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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

The function of ritual in recreating unique and sacred moments in history
also tends to convey the image of individuals and communities locked in static
repetitions of formalized and mechanical practices. However, the belief that rituals
maintain their form and function throughout time has been abandoned by most
contemporary scholars of Ritual Studies. Regardless of a ritual’s sacrosanct origins,
it is imperative for rituals, and those who practice them, to possess a degree of
adaptability in order to maintain relevance in highly fluctuating environments. This
malleability allows rituals to be adjusted to fit existing constraints and demands;
often, this process results in dramatic alterations to the original practice. Rituals,
especially those that are political in nature, are constantly modified to fulfill the
current needs of a community, and to provide acceptable ways of defining social
boundaries and communicating political power. Political rituals are essential in
displaying political authority by utilizing signs and symbolic action to emphasize a
shared sense of tradition on which to base a community. According to Catherine
Bell, political rituals “demonstrate the legitimacy of these values and goals by
establishing their iconicity with the perceived values and orders of the cosmos.”?

One such ritual is the Islamic religio-political “oath of allegiance” or

“contract” known as bay‘a. At once political and sacred, bay ahas its origins in pre-

! catherine Bell, Ritual: Perspectives and Dimensions (New York: Oxford University Press, 1997), 129.



I[slamic tribal alliances, and still exists today in some areas of the Islamic world, and
while bay arefers to many different rituals of commercial and private transaction,
the central focus here is on the use of the bayain caliphal accession to power and
succession. The aim of this paper will be to examine the manner in which political
rituals such as bay‘ahave been altered over time. The evolution of the rituals of
caliphal accession and succession from simple yet profound displays of loyalty and
obedience to God and the Prophet Muhammad, to little more than exhibitions of
political theatre, is both functional and symbolic. From a pragmatic standpoint,
rituals and rites had to adapt in order to reflect the changing needs of an Islamic
empire that was rapidly expanding, both geographically and demographically. This
thesis intends to offer a comprehensive understanding of the ritual, and how it has

been adapted throughout history to fit numerous scenarios and systems.

Chapter one, entitled A Literary Understanding: Bay a in the Context of the
Earliest Sources, will attempt to illustrate how the baya ritual was perceived and
understood by early Islamic sources, including but not limited to Aadith collections,
Islamic histories, and Quranicexegesis. This chapter will serve to lay the
foundation for the overall thesis by presenting the earliest understanding of the
ritual and its functions from within the Islamic tradition and sets the stage for the
development of the ritual during the medieval period.

Chapter two, Ritual Development: Bay a from Jahiliyya to the Medieval
Caliphal Age, will present a chronological analysis of ritual development during the
formative Islamic period, and will contrast the unique, particular, and simple act of

the Prophetic bay‘a with the later bay arituals of the first four caliphs, paying



particular interest to the physical presentation and performance of bay‘a. The
second section will continue to highlight the changing nature of bay‘a ceremonies
and the surrounding political rituals during the later dynastic period of the medieval
caliphates. By examining the progression and elaboration of these political rituals, it
can be argued that the baya, and surrounding procedures, developed from rituals of
power construction into mere symbolic attempts at political legitimization through
highly stylized ritual theatre which carries into the modern period.

The final section of Chapter Two will address the bay‘a within the tradition of
Sufism. While much of the original function and practice of the bay‘a changed
dramatically throughout the medieval period, the ritual maintained its intended
purpose within Sufiorders. Additionally, the essential role of the bayain
transmitting divine knowledge and power between disciples and their masters will
be explored.

Chapter three, Under the Shadow of God: The Bay ‘a in the Modern Muslim
World, explores the ways in which the bay‘ahas continued to be adapted and
fashioned by leaders in the Islamic world to define and secure abstract concepts like
legitimacy, loyalty, and fidelity. The first section of this chapter will deal with how
and why the bay ‘awas utilized by assorted political leaders in the 20th century as a
tool for cultivating nationalism and honing state-craft. The second section of the
chapter intends to address the many figures that used the bay ‘ato seek political
authority outside of prescribed and internationally accepted norms. The chapter
will end with a section devoted to the use of the bayaand its appropriation by

extremist and rebel organizations in the modern Middle East.



The search for political legitimacy is a continual process. By understanding
the baya, which for many Islamic countries is a fundamental piece of the political
process, one can hope to contextualize and sincerely grasp the current events taking
place throughout the Middle East. As the conflicts across the Middle East unfold,
leaders and organizations will present their bids for power, and employ various

methods for which it may be legitimized.



CHAPTER 2
BAYAIN THE CONTEXT OF THE EARLIEST SOURCES

The use of the bay‘aas an accompaniment to political recognition and
acceptance did not first occur spontaneously, as the earliest Islamic sources reveal
the developing intent and function of the pledge and its surrounding ritual. Early
I[slamic sources, such as the Qur'anand hadith, portray the bay‘aas more than a
simple impromptu ritual employed to convey legitimate leadership. Rather, the use
of the bayaevolved in the nascent Islamic community from pledges to accept and
obey the tenets of the new faith and fight loyally and unto death in battle, to
acceptance and support of new leadership. History has shown from the continual
use of the bay‘ain the modern age that this ritual was more than a mere stopgap; it
perfectly imbued acknowledgments of power with the nature and importance of
oath and fidelity to both God and community.

As time passed, the bay‘a was established as the sine qua non of accession
and succession ceremonies throughout the Islamic world. In fact, in examining the
formative Islamic community, and how the bay‘awas used by the Prophet
Muhammad and his earliest followers, the pledge reveals itself as the bedrock of the
entire Islamic faith. The loyalty and allegiance embedded in the baya, and the
unequal, but still reciprocal nature of the oath nurtured an atmosphere in which a
community could foster and grow. This chapter will attempt to convey that while

the role of the bay‘a was manipulated to fit contemporary needs of the early Islamic



community, it continually based itself on the concepts of loyalty, fidelity and
obedience. In essence, the earliest Prophetic bay‘a can be understood as an
extension of the original oath, or “covenant (mithaq) formed at the beginning of
time between the souls of humans and God, at which time God asked the souls: ‘Am |
not your Lord? And they replied: Yes, we testify.””2

The Arabic term bay‘ahas numerous English translations, with the most
popular being “pledge of allegiance” (bay'a, mubaya a) or “oath of allegiance.”3
Etymologically, bayais “derived from the verb baa (to sell), the bay‘aembodying,
like sale, an exchange of undertaking.” ¢ There is some contention in attributing the
economic connotations of the word bay ato the physical handclasp that occurred
between two individuals when concluding a commercial transaction, as the gesture
involved the “movement of the hand and arm (44).”> In his treatment of the
etymological origins of the word in “Bay‘ah “Homage”: A Proto-Arab (South-Semitic)
Concept” in The Spiritual Background of Early Islam: Studies in Ancient Arab
Concepts, M.M. Bravmann writes:

the “derivation of Bay‘ah - with reference to the hand-clasp

accompanying it- from the noun b3, which in the interpretation of

Freytag’s Lexicon (translated from the definition of the indigenous

lexicographers), means ‘extensionis manus utriusque distantia’ and is of

course never used with reference to the hand-clasp accompanying a
contractual agreement, is unacceptable. ©

2 Margaret Malamud, “Gender and Spiritual Self-Fashioning: The Master-Disciple Relationship in Classical
Sufism,” Journal of American Academy of Religion 64, no. 1 (1996): 103.

* Andrew Marsham, Rituals of Islamic Monarchy: Accession and Succession in the First Muslim Empire
(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2009), 60.

4 Encyclopaedia of Islam, 2ndEdition, s.v. " Bay‘a," accessed September 22, 2012,
http://referenceworks.brillonline.com.libproxy.lib.unc.edu/entries/encyclopaedia-of-islam-2/baya-
COM_0107.

> M.M. Bravmann, The Spiritual Background of Early Islam: Studies in Ancient Arab Concepts (Leiden: Brill,
2009), 213.

® Ibid, 214.



While there is disagreement between Bravmann and other scholars, such as E.
Tyan, regarding the connection between the idea of the handclasp and the
origins of baya, there is a consensus concerning the original meaning
involving contractual agreements pertaining to commerce and economic
transaction.

Although linguistically the origins of bay areflect the bond of a reciprocal
commercial relationship, it should not be confused with Ai/f or alliance, as
“significantly, the classical dictionaries do not gloss bay a with yamin or hilf, the

” «

clear terms for “oath,” but with ‘ahd (“contract,” “pledge,” “covenant,” “promise,”
and occasionally “oath”) and ‘agd (“contract”).” 7“The term Ailfis found to be
prevalent in pre-Islamic Arabian sources and refers to a wide array of oaths and
agreements. Indeed, the Ai/fagreement was the fundamental instrument used in
creating cohesive action and affiliations between different Bedouin tribes in ancient
Arabia. Hilfagreements were responsible for forming military alliances, both
temporary and permanent, and for fostering relationships of mutual cooperation
between individuals or entire tribes.

Additionally, Ailfagreements in pre-Islamic Arabia were accompanied by
already established ritual conventions. The practice of dipping hands in the blood of

a sacrificed animal may have been used to emphasize symbolic familial blood ties,

essentially using the blood of the animal to form a binding contract between non-

"Ella Landau-Tasseron, “The Religious Foundations of Political Allegiance: A Study in Bay‘a in Pre-modern
Islam,” Center on Islam, Democracy, and the Future of the Muslim World (2010): 1.



blood relatives.8 In pre-Islamic Arabia, which lacked the presence of a dominant
state, this “pledged covenant under oath” was the principal political institution and
ensured a method of protection and collaboration between various tribes.?

The defining lines between oath, allegiance, covenant, and alliance are not
always clearly demarcated in the early sources. However, in relation to the concept
of political succession and accession, bay arefers to an agreement of a reciprocal
nature between a nominated or appointed leader and the community.19 The use of
the word bay ain reference to a pledge of loyalty to a spiritual and political leader is
an Islamic innovation, and “no secure attestations of the verb, baya a, and the
related nouns, bay‘aand mubaya a, are attested in Arabian languages from before
the time of Muhammad. That is, the words have not been found in pre-Islamic
graffiti, inscriptions, or poems.”11 Additionally, it is not until after the time of the
Prophet that the bay ais accepted as the ritual adopted by rulers to ascend to
power.12

The concept of bay g, or the belief in a mutual contract which demands
parties on both sides uphold and honor specified conditions in order to bring about
a desired outcome, can be seen as a fundamental principle of Islam itself. In a basic
reading of the Quran, the relationship between God and Muslims can be viewed as a

covenant, or agreement, where right and just behavior is rewarded while negative

8Farahi Hamid al-Din, “History, Form, Meaning, and Use of Oaths,” Renaissance: A Monthly Islamic Journal
19, no. 4 (2009).

? Marsham, 8.

1 Mehran Ta madonfar, The Islamic Polity and Political Leadership: Fundamentalism, Sectarianism, and
Pragmatism (Boulder: Westview Press, Inc.,1989), 91.

1 Marsham, 40-41.

12 Landau-Tasseron, 6.



or forbidden actions are punished.13 In other words, a reciprocal, though unequal,
relationship is established in which both God and believers are required to fulfill
sworn obligations. Performance of the bay‘aas a means to display allegiance to the
Prophet or complete the conversion to Islam changed dramatically with the death of
the Prophet Muhammad in 632 C.E. During Muhammad'’s lifetime, the oath of
allegiance provided the unique possibility of a partnership with God.

At this point in time, the changing nature of the bayaritual and pledge can be
viewed simultaneously as both a religious and political rite of submission and
loyalty. The ritual grew out of a pre-Islamic environment which relied heavily on
verbal communication in the forms of oral alliances, ritual, poetry and oaths. The
inevitable contributions of Near Eastern and Roman customs to Arabian practices
also augmented pre-Islamic political reality.1# With the advent of Islam and the
Prophetic revelations announced in the Quran, bay aoaths and rituals became
centered around familiar forms of commercial transactions which now reinforced
the commitment between a specific leader, the Prophet Muhammad, with his
community of newly converted followers.

The earliest described use of the bay‘aregarded its role in conversion to
[slam and in the testimony of faith. Before the shahadahbecame the standard for
conversion for polytheists in the region, the bay‘a was the standard measure for
pledging allegiance to the new religion of Islam and to its Prophet. Originally, the
bay a consisted of verbally accepting the oneness, or tawhid, of God, but during the

early Meccan period it took on a conditional form. In addition to embracing the

2 Ibid, 5.
14 Marsham, 63.



10

oneness of God, followers pledged to uphold the proper moral and ethical teachings
of the Prophet. As Muhammad Yusuf Faruqi writes in “Bay’ah as a Politico-Legal
Principle: Practices of the Prophet (Peace Be on Him) and the Rightly Guided
Caliphs and Views of the Early fugaha”:

Initially, this oath of allegiance was based on Shahadah (testimony),

however, later according to the circumstances; he [the Prophet

Muhammad] included other conditions also. An important bay’ah in the

Makkan period, is known as the Bay ah/sic] al-Nisa. This bay’ah

fundamentally included two essentials: affirmation of tawhid and pledge

to follow the correct moral behavior. Such a bay’ah was made both by

men and women.15
The accounts of the bay at al-nisa’vary in the sources, with some consisting of just
one conditional moral behavior, while others include a more comprehensive list of
regulations; generally they deal with issues of God’s oneness, and how Muslims
must conduct themselves in accord with others in the community and in their
understanding and relationship with God. While the stipulations of the bay at al-
nisa’may vary from one account to the next, a common element is present
throughout - the recognition and acceptance of Muhammad’s authority, implicitly or
explicitly, is the keystone of the agreement. In essence, conversion was understood
as a contract, or transaction. As Landau-Tasseron explains:

Even if not explicitly stated, conversion was clearly conceived of as a

deal. A companion reports that he came to the Prophet and exchanged

Bay‘ato become a Muslim; he then enumerated the pre-Islamic customs

which he forsook by his conversion. The Prophet responded, “How

successful is the transaction you made!” (ma ghabinat satagatuka). The

word used in this tradition is safaga, which is a purely commercial term
for a transaction and, significantly, also means “hand clasp.”16

> Muhammad Yusuf Farugqi, “Bay’ah as a Politico-Legal Principle: Practices of the Prophet (Peace be on
Him) and the Rightly Guided Caliphs and Views of the Early Fugaha” Insights 2, no. 1 (2009): 33-56.
16 Landau-Tasseron, 15.
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The costs and benefits of this agreement consisted of more than spiritual rewards
and abstract commitments. By swearing to uphold the tenets of the new religion,
converted members were given not just divine reward and salvation, but also
protection and inclusion in the new community.

Examples of the bay at al-nisa’are abundant in the hadith collections and are
offered from the perspective of both male and female converts. In this case, the
hadith support the Qur'anicinjunction revealed in siira9:71: “The Believers, both
men and women, support each other; they order what is right and forbid what is
wrong, they keep up the prayer and pay the prescribed alms; they obey God and His
Messenger. (Quran9:71). This verse goes on to support the reciprocal nature
encouraged by the bay a paid to the Prophet, adding “God will give His mercy to
such people; God is almighty and wise” (Quran9:71). Here the promise to obey and
behave in a correct and upright manner is met with a reward of divine mercy from
God, highlighting the expected outcome of following Islamically sanctioned
behavioral precedents.

This form of conditional bay‘a can be found in sahih collections of hadith. For
example, a/-Bukharirecorded:

Narrated Jarir: I have given a pledge of allegiance to Allah’s Apostle for to

testify that None has the right to be worshipped but Allah, and

Muhammad is His Apostle, to offer prayers perfectly, to pay Zakat, to

listen to and obey ( Allah’s and His Prophet’s orders), and to give good

advice to every Muslim.17

Here, the pledge of allegiance to Muhammad was given in conjunction with a

declaration of tawhid and submission, in addition to paying alms, and serving the

7 Bukhari, Book 3, Volume 34, Hadith 366.
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community. Similar examples exist in Muslim’s collection; a more detailed narration
is provided in the Book of Zakat (Kitab al-Zakat):

Malik al-Ashja’i reported: We, nine, eight or seven men, were in the
company of the Messenger of Allah (may peace by upon him) and he
said: Why don’t you pledge allegiance to the Messenger of Allah? - while
we had recently pledged allegiance. So we said: Messenger of Allah, we
have already pledged allegiance to you. He said again: Why don’t you
pledge allegiance to the Messenger of Allah? And we said: Messenger of
Allah, we have we said: already pledged allegiance to you. He again said:
Why don’t you pledge allegiance to the Messenger of Allah? We stretched
our hands and said: Messenger of Allah, we have already pledged
allegiance to you. Now tell (on what things) should we pledge allegiance
to you. He said I (You must pledge allegiance) that you would worship
Allah only and would not associate with Him anything, (and observe)
five prayers, and obey - (and he said one thing in an undertone) - that
you would not beg people of anything. (And as a consequence of that) I
saw that some of these people did not ask anyone to pick up the whip for
them if it fell down.18

Again, this displays the importance of the bay‘ain understanding and adhering to
the stated and expected moral and ethical behavior as it was revealed by
Muhammad to his followers. The last sentence, in particular, implies that the
behavior of those giving this particular bay‘a changed as a consequence of their
pledge.

In addition to the accounts in the hadith of the use of the bayapledge in
establishing and agreeing to the newly dictated tenets of the religion, the Quran
itself contains a revelation that also addresses these concerns. Although the word
baya‘a “occurs six times, in four places, in three sura (surat Bara’a, or al-Tawba,
sarat al-fath, and sirat al-Mumtahana, respectively: Q 9:111; Q 48:10, 18; Q 6:12),

the Sirat al-Mumtahaha, or women'’s bay a, is most closely associated with the

8 Muslim :: Book 5 : Hadith 2270.
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pledge of allegiance in secondary sources. 1° Resembling the bayagiven by male
members of the community, the women’s bay‘a contains additional constraints and
obligations dealing with infanticide and false allegations of paternity or buhtan
(falsehood forged).20 Matters such as these were common in pre-Islamic times, or
Jahiliyya, and women who choose to convert to Islam had to swear to abandon these
practices. Also, the pledge to fight in defense of the faith is omitted from the
women’s pledge, and it is the only instance in the Quran where the verb bay'aais
not linked to loyalty in conflict. Additionally, the women’s pledge constitutes the
only Qur'anic examples of the specified conditions of the bay 3, as the terms for
males giving the pledge are dictated in the hadith and other Islamic historical
traditions.

O Prophet! When believing women come to you making a pledge to you

not to associate anything with God, nor steal, nor commit fornication,

nor Kill their children, nor bring out falsehoods that they have

slanderously invented between their hands and their legs, nor disobey

you in what is right, take the pledge from them (fa-bayi hunna) and ask

forgiveness for them from God. Truly God is forgiving and merciful

(Quran 6:20).
Currently, this verse is embraced by many as an example of the central and
important role of women in the early Islamic community. Here, women are pledging
their faith and loyalty directly to the Messenger of God, and this act highlights the
religio-political significance of women in the community. This sira weaves together
the themes of tawhid, faithfulness, and obedience to Muhammad, and as Barbara

Freyer Stowasser writes in “The Women's Bay‘ain Qur’an and Sira,” the text thus

enshrines the conditions of umma membership in terms of sins/crimes foresworn

9 Marsham, 52.
20 Landau-Tasseron, 6.
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that are applicable to all believers regardless of gender: polytheism, theft,
fornication, infanticide, slander and disobedience to the Prophet.”21

Although Muhammad accepts the bay‘a from both men and women, there is
evidence in the hadiththat he did not enact the physical aspect of the ritual with
females in refraining from the handclasp usually associated with the early pledges,
unless the woman was a blood relative. A/-Bukharirecorded:

Narrated Urwa: Aisha the wife of the Prophet, said “Allah’s Apostle used

to examine the believing women who migrated to him in accordance

with this Verse: ‘O Prophet! When believing women come to you to take

the oath of allegiance to you... Verily! Allah is Oft-Forgiving Most

Merciful. (60.12) ‘Aisha said, “And if any of the believing women

accepted the condition (assigned in the above-mentioned Verse),

Allah’s Apostle would say to her. “I have accepted your pledge of

allegiance.” “He would only say that, for, by Allah, his hand never

touched, any lady during that pledge of allegiance. He did not receive

their pledge except by saying, “I have accepted your pledge of

allegiance for that.”22
There are varying accounts of how the bay aritual was performed, ranging from the
use of some sort of cover for the hands, usually a piece of cloth or mantle, to the use
of water as a vehicle for the actual handshake.23

As mentioned previously, aside from surat al-mumtahaha, the additional
occurrences of the bayain the Quran deal with military conflicts and loyalty during
battle. Often, those Muslims who intended to engage in battle would gather
beforehand and pledge their allegiance to Muhammad and vow to fight until death.

In sdrat baraa, ayah 111 states:

Truly God has bought from the believers their lives and their wealth that
they will have Paradise, fighting in the way of God, killing and being

*! Barbara Freyer Stowasser, “The Women’s Bay’a in Qur’an and Sira” The Muslim World 99, no. 1 (2009).
*? Bukhari:Book 6:Volume 60 Hadith 414.
23

Stowasser, 92.
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killed; a promise binding upon Him in the Torah, the Gospels, and the

Qur’an; and who is more faithful to His covenant than God? Rejoice,

therefore, in the bargain (bay’) that you have made (bay’a’tum bihi); that

is the great victory.
The bayato fight contains the same degree of reciprocity inherent in previously
mentioned bayat In exchange for perseverance and possible sacrifice in battle, the
martyr receives the divine reward of paradise. The Qur'an describes this exchange
in strictly commercial language. Andrew Marsham points out that “God is
understood to have ‘bought’(ishtara) the believers’ lives (or souls) and they are
instructed to ‘rejoice in the bargain which you have contracted.”’ 24

The pledge contained in surat bara‘ais also known as the bay at al-‘Agaba, as

the bay‘awas performed at a/-’Agababetween the people of Medina and
Muhammad. Before the nascent Muslim community emigrated to Medina in 622
C.E., several meetings were held between the inhabitants of Medina and
Muhammad, and his followers, to negotiate the terms of cohabitation in the new
city. These clandestine meetings are usually referred to as the first and second
Agaba, as the meetings took place on “a mountain path (‘Agabain Arabic).”25At the
second al/-‘Agaba, the conditions were agreed upon and the people of Medina
pledged to protect the Prophet Muhammad from any armed aggression by the
Meccans, as well as any threat posed by non-Arab tribes, in return for divine reward
and eternal paradise.

In addition to the bay at al-’Agaba, which preceded the emigration to Medina,

there was also a particular bay aestablished for those nomadic peoples that wished

24 Marsham, 45.
» Landau-Tasseron, 16.
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to adhere to the new religion, or to simply form political alliances, but who did not
wish to relocate from their desert dwellings to Medina. Subsequently, Muhammad
allowed a “Bedouin bayd’ or baya a’rabiyya, which permitted the Bedouin tribes to
stay true to their nomadic roots and still be considered full members of the new
Muslim community, in exchange for their pledge to return if and when the Prophet
declared a military campaign.26
Another early bay‘a concerning behavior during battle is also mentioned in a

Quranicrevelation. The “pledge under the tree”?” or the bay ‘at al-Ridwan (the
pledge of Divine Approval or Pleasure) was performed during the campaign of a/-
Hudaybiyya, a well about five miles outside of the city of Mecca. In 628 C.E. the
Muslim forces left Medina with the intent of performing the umrah, or lesser
pilgrimage, to Mecca. There is evidence in the sources that this pilgrimage was
actually a military expedition, or ghazwah, thinly disguised as an umrah.28 When the
unavoidable conflict between the Muslim expedition and the Meccans ensues,
negotiations are attempted between the two groups, which results in the mistaken
assumption that Uthman b. ‘Affanhad been murdered in Mecca by the Quraysh
while he was negotiating the terms of pilgrimage.

In retaliation, Muhammad and his followers vowed to avenge ‘Uthman’s death

and to attack the Meccans. The Bay at al-ridwan echoes similar sentiments found in

the earlier Bay at al-‘Agaba, to not flee during battle and to fight until victory or

2 Landau-Tasseron, 18.

" From al-Wagqidi — “The people gave a pledge to the Messenger of God under a green tree at that time.”
297.

?8 Bukhari mentions the “Ghazwa of al-Hudaibiya” as does Al-Wagqidi in the kitab al-Maghazi (242), and lbn
Kathir in Al-Sira al-Nabawiyya, 3:224.
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death. A/-Wagqidirecords in his Kitab al-Maghazi, “The Messenger of God was
accepting the pledge of the people at that time, and Umar b. al-Khattab took his hand
for the oath that they would not flee. Someone said that it was an agreement unto
death.”2? Additionally, to highlight the symbolic importance of the bay 3,
Muhammad carried out ‘Uthman’s pledge in absentia:

When ‘Uthman returned, the Messenger of God brought him to the tree

of allegiance. But, before that, when the people gave their pledge, the

Prophet said: Indeed, Uthman acts in accordance with the needs of God

and his Messenger, so I shall pledge for him, and he struck his right hand

on his left.30
The bay‘aunder the tree also highlights the unique and highly sacred components of
the Prophetic bay‘a. When bay‘awas performed in allegiance to the Prophet it was
believed that the pledge was also made with God, and the sirat a/-fath (48:10)
concerning al-Hudaybiyyah displays as much:

Verily, whoever makes a pledge to you (yubayi ‘tinaka), in truth makes a

pledge to God (yubayiina llah): the hand of God is above their hands

(yadu’llahi fawqa aydiyhim). Whoever betrays [it] (nakatha) in truth

betrays his own soul and whoever fulfills what he has covenanted with

God, He will grant him a great reward (ajran aziman). 3!
Through the Quranicrevelations, and the living presence of the Prophet, baya
pledges and rituals retained a sacred aspect or “Divine association,” one that could
not be replicated after the death of the seal of the Prophets. 32 The Prophet provided

a direct line of communication, conveying the promises and desires of God, to the

community of believers. Subsequently, exchanging bay ‘a with the Prophet was

*° Al-Waqidi, 297.

*% Wagidi, 297.

3 Marsham, 49.

2 Anwar G. Chejne, Succession to the Rule in Islam with Special Reference to the Early ‘Abbasid Period
(Lahore: Ashraf Press, 1960), 27.
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tantamount to exchanging pledges directly with God.33 Surat al-Fath continues with
the identical themes of reciprocity and reward by God to those who pledged and
upheld their promises on the battlefield, although this time the reward for both is
tranquility and strategic victory, as “Certainly God was pleased with the believers
when they made the pledge to you (yubayi unaka) under the tree, and He knew
what was in their hearts, so He sent down tranquility for them, and rewarded them
with a nearby victory.”34
Conclusion

The earliest accounts of the use of the bay‘aby Muhammad in the Qur’anand
hadith illustrate how the verbal pledge and physical handclasp were used in
establishing the tenets of the new religion of Islam. The Prophetic bay‘a was unique;
it was intimate and specific to the individuals taking the pledge, and always existed
within a broader context of the developing circumstances of the early community. It
is logical to expect the nature of the bayato evolve with the changing political
structures brought about by the introduction of Islam. The qualities adherents
swore to uphold during the baya, those of loyalty to God and his Prophet, as well as
obedience and acceptance of their leadership, were essential to the promulgation of
the new faith in the region, and they attest to the hostilities present at the time
toward Islam. The nature of the bay‘amay have been completely different if
Muhammad and his followers did not face such violence and subjugation for

embracing the Prophet’s message.

33 Landau-Tasseron, 5.
3 Quran 48:18.
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The early bayaalso sets a precedent of inclusion, albeit not one always
followed in the years to come. Bayawas a requirement for all, men and women,
and was even expected of those Bedouins who wished to make a pact with the
Prophet. It also transcended socioeconomic boundaries, as it was not something
exclusive, only to be performed by the elite, but was required of all economic
classes. Although some pledges were performed by groups of people at once, they
still retained their intimacy and reaffirmed loyalty, obedience, and fidelity. These
early converts made a personal and reflective choice to embrace Muhammad as
both their spiritual and political leader.

Many of these characteristics of the bay‘aand its surrounding rituals will
change drastically as time progresses. As the Islamic empire grows, both in area and
population, the bay‘awill lose its universal application, and will come to be regarded
as more affirmative than interactive. With time, the baya ceremony will grow to
include much pomp and circumstance, reducing the significance of the personal
commitment present in the original pledge. Additionally, the divine rewards
promised in the Prophetic bay‘a will disappear, replaced with the mundane
assurances of appointed leaders to rule with justice and integrity, shifting the role of
the bayafrom one of interactive personal participation to mass ceremonial

observance.



20

CHAPTER 3
RITUAL DEVELOPMENT: BAYAFROM JAHILIYYATO THE MEDIEVAL CALIPHAL
AGE
This chapter’s first section will address the evolution of accession and
succession rituals in the early Islamic community. Through a chronological analysis
of ritual development during the formative period, the unique, particular, and
simple act of the Prophetic baya will be contrasted with the later rituals of the first
four caliphs. The second section will continue to highlight the changing nature of
bay a ceremonies and the surrounding political rituals during the later dynastic
period of the medieval caliphates. By examining the progression and elaboration of
these political rituals, it can be argued that the bay @, and surrounding procedures,
evolved from rituals of power construction to mere symbolic attempts at political
legitimization through highly stylized ritual theatre. Additionally, the introduction
of dynastic succession by the Umayyad Caliphate fundamentally altered the rituals
by incorporating steps attempting to ensure the acceptance of patrimonial
nominations by the community at large. Symbolically, the language and ritual
displays became more elaborate and grand in an attempt to define the relationship
between the caliph and the community and to imbue a hereditary act of
appointment with an air of collective selection.
While many shadows of pre-Islamic customs still lingered over Prophetic

bay arituals, the pledges were now encased within an Islamic framework which
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emphasized adherence to Islamic practices such as “the duties to ‘perform prayer’
(igamat al-salat), ‘give charity’ (ita’al-zakat), ‘hear and obey’ (al-sam ‘wa’l-ta‘a) and
‘help in war’ (al-nusra), all of which echo the terse terminology of the Quran.”35 In
addition to the impetus to abide by Islamic practices, the Prophet also sought to
further remove any affiliations from pledges of tribal alliance that existed in
Jahiliyya. As mentioned in chapter one, many of the As/falliances involved rituals
and oaths, therefore the Prophet saw fit to remove these from bay a pledges
directed toward him. Rather, pledges or conversions to Islam would be completed
by a simple handclasp. In effect, the Prophet stripped away the pre-existing
variables of already established rituals and re-ensconced bay‘a within the
reciprocal, and familiar, nature of a business agreement.3¢ This shift served a dual
function by both providing a ritual practice resembling a well-established tradition
while also creating a fully Islamic performative medium in which to acknowledge
authority. Stitching together routine customs with newly embodied practices
creates ritual continuity, which highlights timeless and enduring patterns, and
connects “past, present, and future, abrogating history and time.”37

At this point, the rituals surrounding political accession are unique; as the
Prophet Muhammad is the initial catalyst of Islam, these rituals and oaths do not
pertain to the concept of succession, but rather are simply acknowledgements of

position and authority of the new religion, its tenets and its Prophet. The future

3 Marsham, 64.

3 Landau-Tasseron, 15.

* Barbara Myerhoff, “A Death in Due Time: Construction of Self and Culture in Ritual Drama,” in Rite,
Drama, Festival, Spectacle: Rehearsals Toward a Theory of Cultural Performance, ed. John J. MacAloon
(Philadelphia: Institute for the Study of Human Issues, 1984), 152.
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conflicts arising from issues of succession to rule, elections, and nominations are not
yet present, as the Prophet’s nomination in the eyes of his followers was directly
appointed from God. Subsequently, it is believed that as the last prophet, or the
“seal of the prophets,” Muhammad received his authority to lead and govern the
new community from a divine mandate.

In other words, the baya pledge and ritual given to the Prophet was sacred,
transcending but not omitting profane commitments, as bay‘a conveyed a
commitment to Islam, the community and the Prophet. Subsequently, future leaders
of the umma are not regarded as prophets or charismatic personalities, but as
khalifa, or in full, khalifat rasial Allah, or “successor to the Prophet.”38 Since then
khalifat rasial Allah are not regarded as prophets, or as having the same relationship
to God as Muhammad, bay ‘a pledges and rituals of succession lack the dimension of
religious conversion shown to the Prophet. The declaration of faith, or shahada,
comes to replace the bay a as the procedure for conversion after the Prophet’s death
in 632 C.E. 39 This change is just one example of the manner in which baya
procedures will evolve through the rule of the Rashidiin and into subsequent
caliphates.

Indeed, the objectives of political rituals such as bay‘a, assume different
priorities after the Prophet’s death. The selection of a caliph is now the
responsibility of the community, and in Sunni political theory, the bay‘a doctrine

refers to the responsibility and obligation to confirm the nominee. It is held that

% Gerald Hawting, The First Dynasty of Islam: the Umayyad Caliphate AD 661-750 (New York: Routledge,
2000), 12.
39 Landau-Tasseron, 20.
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“even though bay ah, like shura and ijma, is an acknowledgement of the
community’s right to contribute to the process of choosing the caliph, it does not
presuppose any particular method.”#0 In fact, the Quranitself does not address the
concept of the verb baya ain reference to a pledge taken to confirm a successor to
power. As Andrew Marsham writes in Rituals of [slamic Monarchy.

Whereas the Quran attests to the use of the verb baya ain the sense of

(1) an oath of allegiance to the leader of the umma taken from those

seeking to join it and (2) an oath of loyalty in war taken from existing

members of the polity, it makes no mention of the third sense in which it

is used in the sources for the first decades of Islam: a pledge taken to

recognize a new leader of the umma. However, once the idea of

leadership of the polity by one man had been accepted, this third use of

the term baya awas a logical consequence of the first: because a pledge

of allegiance expressed obligations owed to an individual, that

individual’s death ended the covenant and his successor required a new

pledge.41
Additionally, it must be restated that the baya should not be viewed as a general
election, but as the acceptance by the community, or particular people of
importance, of a ruler who gained authority through inheritance, usurpation, or
nomination.42

The first succession, and the official start of the Caliphal Age, began after the

death of the Prophet in 632 C.E. with the nomination and acceptance of his closest
companion, Abu Bakr as-Siddiq in the city of Medina. The selection of Abi Bakr

arose from a turbulent meeting of Muslim elites at the sagifa, or shelter, of the Banu

Sa ‘ida, which featured a faction who strongly pushed for his nomination.#3 The

40 Tamadonfar, 91.

i Marsham, 68.

*25.D. Goitein, Studies in Islamic History and Institutions (Leiden: Brill 1966),203.

* Wilferd Madelung, The Succession to Muhammad: A Study of the Early Caliphate (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press,1997), 55.
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events surrounding the nomination and acceptance of AbiZ Bakras the first caliph
highlight the use of bay‘a as a means of transferring power in order to avoid what
was considered a dangerous vacuum in political leadership.

This fear of a political vacancy created a general sense of urgency on the part
of ‘Umar b. al-Khattab, a future caliph himself, to have the pledge of allegiance and
ritual handclasp performed quickly in order to thwart any other potential
successors, as he is reported to have stated, “We feared that if we left the people
without a pledge of allegiance they might after our departure suddenly make a
pledge. We would then have had either to follow them in [a choice] with which we
were not pleased, or to oppose them, and evil (fasad) would have resulted.”4* The
events surrounding the nomination and acceptance of Abi Bakras the first caliph
highlight the use of bay‘a as a means of expediently transferring power. The ritual
served as “a vehicle for securing loyalties of the citizens in the name of God and
reducing the chances of rebellion.”4> The early sources indicate that the baya
pledge and ritual surrounding his confirmation mimicked the simple physical
gesture of the Prophetic bay g, in that it was performed with an oral pledge and a
simple handclasp between Abid Bakr, Umar b. al-Khattab, and other leading elites. 46

Additionally, the ritual now required Muslims who had already converted
and committed themselves to the umma to reaffirm their loyalty to the newly

appointed leader, either through delegations sent out by Aba Bakr, or by Hijazi

a4 |, .
Ibid, 31.

> Liyakat N. Takim, The Heirs of the Prophet: Charisma and Religious Authority in Shi’ite Islam (Albany:

State University of New York Press, 2006), 10.

46 Marsham, 69.
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nomads seeking to renegotiate alliances with Medina. 47 Already, only one
succession removed from the person of the Prophet, the rituals of accession are
changing in order to recreate the authority of the original Prophetic baya, and to
establish a sense of continuity and political legitimacy. The use of ritual symbolism
as a means of communication in the transfer of power from one leader to the next
cannot be overstated; as David Kertzer writes in Ritual, Politics, and Power, “rituals
express the continuity of positions of authority in the fact of the comings and goings
of their occupants.”48 In a sense, bay ‘a and other rituals of accession can be viewed
as methods of communicating power and authority not just to the individual in
question, but to the position, in effect imbuing the “office” itself with a sacrosanct
nature.

The subsequent succession of ‘Umar; after the death of Abil Bakr, as the
second Caliph was one of appointment, as Abd Bakrneither sought out the
community’s consultation or consensus. It was only after already coming to a
decision on ‘Umar’s nomination that Abad Bakrsought counsel with ‘Abd al-Rahman
b. Awfand ‘Uthman ibn ‘Aftan. A formal bay‘a ceremony involving Umar’s
succession is not found in the sources, or as Marsham writes:

The tradition remembered this as a succession by Abu Bakr’s
nomination, after a consultation with a few of the leading Muslims. It
may have been,; it is likely that the word of the incumbent leader counted
for something; the right of a ruler to appoint his heir was a well-

established principle of the Near East, and an unusual feature of the
traditions about Umaris that no mention is made of a bay ato him.4?

47

Marsham, 65.
*® David Kertzer, Ritual, Politics, and Power (New York: Vail-Ballou Press, 1988), 26.
49 Marsham, 69.



However, while ‘Umar’srise to caliph witnessed no significant changes to the
actual rituals of accession, during his years as head of the umma he did
attempt to standardize the procedure for future caliphal appointments.

This standardized method included the use of shiira, or the Quranic
institution of consultation.>? ‘Umar is said to have “named six leading Muslims
to consult together and make a choice from among themselves accordingly. It
is questionable, though, what exactly later calls for shAiraintended.”51
Accounts of the shidratend to focus most heavily on the individuals involved
and the contest for nomination waged between the Prophet’s cousin ‘A/i ibn
Abi Taliband ‘Uthman, and detailed reports of the rituals of succession are
vague.>2 However, it is mentioned that Abd al-Rahman announced the shiira’s
choice of ‘Uthman at a public meeting in the mosque with both candidates
present. Delivering the nomination in such a way put tremendous pressure on
Alito publicly and immediately pledge his bay‘ato ‘Uthman, which consisted
of the established handclasp and oath.

This public display of ‘A/i’s bay‘a to ‘Uthman can be viewed as an
attempt to employ the ritual not only to fill a political vacuum or as a means to
transfer caliphal authority, but also as a ritual act of submission. In A4/i’s
choosing to acknowledge ‘Uthman’s future role as leader of the Muslim
community, it was hoped that any factions who would support rebellion would

be placated. In effect, the ritual of succession is used in this instance to quell

0 Tamadonfar, 41.
>t Hawting, 95.

>2 The council consisted of six members, ‘Abd al-Rahman b. ‘Awf, Sa‘d b. AbT1 Waqqas, ‘Uthman, ‘Ali and

al-Zubayr and Talha. Madelung, 71.
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communal anxiety and anger, and to ground change while establishing order.>3
In other words, the transfer of ‘Uthmaninto a new place in the social order
creates a crisis because “any change in status involves a readjustment of the
entire scheme; this readjustment is effected performatively” - that is, through
ritual.5*

However, while rituals are key components of establishing order and
fostering communal solidarity, they are not guarantees of political stability, as
is shown by the assassination of ‘Uthman on 18 Dha al-Hijja 35 (June 17, 656
C.E.). With the appointment of the Prophet’s son-in-law and cousin, ‘A/i b. Abi
Jalib, the pledge of allegiance as a public display of solidarity took on added
importance, as the factional disputes amongst the community had reached an
apex with the emergence of 