinck dated to c. 133/750.7 The article states that, "whoso 

sayeth I do not know the punishment of the tomb belongeth to the sect of the 

Djahmites, which goeth to perdition".

The archaeological evidence also suggests that the idea was already spreading 

from the middle of the second century A.M. In early Islamic epigraphy, the first 

mention of the punishment of the tomb conies from an Egyptian epitaph dated to 

180/796. The inscripion is intended as a supplication for relief for the dead person in 

his tomb and asks that God make his tomb more spacious and spare him the 

punishment of the tomb. 8 The epitaph inscription suggests that part of the punishment 

in the tomb consisted in being constricted (daghtat al-qabr) in it, since it asks God to 

make the tomb wider. The archaeological evidence also suggests that one's state in the 

tomb was a kind of preview of his future eternal abode, that is, where he would end up 

on the Day of Judgement. On an epitaph from al-Fustat, dated to 216/831, we find a 

supplication to God to make the dead person's tomb "like a garden from among those

of Paradise".9

Wensinck noted that the concept of cadhdb al-qabr underwent three processes as

5 Mujahid, Tttfsir, p. 626.
6 Muqatil, Tafsir, vol. 4, p. 150.
7 See article no. 10 in discussion of Fiqh Akbar I (Wensinck, Creed, p. 104).
8 RCEA no. 58: .wa-wassic falayhi maddkhilahu wa-qihi fadhdba l-qabr...
9 RCEA no 204: ..wa-falqabrahu 'alayhi rawdatan min riyadi l-janna...
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evidenced by the development of the idea in the creeds. 10 In the earliest creed (c. 

133/750), as we have seen above, all that is described is that there is a punishment in 

the tomb. 11 In the next earliest creed (c. 184-205/800-820), we have mention of a 

punishment as well as an interrogation by two individuals, angels of sorts, named 

Munkar and Nakir. 12 Finally, in the creed known as Fiqh Akbar II, and which 

according to Wensinck is, "the embodiment of the final position of the community in 

relation to Muctazilism: reached through mainly the efforts of one man, al-Ashcari (d. 

324/935)", 13 we find the interrogation by Munkar and Nakir, the pressure (daghtd) and 

punishment in the tomb all part of the post-mortal experience. 14 What is interesting 

about the article in this last creed is that it affirms the punishment in the tomb not just 

for all unbelievers but also in the case of some sinners who 'belong with the faithful'. 

In other words, the idea was that this punishment was somehow purgative. 15

It is, indeed, curious that both Christianity and Islam adopted the idea of 

punishment after death that was a prelude to the eternal punishment after the Last 

Judgement, since the scripture of both traditions would suggest the opposite belief. 

After all, the idea of the cosmic trumpet blast which would herald the apocalyptic end 

of the world and then the resurrection of all to face their reckoning sits more

10 A. J. Wensinck and A. S. Tritton in £72, s.v. '"adhab al-kabr". 

1 ] Wensinck, Creed, p. 104, article 10.

12 Wensinck, Creed, p. 129, articles 18 and 19.

13 Wensinck, Creed, pp. 246-47.
14 Wensinck, Creed, p. 195-96, article 23.
15 Watt is not quite convinced by his own (reasonable) argument that if the denial of the punishment in 

the tomb attributed to the Jahmiyya by the Fiqh Akbar I is indeed an attack from Hanafite circles then it 
suggests that conservative Hanafites were interested in keeping sinning believers within the community 
of 'believers', so that although they would be destined for Hell, they would undergo some punishment 
beforehand (Formative, p. 146). This argument, of course, suggests that the idea of a temporary Hell 
was not yet accepted, at least not among Hanafites of that period, c. 133/750, since if it was they would 
not need to stipulate the concept of the punishment in the tomb.

212



comfortably with the idea of an 'awakening call', and becomes irrelevant if people are 

envisaged as being either in Hell or in Paradise after death. Moreover, in the scriptures 

of both religious traditions, it is suggested that upon death people enter a state of 

somnolence:

1 Thess. 4:13, But I would not have you to be ignorant, brethren, concerning them 
which are asleep, that ye sorrow not, even as others which have no hope.

Qm°an 36/51-52, "And the Trumpet shall be blown; then behold, they are sliding 
down from their tombs unto their Lord. They say: Alas for us! Who roused us out 
of our sleeping-place?".

This contradiction was not overlooked by Muslim scripturalists who rejected the idea 

of punishment in the tomb, just as they rejected the idea of temporary Hell; among 

these were the Kharijites and Muctazilites. 16

16 Ibn Hazm, Fasl, pp. 366f.; also the famous Muctazilite Dirar b. < Amr (d. c. 200/815) rejected 
punishment in the tomb, just as he rejected intercession, see van Ess, TG, vol. 3, p. 54.
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