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A host of recent events—well known to al and not in need of rehearsd here
— have had, among a variety of other consequences, the unexpected effect of
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focusing theworld' s attention on the diversity of Mudimsand the [Idamic tra
dition. The congtant talk of “ Sunni triangles” “ Shi“iteclerics,” and “Wahhabi
radicas,” however, raises important questions about what precisdy divides
the Mudim community adong these lines. For Ayoub, the roots of this secter-
ianism can be found, at least in part, in the crucid historica time period
known as the Rashidite (or “Rightly Guided”) caliphate. It is the “politica
and socio-rdigious criss’ (p. 4) of this era (dtretching from the deeth of the
Prophet until "Ali’s assassination) and its implications for subsequent gener-
ations, that form the subject matter of this book.

Ayoub envisions hiswork asfilling avoid found in most genera intro-
ductionsto Idam, which for dl their other merits, often fail to provide aclear
account of this formative period of Idamic history. As for those who have
ventured to write in the area, Ayoub considers the works of both Mudim and
western scholars to be fraught with the political and theological biases of
their authors. His desire to avoid this pitfall motivates him to adopt the
novel approach of letting the “ primary sources of Mudim thought and his-
tory” (p. 4) spesk for themselves, a tack not unlike the one he uses in his
important contribution to tafsir studies: The Qur’an and Its Interpreters

Using this methodology, Ayoub seeks to construct and present a bal-
anced account of the major historical events of the Rashidite erain an effort
to explore the interaction between considerations of religion and politicsin
early Idamic understandings of the nature of authority. His analysis of the
various claims to the caliphate advanced by Abu Bakr, "Umar, “Uthman,
and "Ali, aswell asby less successful contenders, isaimed at supporting his
central assertion that because “the Prophet died without leaving a clear
political system” (p. 22), the Companionsdid not agree —indeed they vehe-
mently disagreed — on answersto questions of political authority:

It must in fact be concluded that neither the companions of the Prophet nor
their successors were able to arrive at a universally acceptable solution to
the deep and persistent crisis of succession or caliphal appointment. (p. 147)

The uncertainty surrounding the nature of legitimate authority is a con-
stant theme throughout Ayoub’s narrative. Whereas Abu Bakr’'s argument
for the Muhgjirun’s precedence over the Ansar is based on the former
group’s tribal proximity to the Prophet, it disregards the closer and more
direct kinship of “Ali, the Prophet’ s cousin. An exchange quoted later (p. 23),
however, reveds Abu Bakr's conduct to have been motivated by a fear of
sedition, a desire for stability, order, and mord integrity that reasserted itself
in his gppointment of “"Umar (p. 31). This episode clearly demongtrates the
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complex interplay, highlighted by Ayoub, between political expediency and
more gtrictly religious considerations. Smilarly, Abu Bakr’s egditarian dis-
tribution of wedth (p. 28) and "Umar’s principled refusd to designate his
Son as successor (pp. 87-88) are noticed by the reader to be in stark contrast
with "Uthman's preferential trestment of his Umayyad kinsmen (p. 54), a
development that Ayoub considers an example of the evolving emphasis on
the “power, rather than the mora persuasion, of the caiph” (p. 54).

The lack of adefinitive answer to questions of authority is perhaps suf-
ficiently revealed smply in the range of procedures employed in choosing
the caliph: competitive discusson and consultation among the eders of
Madinah in the case of Abu Bakr, direct gppointment in the case of "Umar,
asix-man shura council that eventualy chose "Uthman, the “dection” of
"Ali, aswel asthe latter’ s ensuing confrontation with Mu awiyah, who saw
himsdlf as "Uthman’s heir. The controversy surrounding political authority
is portrayed as the most pressing question of the time, and is played out in
history through the Mudim state' s transformation from a theocracy during
the Prophet’s lifetime to a “triba meritocracy, then into a cosmopolitan
nomocratic kingship, and findly into many and often disparate modern
nation states’ (p. 30).

Ayoub’'s work is undoubtedly a thorough investigation into early
Idamic history. In that, he fulfills his goa of contributing a “clear and
somewhat comprehensive presentation of the formative period” (p. 4). Y«t,
at times, the reader fedls as though he may have falen short of another of
his stated purposes: to produce an introductory work (p. 4). While his deci-
sion to offer various versions of the same event has significant scholarly
vaue, it is perhaps overwhelming for the novice. To compound matters, a
handful of passages seem to assume that the readers are already acquainted
with the history to which they are supposedly being introduced. Consider,
for example, the vague alusion to “the necklace incident” (p. 89) that, we
are told, sparked "A’isha's animosity toward "Ali. Furthermore, Ayoub’'s
methodological decision to present a wide array of primary sources occa-
siondly creates tensions within his own narrative. While "Umar is praised
as afar-sghted man (p. 41), heis (only three pages later) not astute enough
to have “completely perceived the far-reaching religious, political, socid,
and economic consequences’ of his seections for the shura council, sup-
posedly “weight[ing] the outcome in favor of "Uthman” despite being
personally inclined toward "Ali (p. 43-44). Finally, several noticeable typo-
graphicd errors(e.g., spelling mistakes and errant diacritical marks) detract
from the overall quality of the book.
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Despite these objections, however, Ayoub’ swork remains an important
contribution, not least for its ability to introduce English readers to class-
ca sourcesof Idamic history in an accessibleway. It portrayswell the very
real and human nature of the early Mudlim community, the urgent political
questions and crises facing this identifiably religious society, and how they
were resolved. The need to examine these responsesin light of today’ sreal-
ities can hardly be overdtated.
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