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THE  TREATY  OF  AL-HUDAYBIYA This paper was originally published in The Muslim World in January 1981 (Volume LXXI, No.1, 47) under the title Al-Hudaybiya : An Alternative Version. It was also reprinted in Uri Rubin, ed., The Life of Muhammad (Aldershot, UK and Brookfield, USA: Ashgate Publishing, 1998). It is reproduced here in essentially the same form with some editorial amendments (designed to improve readability, and sharpen the points made).

Abstract

The accepted version of this treaty, and the events surrounding it, forms a perplexing chapter in the history of Islam, since it fits neither context nor character. Later historians, including modern ones, have adopted without examination or question the account that they have received from their predecessors. Surprisingly, so have Muslims, even though this alleged version casts the founder of their faith in a poor light. Instead, they have chosen to come up with all sorts of excuses and explanations to overcome these implications.
This paper examines the historical basis for this received narrative and shows that it is so flimsy as to render it quite unbelievable. This examination also adduces strong grounds for accepting an alternative version of these events, which has a sound evidentiary basis and conforms fully to the historical context. This much more likely version is also detailed in the paper.
This investigation also highlights the dangers of unquestioningly accepting all hadith as true merely because of the religious sanctity attached to them. 



Introduction

The Treaty of al-Hudaybiya and the events leading up to it, as reported in the history books, constitute a strange chapter in the history of Islam and the life of the Prophet This title is the one commonly used in English for the founder of Islam, even though it is an incorrect rendering of the terms used in the Qur’an for him (Nabi and Rasul, whose correct translation is Messenger). To avoid confusion I have continued this dubious practice here. Muhammad. The accepted version of these events and the terms of the treaty raise many questions and create many difficulties. The Prophet's acceptance of the humiliating terms imposed by the Meccans (which he is alleged to have then violated later) appears to be both pusillanimous and dishonourable.

Muslims overcome these implications by stating that he acted thus under divine inspiration, and that the ultimate outcome proved that the ostensible defeat at al-Hudaybiya was in fact the "victory" predicted in the Qur'an in Surat al-Fath In this version the marks used in the transliteration of Arabic text have not been reproduced from the original. It is hoped that this will not prove a handicap to the reader conversant with Arabic.. Non-Muslim writers generally take this version of events as supporting their contention that the Prophet was a practical man of affairs who did not always let such intangibles as principles or values affect his decisions. While some of them hold that his action at al-Hudaybiya was dictated by expediency, others believe that it could well have been an act of far-sighted statesmanship. All, Muslims and non-Muslims alike, seem to agree, whether tacitly or explicitly, that the Prophet's actions at al-Hudaybiya, whatever their motivation, fell short of the standards of honour, valour, and adherence to principle that one would expect from a Prophet of God imbued with a divine mission. 

It is even stranger that this version of the al-Hudaybiya events has not been seriously questioned thus far. Without even looking at the historical evidence upon which it is based, it appears suspect in itself, and in the context in which these events occurred. The Prophet, as the result of a dream, left Medina in Dhu’l-Qa'da 6 A.H. to visit al-Masjid al-Haram, accompanied by 1400-1500 Muslims. The Quraysh refused to permit them to enter Mecca, and said they would forcefully oppose any such attempt; however, they were willing to parley. The Muslims were all for fighting it out, and renewed their pledge of allegiance and commitment to the Prophet in token of their resolve. 

This was the immediate context in which the treaty took place. The wider context encompassed the defeat of the Meccans at the Battle of the Ditch two years earlier, the increasing strangulation of their foreign trade, and the wider support being won by the Muslims among the tribes of Arabia through conversions and alliances. What was there in this situation to tempt or compel the Prophet to agree to a ten-year truce with the Meccans under such humiliating terms (e.g., that the Muslims would return to Medina without performing their intended ‘umra; and that, during the 10-year truce, if anyone, even a Muslim, came to the Prophet from Mecca he was to be sent back, but if a Muslim defected to the Quraysh he would not be returned)? If, for reasons of prudence or far-sightedness, he did not wish to fight the Meccans, all he had to do was return to Medina. Admittedly, this would have been a blow to the prestige of Islam and the morale of the Muslims, but, if the accepted version were true, nothing as bad as that which would have been actually inflicted as a result of the treaty. There is no suggestion in any of the reports that the Muslims were surrounded and in danger of annihilation, and that this was, therefore, the only way to save their lives. (Saving their lives was not of great importance to most of these Muslims while defending their faith, anyway). Besides, if the Quraysh had the Muslims at their mercy it is most unlikely that they would have agreed to a truce rather than destroying their mortal enemy once and for all. 

The terms that the Prophet is said to have accepted at al-Hudaybiya bear no logical relationship to the general situation prevailing in Arabia at the time, or to the particular situation existing at al-Hudaybiya on that occasion. It defies logic and understanding why he would have agreed to such a treaty. However, it is when one examines the historical evidence relating to these events that it becomes quite clear that the accepted version of al-Hudaybiya is based on flimsy and suspect foundations and is not worthy of credence. 

The Accepted Version

The accepted version of the events of al-Hudaybiya is based mainly on a hadith of Miswar b. Makhrama and Marwan b. al-Hakam. Ibn Ishaq quotes it as the source for his detailed account of the event Ibn Ishaq, Sirat Rasul Allah, trans. A. Guillaume, The Life of Muhammad (London: Oxford University Press, 1955), p. 500.. Al-Tabari gives this hadith (as well as Ibn Ishaq) as his source Annales al-Tabari, ed. J. de Goeje (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1964), Prima Series, III, 1528.. Al-Waqidi quotes different authorities for different incidents, but the account he gives shows that the ultimate source is mainly this same hadith, since most of the details are identical. That he was aware of this tradition is shown by a reference he makes to it The Kitab al-Maghazi of al-Waqidi, ed. Marsden Jones (London: Oxford University Press, 1966), II, 586.. Ibn Sa'd first gives a coherent account of the whole event without specifying any source; this account conforms to the details of the Miswar-Marwan hadith. He then gives the sources for various incidents, but none are quoted for many of the main events he has recounted earlier; it would appear that he has taken these from the Miswar-Marwan hadith but chosen not to quote this as his source Ibn Sa'd, Al-Tabaqat al-Kubra (Beirut, 1957), II, 95. He gives a hadith ascribed to Sufyan b. Harb that supports the alternative version of al-Hudaybiya..

To assess the worth of this hadith, let us examine it as given in the Sahih of al-Bukhari. The first point to note is that, in al-Bukhari also, the originators of this hadith are Miswar and Marwan, an indication that al-Bukhari could not find any hadith providing a better original narrator for this particular version of events. This is significant because Miswar and Marwan were not eyewitnesses to the events described, and were not even in a position to learn of the events second-hand at the time they took place. Miswar b. Makhrama was born in Mecca in 2 A.H. and was brought to Medina a year later Ibn Hajar al-'Asqalani, Tahdhib al-Tahdhib (Hyderabad, 1327 A.H.) X, 151.. He was thus four years old at the time of al-Hudaybiya. Assuming that he would have to be in his teens to have started taking a serious interest in what transpired at al-Hudaybiya, he obtained his version from other informants at least ten years after the event. Marwan b. al-Hakam was born even later Ibid. 91..

It is perhaps a sign of their awareness of the problems involved that they (or the fabricators As for motivation, it is quite conceivable that there were Meccans who remained upset at the submission of their forbears to Islam in 8 A.H, and may have attempted to even the score somewhat. The qussas (the storytellers) may then have added their handiwork (see fn. 13 below) who picked them as the convenient originators of their tale), in the words of the hadith, "both testified to the truth of each other's hadith" (al-Bukhari, Shurut[54]:15). It is also noteworthy that they do not name any of their informants, but merely state, in another version Other “versions” refer to other hadith (on the same event) with the same original narrator(s) but each with a different set of intermediate transmitters. of the hadith in al-Bukhari (54:1), that they were so informed by "ashab of the Prophet," while in still other versions there is no mention of informants at all.

Also worth considering is the fact that this hadith is not found in the Sahih of Muslim. Its inclusion in al-Bukhari, therefore, appears strange (and raises the suspicion of later interpolation) since, generally, al-Bukhari's shurut are more stringent than Muslim's See Ignaz Goldziher, Muslim Studies, trans. C.R. Barber and S.M. Stern (London: George Allen & Unwin Ltd., 1971), II, 227-29. But Goldziher also believes that Muslim was more concerned about purifying the hadith material, in contrast to al-Bukhari’s interest in its practical application (p. 227). . Muslim also does not contain any other hadith giving the accepted version of the events at al-Hudaybiya. 

On examining the text of this Miswar-Marwan hadith in al-Bukhari, one gets the strong impression that we are dealing here not with a factual account of actual events (which is what a hadith is supposed to be) but rather with an interesting tale. Throughout it one glimpses the handiwork of the qussas, the storytellers On the storytellers and hadith as a means of edification, see Ibid, 149-59.. Some of the highlights of this story (as given in 54:15) are: 

(a)	When approaching al-Hudaybiya the Prophet's camel suddenly sits down and refuses to move. He takes this as Allah's doing and swears that he will accept whatever conditions the Meccans impose (even though, at this time, he does not know whether the Meccans will oppose his entry into the Ka'ba or impose any conditions). At this, the camel gets up and moves on. 

(b)	On arrival at al-Hudaybiya, the water in the pond there soon finishes. The Prophet takes an arrow from his quiver and tells someone to stick it in the dried-up pond. So much water appears that everyone, men and animals, are sated. (Al-Bukhari has two other hadith on this incident, from different reporters, in Manaqib[61]:25. In one, the pond is a well, and the Prophet rinses his mouth and spits the water out into the well, which then fills up. In the other there is neither pond nor well, but he puts his hand into a small pitcher and springs of water burst forth from it). 

(c)	Four representatives of the Quraysh come successively to the Muslim camp. Conversations with each of them are recounted and some interesting incidents are reported. Surprisingly, all the concurrent proceedings in the Meccan camp are also described in colourful detail. 

(d)	During one of these visits, it is narrated, the Prophet keeps spitting around, and whenever his spit falls on any of his companions they quickly rub it on their faces and bodies. Then the Prophet performs ablutions and his companions "nearly kill each other" struggling for the used water. 

(e)	The treaty is being dictated by the Prophet and the Meccan, Suhayl b. 'Amr, and just as the latter finishes dictating that the Muslims would return anyone coming to them from Mecca, even if he be a Muslim, who should turn up, dragging his clanking chains and fetters, but Abu Jandal, son of the selfsame Suhayl! 

(f)	The treaty is not yet finalized, the Muslims are protesting against this condition, Abu Jandal is haranguing the crowd asking them not to send him back as he was a Muslim, but still the Prophet hands him back to his father. 

(g)	After the writing down of the treaty the Prophet orders his followers three times to cut their hair and sacrifice the animals they had brought, but not one of them heeds him; they refuse to get up (even though, a short while ago, they were rubbing his spit on their faces, and drinking his ablution water!). The Prophet reports this to his wife, Umm Salama, and she suggests that he perform his own sacrifice and not say anything to them. He acts thus, and finally they follow his example, but "almost kill each other" in their grief and vexation. 

(h)	Then, suddenly, women start arriving from Mecca and part of Surah 60:10 is revealed, so they are tested. Because of this verse, the same day 'Umar divorced two of his wives who were non-Muslims, and who, it is said, later married Meccans. This is mentioned twice in the hadith: at one place one of them is said to have married Safwan b. Umayya, and at the other the same woman is married off to Abu Jahm. 

(i)	The hadith then does a time-jump and describes some colourful adventures befalling other Muslim escapees from Mecca who came to Medina after these events but were denied refuge by the Prophet, and finally how all turned out for the best. 

(j)	Various bits and pieces are tagged on at the end, some introducing the Quran’s v. 60:11 and incidents related thereto. 

It is noteworthy that this long hadith, full of trivial detail, and describing all the events that took place from the Prophet's departure from Medina to his return there as well as some subsequent incidents, contains no mention of the oath of allegiance sworn to the Prophet by the Muslims at al-Hudaybiya, the bay'at al-ridwan. This important incident in the Prophet's history finds mention in the Qur'an, and the great majority of hadith in al-Bukhari's chapter on al-Hudaybiya deal with it, but this particular tradition omits it altogether. 

Though this hadith mentions that the treaty required the Muslims to return to Medina without performing the 'umra, it does not state that a truce for ten years was also included in the treaty, an element which is part of the accepted version and is mentioned in, among others, Ibn Ishaq and al-Tabari. 

It is instructive to examine also the three other versions of this hadith (via different intermediate transmitters) that al-Bukhari cites. One version, in Maghazi[64]:35, deals with the Muslims encountering a force of tribesmen before reaching al-Hudaybiya; the Prophet's expression of a desire to avoid fighting; Abu Bakr's advice to proceed towards Mecca and to fight anyone who stops them, and the Prophet's agreement to this. This hadith makes sense, sounds factual, and is probably true. Not one bit of it is contained in the long tale (54:15) described above, though both have the same original narrators. A second version (54:1) is very brief; it deals primarily with the return clause in the treaty and the handing back of Abu Jandal, then switches to the coming of the women and the revelation of Surah 60:10. A third version, also in 64:35, starts off like the long one but, where the writing of the agreement comes in, suddenly switches to the terse style of the second version and ends in a similar manner. 

Al-Bukhari also gives (in Manasik[2]:106 and Maghazi[6]:35) two versions of a hadith by Miswar and Marwan relating to al-Hudaybiya This is often taken to refer to the Prophet's 'umra in 7 A.H., the year after al-Hudaybiya. But al-Bukhari has placed this hadith in his bab relating to al-Hudaybiya and has a separate chapter covering the 'umra of 7 A.H. See below, pp. 10-11. . These relate to the Prophet setting out from Medina, putting on the ihram and marking the sacrificial animals at Dhu’l-Hulayfa. In the version in 64:35, the second to last narrator, after having repeated the hadith countless times, admits at the end that he does not quite remember what his informant told him. Neither of these versions figures in the long hadith in 54:15 described above. 

It is truly astonishing that the main basis for the accepted version of the al-Hudaybiya events is just a single hadith whose credentials are minimal, if not non-existent. It fails the basic, commonsense test that requires a hadith, by definition, to be a factual narration of something specific that the originator saw or heard, not a long, fanciful tale reciting happenings in multiple locations over many years. It also fails most tests in the formal criteria used for authenticating the veracity of a hadith Goldziher, pp. 218ff., since it consists of accounts attributed to two persons who were not eyewitnesses, but are said to have collected their facts second- or third-hand from unnamed informants about ten years or more after the event. It should not figure in any reputable Hadith collection, much less the Sahih of al-Bukhari, thus raising the strong suspicion that it was inserted into the latter surreptitiously later on. It is not worthy of being accorded any credence at all.

What makes it even more astonishing is the fact that there exists an alternative version of these events which is not only based on much firmer historical evidence, but also makes good sense in light of the situation prevailing at the time, and is fully in line with the Prophet's character and personality as displayed consistently throughout his life. 

The Alternative Version

This alternative version of al-Hudaybiya is an eyewitness account of these events, and is to be found in a hadith of Bara' b. 'Azib, a companion of the Prophet, who accompanied him on the al-Hudaybiya expedition in 6 A.H. It is found in both the Sahih of al-Bukhari and that of Muslim Muslim gives three versions of the hadith of Bara’ b. ‘Azib, all conforming to each other, in his chapter on al-Hudaybiya 
(Kitab al-Jihad wa’l-Sayr, Bab 290)., and is quoted by al-Tabari al-Tabari, Annales. III, 1548..

As given by al-Bukhari (Sulh[53]:6), the text of the hadith runs as follows: 

The Nabi went to perform the 'umra in Dhu’l-Qa'da, but the Meccans would not let him enter Mecca until he agreed that he would stay for three days only. When the agreement was being written it was thus, “This is the agreement upon which Muhammad, Rasul Allah...” They said, “We do not acknowledge this. If we knew that you were Rasul Allah we would not have stopped you. However, you are Muhammad b. 'Abd Allah”. He said, “I am Rasul Allah, and I am also Muhammad b. 'Abd Allah”. Then he said to 'Ali, “Delete Rasul Allah”. He said, “No, by Allah, I will never delete your name”. Then Rasul Allah took the parchment For someone who has studied the life of Rasul Allah, the description of his reaction to the Meccan objection would, in itself, be a strong indication of the authenticity of Bara’s hadith. and wrote, “This is that upon which agrees Muhammad b. 'Abd Allah. No weapon will enter Mecca unless it is sheathed. They will not take away any inhabitant of it even if anyone wishes to follow them. They will not prevent any of their companions if he wishes to stay behind”. Then when he entered it and the period expired they came to 'Ali and asked him to tell his companion to depart since the period had ended. So the Nabi left. After them came the daughter of Hamza (crying), “Uncle! Uncle!” 'Ali reached out to her and caught her by the hand, and said to Fatima, “Take up your uncle's daughter”, so she took her up on to her mount.... (The rest of the hadith deals with a dispute between various relations over the custody of this girl, and is irrelevant to our purpose here). 

AI-Bukhari gives four other versions of this hadith. The one in Maghazi[64]:43 is almost identical to the above, except for the addition of a phrase to say that the Prophet did not know how to write! Another, in Jizya[58]:19, has a completely different order and uses different words, but conveys the same sense. A third one, also in Sulh[53]:6, is a shorter version. It does not contain anything that contradicts the longer version, and clearly states that the agreement was for a three-day stay in Mecca. 

A fourth version, in 53:7, comprises a summary of the three conditions of the agreement, but states that the entry into Mecca was to take place the following year. It then adds, in just one sentence, the information that Abu Jandal came but was returned. Al-Bukhari inserts a note to the effect that one of the transmitters in the chain did not say anything about Abu Jandal. It would appear that this fourth version has been tampered with, and that insertions were introduced to make it conform to the accepted version of events. This is supported by the fact that al-Bukhari does not give it as a separate hadith but includes it in the bab heading, which means that he could not find a genuine or complete isnad for it See Alfred Guillaume, The Traditions of Islam (reprint, Beirut, 1966), p.26.. 

This hadith of Bara' is clearly a much sounder and more reliable tradition than that of Miswar-Marwan. It appears to be a factual account provided by an eyewitness, rather than a gaudy tale that claims to be years-old hearsay from unnamed informants. Moreover, it is much more believable since the version of events that it gives conforms to whatever we know of the prevailing situation, in marked contrast to the Miswar-Marwan account. 

The Bara' account of what happened at al-Hudaybiya in 6 A.H. can be summarized as follows: 

(a)	The agreement concluded between the Prophet and the Quraysh related to the terms under which the Muslims were to be permitted to enter Mecca immediately thereafter. 

(b)	The Muslims did actually enter Mecca immediately following the agreement and stayed there for three days. 

(c)	The condition about returning non-Muslims to the Meccans ‒ while defecting Muslims were not to be returned to the Prophet's company ‒ applied only to the three-day sojourn in Mecca. 

(d)	There was nothing in the agreement about a general cessation of hostilities for ten years. 

An agreement with these terms makes sense in light of the circumstances prevailing at that time in Arabia and, in particular, at al-Hudaybiya. The Prophet attained his goal of visiting al-Masjid al-Haram; a battle involving pointless bloodshed was avoided; and nothing that the Prophet agreed to was in any way derogatory to the Muslim cause or humiliating for him personally. 

The Evidence of the Qur’an 

The Qur'an is the primary and most reliable source for any event in the Prophet's life to which it makes reference, since it is a contemporaneous record, transmitted through the centuries in essentially unchanged form. It is universally accepted that Surat al-Fath [48] refers to the al-Hudaybiya events, and was revealed soon afterwards. 

It is, therefore, significant that this section of the Qur'an does not accord with the accepted version of the al-Hudaybiya episode, and Qur'anic commentators have had to resort to far-fetched interpretations to reconcile the two. (Historians, on the other hand, have generally tended to ignore those verses that presented problems with regard to the standard account). The Qur’anic references create two main problems for the accepted version. The first is the use of the past tense in verse 27. This indicates that the Prophet's dream of visiting Mecca had already been fulfilled by the time this verse was revealed. This has forced some commentators to claim that this verse was revealed later (after the 'umra of 7 A.H., or after the conquest of Mecca in 8 A.H.), while others see it as a perfectum propheticum The prophetic use of the perfect tense describing a future event as if it had occurred already, a style form found in various sacred scriptures..

The second difficulty raised by S. 48 is related to the use of the words fath and azfar, taken to mean "victory" or "conquest," terms difficult to apply to what occurred at al-Hudaybiya according to the accepted version. This has led some commentators to see these statements as references to the conquest of Khaybar in 7 A.H. or that of Mecca in 8 A.H., but these attempts are not very plausible since the past tense is used in all these phrases. Rather than containing a prophecy or a promise, these verses seem to be stating an accomplished fact that was fully known to the audience. If the accepted version of al-Hudaybiya be true, there was nothing in it which the participants could construe as a victory or conquest, and as unconvincing as a 'futuristic' interpretation are the various attempts to resolve the difficulty by suggesting that, whatever the immediate setback and humiliation, the treaty ultimately proved of great benefit to the Muslims and could therefore justly be described as a victory. 

This second problem of the commentators is, in a sense, self-imposed. The root FTH means "to open", while a secondary derivation is "to decide, judge", i.e., to 'open' the issue between two parties. The sense of "victory, conquest", is either a tertiary derivation (a decision or judgment giving one party victory over the other), or, more likely, is a later usage arising from its occurrence in S. 57:10, generally taken to refer to the capture of Mecca by the Prophet in 8 A.H See W. Montgomery Watt. Muhammad at Medina (Oxford: Clarendon Press. 1956) p. 67.. 

The twenty-nine Qur'anic passages in which derivatives of FTH occur (in addition to S. 48:1, 18 and 27) can be arranged as follows. In fourteen verses a form of the verb is used in the sense of "to open", "to release" or "to disclose" S. 2:76; 6:44; 7:40; 7:96; 12:66; 15:14; 21:96; 23:77; 35:2; 38:50; 39:71; 39:73; 54:11; 78:19.. There are three occurrences of mafatih (“keys”) S. 6:59; 24:61; 28:76.. In one instance, fath can be understood either as "opening" or "judgment" S. 32:28-29 ("opening" in the sense of "opening of the graves"; v. 25 refers to the yawm al-qiyama in the same context).. Nine times either the verb or the noun fath (and once: al-Fattah) is used in the sense of (making a) "judgment" or "decision" S. 7:89; 8:19; 14:16; 26:118; 34:26; 61:13; 2:89; 4:141; 5:52.. Finally, fath appears in two instances to refer to the submission and occupation of Mecca as "the Opening" S. 57:10 and 110:1-2 ("the Opening" that resulted in people “entering the din Allah in multitudes", 110:2). . 

Thus, neither the etymology of the word nor its usage in the Qur’an lends support to the understanding of fath in Surat al-Fath in the sense of "victory". The two possible meanings are "opening" or "judgment, decision". Nothing in the events at al-Hudaybiya suits the latter sense, whereas the former fits perfectly in the context of the hadith of Bara' discussed above. The fath referred to by the Qur'an in relation to al-Hudaybiya appears to be the re-opening of the way to Mecca (which had been blocked by the Quraysh) as a result of the agreement described by Bara'. Understood in this way, the word creates no difficulties, and the passages in which it occurs indicate clearly what actually transpired at al-Hudaybiya: 

Vv. 1-2: Indeed we opened for you a clear, unobstructed passage, that Allah may cover for you the past and future of your error..... The Prophet's dhanb or error referred to here was his taking the dream as a directive from Allah. What were “covered” or nullified were any possible harmful effects of this mistake, both in the events already transpired as well as in the future.

V.18: Allah certainly approved of the believers when they swore allegiance to you under the tree, and He knew what was in their hearts. So He bestowed tranquility upon them, and restored to them an early passage The last phrase is athabahum fathan qariban. Athab means to restore or give back something gone or taken away. For the use of qarib in the sense of "early, soon, immediate, quick" cf.: S. 4:17; 9:42; 14:44; 16:77.. 

V. 27: Surely Allah has in truth fulfilled His Rasul's dream: ‘You shall enter al-Masjid al-Haram, if Allah so wills, in peace and security, with heads shaved or hair cropped, not fearing’. But He knew what you could not know, and so He (also) arranged before that a quick passage An alternative rendering of min duni is "besides".. 

This last verse is conclusive evidence of the fact that the Muslims did visit al-Masjid al-Haram immediately after the al-Hudaybiya agreement. 

The word azfar 'in v. 24 is from the root ZFR which relates to 'nails' or 'claws'. The derivatives are "to be successful" and "to achieve one's desire". It is obvious from the verse that the sense of "victory" is totally inappropriate. The correct rendering of this verse would appear to be: 

V. 24: He it is who withheld their hands from you, and your hands from them, in the valley of Mecca, after He had enabled you to achieve your desire against them. And Allah was watching your actions An alternative rendering of azfarakum 'alayhim could be, "you were on the point of fighting them", i.e., "you had your claws upon them".. 

This verse seems to imply that the truce related only to the Mecca valley. This is confirmed by the next verse, v. 25, since the reasons given for the truce apply only to Mecca and cannot be the basis for a general cessation of hostilities. Moreover, v. 20 relates the truce to "this", i.e., the immediate opening of the way into Mecca mentioned in verse 18. Rather than envisaging a long-term truce, vv. 22 and 23 (and also perhaps vv. 6 and 7) envisage further hostilities between the Muslims and the Meccans Verses 11-17 probably do not relate to al-Hudaybiya at all. They appear to refer to the Tabuk expedition of 9 A.H., and thus must have been revealed after it. See S. 9, especially verses 83, 90, 81, and 120, and S. 49:14..

Supporting Evidence from the Hadith 

The alternative version given by Bara' is also supported by further evidence from the Hadith. Some of these indications are indirect, but taken together they add up to a substantial corroboration. 

AI-Bukhari quotes a hadith of Anas (in four versions, in 'Umra[26]:3 and Maghazi[64]:35) which states that the Prophet performed the 'umra four times, and lists among them one as the 'umrat al-Hudaybiya, specifying that this was on the occasion when he was stopped by the Quraysh The phrase haythu saddahu’l-mushrikun (in a version at 26:3) should be rendered as above, and not with "where," as is clear from other usages of haythu in this and other versions of the hadith.. (This is usually explained away by saying that, since the Prophet sacrificed at al-Hudaybiya before returning, this is counted as one 'umra). 

AI-Bukhari gives in his chapter on al-Hudaybiya a hadith of 'Abd Allah b. Abi Awfa (Maghazi[64]:3) which states that the narrator performed the 'umra with the Prophet, including prayer, tawaf and the sa'y between Safa and Marwa, and that the companions protected the Prophet against any possible harm from the Meccans. Other versions of the hadith (in Manasik[25]:53 and 'Umra[26]:11) specifically state that they entered Mecca and went round the Ka'ba. 

It is true that al-Bukhari puts one version of this last hadith in his bab on the ‘Umrat al-Qada (Maghazi[64]:43), the 'umra performed by the Prophet in 7 A.H., the year after al-Hudaybiya. This is not surprising considering that even in al-Bukhari's time the accepted version of al-Hudaybiya held the field, and, according to it, the Ibn Abi Awfa hadith could only refer to the 'umra in 7 A.H. and not to the events of 6 A.H. What is really significant is that al-Bukhari, having made this concession to prevailing belief He makes another similar concession by including the Bara' hadith also in the bab on the 'Umrat al-Qada'., expresses his own view (or at least his doubts about the veracity of the accepted version) by putting one version of this hadith in his bab on al-Hudaybiya. His own views on the subject are also reflected in the heading he gave to a bab in which he places another version of the Bara' hadith (Jizya[58]:19): "A truce for three days or a fixed term". 

In Muhsar[27]:2 al-Bukhari gives a hadith of Salim (son of Ibn 'Umar) which deserves to be quoted: 

Ibn 'Umar used to say: "Is not the sunna of Rasul Allah good enough for you? If anyone of you is stopped from the Hajj, he should perform the tawaf of the Bayt and of Safa and Marwa; then everything becomes permissible until the Hajj next year; then he should sacrifice or, if he cannot find a sacrifice, fast". 

This hadith clearly indicates that, according to Ibn 'Umar, the Prophet, after being stopped at al-Hudaybiya, entered Mecca and performed the tawaf. It also clarifies a hadith of Nafi' (given by al-Bukhari in nine versions, in Manasik[25]:114; Muhsar[27]:1, 3, and 4, and Maghazi[64]:35) recounting how Ibn 'Umar undertook a journey to Mecca with the intention of performing the 'umra and Hajj in the year when al-Hajjaj was attacking Ibn Zubayr in Mecca. In the most complete version (25:114) it is reported that Ibn 'Umar,  when requested not to go because of the fighting, answered that the Prophet's example was the best one, and that, if stopped, he would do what the Prophet did. The hadith ends with Ibn 'Umar performing the tawaf and saying that this was what the Prophet did. The unsettling implications of this appear to have led to attempts at 'improvement', and other versions of the hadith have Ibn 'Umar implying (but not specifically saying) that the Prophet sacrificed at al-Hudaybiya and that he would do the same. Other attempts at explaining away the difficulty take the form of relating Ibn 'Umar's concluding words to the question of whether one tawaf was sufficient for both Hajj and 'umra. But Salim's hadith quoted above shows what Ibn 'Umar meant by saying that he would follow, or had followed, the Prophet's example: if stopped, he would obtain safe-conduct into Mecca and, if necessary, shorten the ceremony.

Al-Azraqi quotes the following hadith from Ibn 'Abbas: 

The year of al-Hudaybiya the Nabi entered his house. One of the Ansar was with him and he stopped at the door, explaining that he was an Ahmasi. The Rasul said, "I am an Ahmasi too. My religion and yours are the same," so the Ansar went into the house by the door as he saw the Rasul do Al-Azraqi. Akhbar Makka. I, 115f. Also quoted in Guillaume, The Life of Muhammad. p. 89.. 

In this report the house referred to has to be in Mecca, and could not be the Medina one, since (according to the same report) the Hums would not enter dwellings by the door, or leave the sacred area, while in a state of ihram. According to the accepted version the Prophet and the Muslims came out of that state at al-Hudaybiya, before returning to Medina.

The only evidence found in the Hadith which lends support to the accepted version of al-Hudaybiya is a hadith going back to Ibn 'Umar, and in another version to Ibn 'Abbas Ibn Abbas himself was a child at the time of al-Hudaybiya. (al-Bukhari, in Maghazi[64]:43 and Muhsar[27]:1) which states that, when stopped, the Prophet sacrificed at al-Hudaybiya and agreed to come the following year, which he did, staying there for three days.

Two other hadith in al-Bukhari appear, at first sight, to support the accepted version but, on closer examination, show evidence of deliberate attempts to make them conform to the accepted version of al-Hudaybiya.

These two hadith relate to an occasion after the Battle of Siffin between 'Ali and Mu'awiya, when there was unhappiness in the former's camp over stopping the fighting. Sahl b. Hunayf made a speech quoting his experience at al-Hudaybiya. In the hadith of Abu Wa'il (Jizya[58]:18) Sahl is reported as referring to the yawm al-Hudaybiya and saying, "If we had thought it better to fight we would certainly have fought." He then narrates 'Umar's complaint to the Prophet, and it is plain that it is only about going back without seeking Allah's decision through battle with the enemy. (This was the demand of those supporters of 'Ali who opposed the cessation of hostilities.) Another version, in Tafsir[65]:48, uses very similar terms.

However, in a third version of this hadith (58:18), the day becomes yawm Abu Jandal and Sahl is reported to have said, "If I could have rejected the Prophet's order I would have done so." This order obviously is to return Abu Jandal to the Quraysh. There is no mention of a dispute about fighting or of ‘Umar’s complaint about not seeking Allah’s decision through battle. Another hadith of Abu Hasin (Maghazi[64]:35) repeats this latter version of the speech of Sahl.

These latter two versions are obviously fabrications. The dispute at Siffin, in which Sahl intervened, was about seeking Allah's decision between the two sides through battle. Thus, Sahl's words as reported in the first two versions are fully pertinent. But what possible relevance could the return of Abu Jandal have to this dispute? The latter two versions mention only this, and make no reference to the issue of fighting. It is inconceivable that Sahl could have said this in that particular situation, and the first version is obviously the correct one. But since this report did not conform to the accepted version of al-Hudaybiya, the fabricators modified it by introducing the drama of Abu Jandal, totally irrelevant to the setting of this particular hadith Muslim gives two hadith on the subject. One is from ‘Abd Allah b. Numayr and conforms to the first version of Sahl’s speech given above. The second one, from Shaqiq, is also about the decision not to fight, but changes the reference to the day to yawm Abu Jandal. It appears that the attempt to tamper with it was rather crude. (Kitab al-Jih’ad wa’l Sayr, Bab 290).. 

Surveying all the related references in the Hadith, the conclusion reached on the basis of the Qur'anic evidence appears to be confirmed, namely, that the version of the al-Hudaybiya events given by Bara' is much more credible than that in the Miswar-Marwan hadith, and is, in all probability, what actually transpired.

The al-Hudaybiya Episode in Outline

Although most of the following items have been referred to in the course of the foregoing discussion, it would be appropriate to offer, in conclusion, a coherent outline of the main events related to al-Hudaybiya in 6 A.H., as far as we can reconstruct them.

The Prophet, in a dream, saw himself and other Muslims entering al-Masjid al-Haram in the garb of pilgrims. Taking this as a sign from Allah he set out from Medina in Dhu’l-Qa'da 6 A.H. along with 1400-1500 companions, including some women. Though the Muslims went armed and prepared to fight off any attack, the Prophet presumably thought that the dream meant that the Quraysh would allow them to enter Mecca peacefully. This was one of the months in which fighting was traditionally forbidden, and this may have reinforced the Prophet's expectation. The number of men with him, and the manner in which they set out, indicate that he had no intention of attacking the Quraysh himself.

On arrival at al-Hudaybiya the Muslims learnt that the Quraysh were prepared to oppose their entry by force, if necessary. The immediate choice facing them now was either to fight or to return to Medina without visiting al-Masjid al-Haram. Most of the Muslims were in favour of fighting. The Prophet, however, thought otherwise, and chose the via media of negotiating his peaceful entry into Mecca. He sent word to this effect to the Quraysh. The reasons for this decision of the Prophet can only be conjectured. While any good general would avoid battle under unfavourable conditions, it is also likely that the Prophet was already looking ahead to the need for bringing the Meccans into the fold of Islam to promote its further spread See Watt, Muhammad at Medina, p. 49.. A battle here would have dealt such prospects a grave blow. There was, of course, no question of just returning. This would have severely damaged the morale of the Muslims, and their standing and that of Islam in the eyes of the Arabs. The only alternative left was an entry into Mecca under a truce.

At this initial stage, while the Prophet was communicating his peaceful intentions to the Meccans, it suddenly appeared to the Muslims that the Quraysh had rejected their overtures and were determined to fight. (This may well have been due to the reported rumour of the murder of the Prophet's emissary, ‘Uthman.) To the Muslims, the moment must have seemed a grave one. Far from their home base, in hostile territory, they thought they were about to be attacked in the open plain by an enemy superior in numbers and more heavily armed. In this setting the very existence of Islam must have seemed at stake. It was in this critical situation that the Prophet obtained from his companions a pledge to fight to the bitter end, the bay'at al-ridwan.

However, the alarm proved a false one. The Quraysh indicated that they were ready to negotiate, and an agreement was soon arrived at. Its terms permitted the Muslims to enter Mecca for three days to perform the pilgrimage to al-Masjid al-Haram. They were to carry only sheathed swords or riders' weapons under cover. If any Meccan sought to accompany them out of Mecca he was to be returned, but if any Muslim desired to remain behind he would be permitted to do so. (It will be seen that this condition, disgraceful in the context of the accepted version, is in reality a mere face-saving device for the Quraysh, and is meaningless as far as the Muslims were concerned).

Some Muslims, notably 'Umar, were unhappy at the idea of agreeing to a truce with the enemy. Their argument was that, since the Muslims were in the right and their cause just, they should seek Allah's decision or judgment between themselves and the infidels by resorting to battle with them. The Prophet, however, acted on his belief, displayed on so many occasions throughout his life, that the way to obtain Allah's favourable decision is not only through a just cause, but also through wisdom and sagacity, courage and perseverance.

As a result of the truce the Muslims entered Mecca, performed the 'umra, and left after three days. On the return journey those portions of Surat al-Fath that deal with the al-Hudaybiya events were revealed. The agreement with the Quraysh probably stipulated that the Muslims could perform the 'umra in subsequent years under the same conditions. Consequently, in 7 A. H. the Prophet again visited Mecca with his companions ‒ the ‘Umrat al-Qada' (the Pilgrimage of the Agreement).

The truce agreed upon at al-Hudaybiya was only for three days; there was no stipulation about a ten-year cessation of hostilities. Thus, after his return to Medina, the Prophet soon resumed the economic blockade of Mecca. (This may well be the basis of the colourful tale of Abu Basir Guillaume, Life of Muhammad, p. 507.). In 8 A. H., when the Quraysh aided and abetted the attack on the Prophet's allies, the Khuza'a, he moved directly against them, and Mecca surrendered. There is no basis for the charge sometimes made against him of treachery in thus scrapping the ten-year treaty See Watt, Muhammad at Medina, p. 327.; there never was such a treaty.

The ongoing acceptance of the standard version of this significant episode ‒ a version that, on the face of it, is beset with questions, difficulties and ambiguities ‒ illustrates how continued repetition can establish a flimsy, implausible fable as established, historical fact. Especially if the repetition is cloaked in the sanctity of religious authority – in this case, that of the Hadith.

This examination of the truth about the al-Hudaybiya episode also highlights the problems that afflict the Hadith literature, and proves why the veracity of any particular hadith should never be accepted merely because it happens to be included in one of the canonical collections, even the most highly regarded of them all, the Sahih of al-Bukhari. These collections purport to be historical records, and attaching religious sanctity to them should not shield them from the tests that need to be applied to such records. Every hadith should be subjected to objective scrutiny and analysis, and should only be taken as possibly true if it appears to be factually plausible, and is also supported by a number of other verifiable hadith and other historical evidence. The failure to do so in this case has resulted in the ridiculous situation whereby Muslims have continued to uphold the unquestionable authenticity of the Hadith even at the cost of the reputation of the founder of their faith.
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