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Early in the history of Islam, the transmission of sayings and practices of 
the Prophet Muhammad (hadith) was oral in nature. And, perhaps surprisingly, for 
a period of time after the Prophet’s death in the seventh century C.E., not only was 
oral transmission preferred, but some historical sources mention that some of the ear-
ly caliphs prohibited writing down the Prophet’s. This prohibition apparently began 
with the first two caliphs, Abū Bakr and ‘Umar ibn al-Khaṭṭāb, and it was not until 
the very end of the second century of the Islamic calendar that the caliph ‘Umar ibn 
‘Abd al-’Azīz reversed this trend. Scholars such as Michael Cook and Paul L. Heck 
have addressed this early preference for oral over written transmission drawing on 
historical and aesthetic factors respectively. Others, like Al-Khaṭīb al-Baghdādī, have 
mentioned justifications for the emphasis on orality found in hadith. While some or all 
of these phenomena may have been contributing factors, in explaining an ostensible 
tendency toward orality, perhaps the search should not be for a parallel tradition that 
may have been a source of inspiration or the spiritual significance of oral preserva-
tion, but rather, for an explanation of a legal prohibition on writing hadith. Clearly 
tendencies towards both literacy and orality can be found among the Companions 
of the Prophet but the Islamic leadership’s policy of abandoning literacy in regard to 
hadith in absolute terms is worth investigating. Strong resistance by those entrusted 
with continuing the mission of the Prophet leads me to believe that there was more at 
stake for those in power than simply reinforcing cultural customs or religious inclina-
tions. Early caliphs did not explicitly clarify the reason for their prohibition on writ-
ing. However, I suggest that due to the unsettled matter of authority in Islamic society, 
orality provided the caliphs in that early period with an opportunity to establish their 
own autonomy independently from that of the Prophet. Later, after strong obedience 
to the successors of the Prophet had been established by means of controlling the 
far-reaching circulation of Islamic tradition, literacy began to develop and function 
as a useful tool for governing. Thus it seems that the general tendency towards either 
orality or literacy in Islamic society was quite possibly determined by the political 
demands of the caliphate. 
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Historical theories proposed to address the reason orality was favored

 There are two major theories that have been proposed for the strict obser-
vance of oral narration in early Islam that draw upon historical context. The first 
theory suggests that Muslims were influenced by the religious practice of Jews. The 
second theory observes the culture of the Arabs before the advent of Islam and the fact 
that they greatly emphasized orality in their transmission of treasured works. As for 
the former theory, scholars of early Islamic history, such as Michael Cook and Gregor 
Schoeler, have pointed to the similarities between oral tendencies in early Islamic 
history and Rabbinic tradition. In support of their argument, it has been documented 
that the second caliph, ‘Umar ibn al-Khaṭṭāb, made reference to the low status of the 
Mishnah in comparison to the orally transmitted Torah when burning traditions from 
the Prophet.1 But, as Cook himself notes, the oral tradition in Hebrew culture was un-
selfconscious, or, a result of general illiteracy, whereas in early Islamic culture, steps 
were taken to prevent writing even among the literate.2 And, while it is quite possible 
that certain Muslims were inclined towards imitating Jewish culture in this regard, it 
should be noted that early Muslims had turned their backs on a great deal of what was 
considered sacred in Arab culture in a conscious decision to make the Prophet’s mes-
sage their new all-encompassing social and spiritual code. It is difficult to imagine that 
virtually the entire Muslim community would make a conscious decision to absolutely 
abandon the writing of traditions from the mouth of the source of their new way of life 
without a strong legislative injunction.  

 As for the latter theory, or, the pre-Islamic tendencies towards orality in 
the Arabian Peninsula, it is true that much of Arabic literature was preserved orally. 
However, it has also been well-documented that writing was practiced in Arab ur-
ban centers even during the Age of Ignorance (Jāhiliyyah) that preceded Islam.3 In 
his analysis of Taqyīd al-’Ilm4, by Al-Khaṭīb al-Baghdādī, Alois Sprenger notes that 
books most certainly existed among Arab Christians and Jews and they also found 
their way to Muslims.5 Ibn Ḥabīb al-Baghdādī mentions noble personalities who were 
not only literate but well-educated during the Age of Ignorance as well as during the 
very beginning of Islam.6 Where the oral transmission of hadith does find its roots 
in pre-Islamic Arab culture is in regard to poetry, tribal traditions, and tales of the 
battlefield. Here one finds that these were transmitted by means of a rāwī7 and thus 

1) Musa, Aisha Y., Ḥadīth As Scripture: Discussions on the Authority of Prophetic Traditions in Islam, (New 
York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008), p. 60.
2) Cook, Michael, “The Opponents of the Writing of Tradition in Early Islam,” Arabica, T.44, Fasc.4, Voix 
et Calame en Islam Médiéval, Oct., (1997): 520. 
3) Schoeler, Gregor, The Oral and the Written in Early Islam, trans. Uwe Vagelpohl, (New York: Routledge, 
2006), p. 62.  Also, Cook, pp. 493-494.  
4) Which translates to “The Shackling of Knowledge”, meaning, “The Preservation of Knowledge By 
Means of Writing.” 
5) Sprenger, Alois, “On the Origin and Progress of Writing Down Historical Facts Among the Musalmans,” 
Journal of the Asiatic Society of Bengal, Calcutta: S.I., (1857): 376. 
6) Shahristani, Sayyid Ali, The Prohibition of Recording the Hadith, trans. Badr Shahin, (Qum: Ansariyan 
Publications, 2004), p. 26. 
7) One who accompanied a poet, memorized his/her works and read them for audiences.  
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preserved orally.8 But the question remains, why would legal injunctions, a category to 
which many of the Prophet’s narrations belong, be given the same treatment as poetry 
and manifestations of cultural preservation for a society that looked to the sunnah (the 
words and actions of the Prophet) for guidance on all affairs, worldly and spiritually 
alike? 

 In his commentary on Taqyīd al-’Ilm, Paul L. Heck mentions two additional 
theories, both of which he views as contributing factors. Heck’s approach is character-
ized by his attempt to view the issue of hadith transmission through the eyes of the 
hadith scholars themselves, addressing the epistemological concern with writing that 
continued to exist long after books had become widespread. The first theory he men-
tions distinguishes between matters related to reason and those that are strictly based 
on revelation. Should something be based on intellectual reason, it does not require a 
chain of narration, for the conclusions arrived at are self-evident and can be affirmed 
by any individual who reads the book in question. However, matters of jurisprudence 
cannot be understood by the intellect alone. Therefore, they are in need of a chain of 
narration.9 Heck arrives at this understanding based on an incomplete understanding 
of Al-Baghdādī’s comments. Heck mentions a case in which a Persian man wrote 
down knowledge to be used privately. Al-Baghdādī commented that if what he had 
written concerned pious reports and exhortations, there would be no problem in it. 
However, if the Persian had written down matters of jurisprudence, it would not be 
permissible to leave out the chain of narration.10 Heck asserts that matters related to 
reason and belief could be written down, although the example he gives mentions 
piety and etiquette. And while theologians hold that matters of belief can be arrived at 
with logical or philosophical proofs, they do not hold that traditions that encourage pi-
ety can be derived from reason and one’s own intellect alone. While some theologians 
(like the Mu‘tazilites) believed that certain universal ethical values can be understood 
based on reason alone, in no way would even a Mu‘tazilite understanding of the ability 
of reason to delineate an ethical code extend to all matters related to encouraging piety 
and exhorting believers that are to be found in hadith culture. Moreover, the present 
discussion concerns the dissemination of hadiths from the very beginning of Islamic 
history, long before the formation of the Mu‘tazilite school of thought. Although, as 
shall be related shortly, the distinction that Al-Baghdādī makes is not a matter of rev-
elation as opposed to reason. Rather, hadiths that concerned law were treated with 
a seriousness not afforded traditions that concern matters of general piety as hadith 
scholars and jurists perceived no harm in relating, whether orally or in written form, 
traditions that simply encouraged good behavior without a thorough examination of 
its authenticity. The matter they feared was making something impermissible that God 
had deemed permissible or making something permissible when God had forbidden it, 
a serious matter according to the Qu’ran.11 Therefore, they sought to be as precise as 
possible in matters of Islamic law.  
8) Schoeler, The Oral and the Written in Early Islam, p. 65. 
9) Heck, Paul L., “The Epistemological Problem of Writing in Islamic Civilization: al-Ḫaṭīb al-Baġdādī’s 
Taqyīd al-’ilm,” Studia Islamica, No. 94, Published by Maisonneuve & Larose, (2002): 93. 
10) Ibid., p. 94. 
11) See, for instance, verse 37 of the ninth chapter and verse 59 of chapter 10.  
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The second theory Heck suggests is that hadith scholars would have become 
dispensable should the entirety of their labors be contained in book form.12 For this 
reason, they insisted upon oral transmission in order to remain relevant. Though this 
theory proposes a possible advantage orality gave hadith scholars, I believe there are 
two problems it does not address. The first problem is that oral transmission existed 
from the very beginning of hadith scholarship, before hadith specialists existed. How 
could they be both the cause and the effect of this phenomenon? It was the strong 
emphasis on oral transmission in the very beginning of Islamic history that began a 
trend that continued for decades. This is the phenomenon that I hope to examine in 
this paper. For that reason, the influence of hadith scholars after writing hadith had 
been prohibited does not provide an acceptable answer. The second problem involves 
the implementation of orality. If one were to assume that hadith scholars were indeed 
responsible for the emphasis on orality, the question remains, how did they gain such 
authority? Did they even have the means to impose an absolute abandonment of lit-
eracy? While hadith scholars, no doubt, could be greatly influential in their circles of 
knowledge and even within their own communities, the question being asked in this 
paper is how did the implementation of orality encompass the entire Islamic world? 
As will be shown later in this essay, it is clearly documented that when the caliphate 
became well-established and decided to make the switch to literacy near the end of 
the second century of the Islamic calendar, members of all ranks of society obliged. 
This demonstrates the authority that was vested in the caliphate. When Heck discusses 
the three stages Al-Baghdādī mentions in hadith transmission,13 he notes that in the 
final stage, Islamic scholars embraced literary culture. Heck observes that the first two 
stages (oral tradition given priority and literacy used as an aide for one’s memory) are 
given justifications in accordance with Islamic law. The final stage, however, does not 
have any strong proofs in support of it. Rather, it was a cultural movement initiated 
by the caliphs themselves who sought to establish their authority over such matters of 
knowledge by having hadith put in written form under their surveillance.14 It was the 
state that determined when literacy would be used as the primary method of transmis-
sion of Islamic knowledge. So while it is plausible that hadith scholars would have 
benefitted from the reliance of the community upon them and may have even desired 
this, it is not likely that they would have had the means to do so, as their tradition of 
avoiding literacy was abandoned as soon as their government saw fit.  

Aesthetic factors and the different genres of hadith culture

 One can entertain the notion that the aesthetic advantages of orality may 
have caused the abandonment of literacy in the realm of hadith transmission. Sabra 
J. Webber notes that folklore in its oral form has a richness and flexibility that is not 
found in the written word. These advantages are achieved through rhetorical strategies 
12) Heck, “The Epistemological Problem of Writing in Islamic Civilization: al-Ḫaṭīb al-Baġdādī’s Taqyīd 
al-’ilm,” p. 90 and pp. 94-95. 
13) Heck, “The Epistemological Problem of Writing in Islamic Civilization: al-Ḫaṭīb al-Baġdādī’s Taqyīd 
al-’ilm,” p. 103. 
14) Ibid., p. 110. 
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that allow folklore to adapt to various conditions.15 The narrator of a folktale can take 
control of a “text” allowing one story to be understood in a variety of ways based on 
one’s audience.16 In turn, a religious scholar, for instance, can master his or her audi-
ence.17 One such example is the Ākhūnd in Margaret Mills’ Mulla and Mason who 
adjusted his stories in accordance with the level of literacy and traditional religious 
background of his audience.18 For these reasons, one might argue that the tradition of 
relating hadith orally allowed for its transmitters to greater influence their audience. 
The goal was, after all, to guide others by means of the Prophet’s words.  

However, here a distinction must be made between two different genres: 1. 
narrating hadith for the sake of preserving them and to use them in matters of law 
and 2. Narrating hadith for the sake of sending a message in a religious speech. In 
the former, flexibility and control being granted to any individual (like a storyteller) 
are not welcomed. Rather, hadith transmitters functioned as instruments of recording 
and documentation. If it were known that a transmitter (rāwī) added his or her own 
opinions or adjusted the words of the Prophet, this would mean the rāwī was not 
ḍābiṭ (careful in recording); hence traditions that such an individual narrated would 
be dismissed. One reason for the importance placed on precision is that, when deriv-
ing rulings, scholars look for something to be a proof between them and God. To do 
so, they must be convinced that they are indeed faced with the words of the Prophet 
himself. In religious speeches, however, the point is to affect one’s audience. In such 
environments, in addition to hadith, scholars rely on stories about religious figures, 
common day examples and even poetry. Hadith may be used as an orator sees fit. In 
order to emphasize a particular point, a preacher may omit the beginning or end of a 
tradition, even though this may deprive the listener of valuable context.  Additionally, 
preachers do not place as much emphasis on the authenticity of the hadith that they 
employ in their speeches. For this reason, the chain of narration is oftentimes omit-
ted. The justification is that since matters of law are not at stake, there is no need to 
be overly particular about the chains of narration of hadith used in preaching, as the 
general goal (evoking a desire to improve one’s self) is a noble one.19 In such spheres, 
the techniques of folklore mentioned above are of great value. Religious speakers, like 
the Ākhūnd, choose their material and mode of presentation based on the demands of 
their audience.  

Another aesthetic aspect of orality that Heck references is the liturgical sig-
nificance of revealed knowledge. By reproducing revelation which had originally 
been transmitted orally, its authority is conceived once again. Preserving hadith orally, 
he says, was necessary “to maintain some vestiges of its original oral promulgation, 

15) Webber, Sabra J., “On Canonicity, Literacy, and Middle Eastern Folk Narrative,” Edebiyât, n.s. 4.1, 
(1993): 38. 
16) Ibid., p. 43. 
17) Ibid., p. 44. 
18) Ibid., p. 42. 
19) Brown, Jonathan A.C., Hadith: Muhammad’s Legacy in the Medieval and Modern World, (Oxford: One 
World Publications), 2009, p. 102. 
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symbolically at the very least.”20 For, “all scripture (and ḥadīth is part of Islamic scrip-
ture) - whether Muslim, Jewish or Christian - is primarily intended to be recited in li-
turgical context.”21 The Qur’an, he says, is a clear example, as to this day its recitation 
is considered the most authoritative mode of its transmission. Similarly, “Prophetic 
discourse in Islam, as elsewhere, is a matter of samā‘ (i.e. oral or aural transmission22) 
of the first order, which helps us to imagine how the reception and transmission of the 
prophetic tradition (ḥadīth) would also be appreciated primarily as an experience of 
samā‘, no less than the revelation from which it was born.”23 But there are a few prob-
lems with Heck’s logic. It does not seem reasonable to group the Qur’an and hadith 
together and say that when either of these forms of scripture is transmitted orally or 
aurally, its authority is conceived again. First of all, Heck labels hadith as “revelation” 
so that it may accommodate his theory even though such is not the norm. Secondly, 
much of hadith tradition does not consist of the words of the Prophet himself but 
rather accounts of his actions or expressions by Companions that convey a Prophetic 
ordinance (such as, “The Prophet forbade...”). According to Heck’s description of ha-
dith, these would have to be classified as revelation as well, though this is obviously 
not the case. Third, the perceived attempts at fabricating an experience similar to that 
of revelation he mentions are conceivable in the case of the Qur’an as entire sciences 
have been founded in dedication to its recitation, ideal accent and even the importance 
of reciting within certain melodic scales. However, no such sciences have been found-
ed for the recitation of Prophetic traditions. Rather, hadith are presented in the form of 
one giving a report as they are always preceded by, “The Prophet said...” Lastly, his 
entire argument is predicated upon the notion that hadith were similar to the Qur’an 
and therefore transmitted orally. Earlier, I mentioned that early caliphs did not oppose 
writing down the Qur’an. In fact, one of the justifications early caliphs gave for not 
writing hadith was so that it would not be confused with the Qur’an and that only the 
Qur’an should be put into book form.  

Theories on orality that are derived from hadith analysis

Turning away from general historical trends and the perceived advantages 
of orality, one can look at relevant hadith and the justifications of hadith scholars. 
Most arguments given in the field of hadith center around the notion that writing 
down the Prophetic sunnah was forbidden in order to preserve the true message of 
Islam. This concept is expressed in numerous ways. The most prominent version of 
the reason given is that it was feared that the Qur’an would be confused with the 
words of the Prophet. ‘Umar, the second caliph, is said to have abandoned his project 

20) Heck, “The Epistemological Problem of Writing in Islamic Civilization: al-Ḫaṭīb al-Baġdādī’s Taqyīd 
al-’ilm,” p. 96.
21) Ibid., p. 96. 
22) Samā‘ technically means, “to hear”.  It would appear that Heck’s translation makes reference to the 
notion that an essential aspect of Prophetic discourse is that it be heard, something achievable by means of 
oral or aural transmission exclusively.  
23) Heck, “The Epistemological Problem of Writing in Islamic Civilization: al-Ḫaṭīb al-Baġdādī’s Taqyīd 
al-’ilm,” p. 95. 
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of writing down the sunnah out of respect for the Qur’an.24 Also along these lines 
is the argument that it was feared that Muslims would ignore the Qur’an in favor of 
other forms of knowledge.25 Another justification mentioned is that it was feared the 
words of the Prophet would not be accurately recorded. Therefore, large collections 
of hadith were gathered and burned in order to prevent associating falsehood to the 
Prophet.26 It has been narrated that the first caliph, Abū Bakr, feared that the words of 
the Prophet would be misconstrued.27 Abū Bakr specifically mentioned this concern 
as he gathered and burned the vast collection of traditions he had personally collected 
from the Prophet, approximately 500 in number.28 A similar such fear was not that the 
words themselves would be distorted, but rather, that they would be misinterpreted. 
‘Umar feared that the Companions would adhere to a superficial understanding of 
the apparent meanings of traditions and not properly obey divine commands.29 It has 
been reported that this concern motivated the second caliph to command that all cities 
gather their narrations from the Prophet and to destroy them all.30 More on this matter 
will be mentioned shortly.  

The proponents of this justification provide traditions that are attributed to the 
Prophet himself in order to suggest that he forbade his words to be recorded.31 They 
do so to suggest that forbidding writing hadith was ordained by the Prophet himself 
and therefore legitimate. In one such tradition related by Abū Hurayrah, the Prophet 
reprimands Companions for writing his sunnah allegedly asked, “Do you want to have 
a book other than the Book of God?”32 Also, Abū Sa‘īd al-Khidrī relates that allegedly 
the Prophet said, “He/she who writes down other than the Qur’an from me (that which 
I utter) should erase what he has written.”33 Elsewhere, it has been related that Zayd 
ibn Thābit remarked, “The Prophet forbade writing down his sayings.”34  

The promotion of literacy found in hadith and the history of the Prophet and the 
Companions

There are a few factors that would seem to suggest that narrations attributed 
to the Prophet that seem to forbid writing his sunnah are not sufficient in explaining 
this trend among Muslims and that the roots of this prohibition were political more 
than anything else. The first factor involves what is known about the Prophet both 
historically and in words attributed to him. The second factor is that this prohibition 

24) Cook, “The Opponents of the Writing of Tradition in Early Islam,” p. 492 and Musa, Ḥadīth As 
Scripture: Discussions on the Authority of Prophetic Traditions in Islam, p. 60. 
25) Al-Baghdādī, Abū Bakr Aḥmad ibn ‘Alī ibn Thābit Al-Khaṭīb, Taqyīd al-’Ilm, (Cairo: Dār Iḥyā’ al-
Sunnah al-Nabawiyyah, 1974), pp. 49-52.
26) Cook, “The Opponents of the Writing of Tradition in Early Islam,” p. 472. 
27) Shahristani, The Prohibition of Recording the Hadith, pp. 23-40. 
28) Ibid., p. 23. 
29) Ibid., p. 56. 
30) Sprenger, p. 311. 
31) Al-Baghdādī, Taqyīd al-’Ilm, pp. 29-35. 
32) Cook, “The Opponents of the Writing of Tradition in Early Islam,” p. 492. 
33)  Al-Baghdādī, Taqyīd al-’Ilm, p. 30. 
34) Cook, “The Opponents of the Writing of Tradition in Early Islam,” p. 454.
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was not instituted absolutely. Rather, a large number of Companions still engaged 
in the documentation of the sunnah. The last factor is that no such traditions can be 
found among the Shī‘ah who denied the legitimacy of the caliphate,35 which suggests 
that traditions that deal with forbidding the written word may have been politically-
charged.  

 As for the first factor, it should first be noted that the narrations that attribute 
this prohibition to the Prophet stand in opposition to what is generally known about 
the Prophet. Numerous traditions exist that explicitly state the Prophet ordained that 
the Companions write down his words. In one tradition, it is related that ‘Abd Allāh 
ibn ‘Amr asked the Prophet, “Should I shackle (put down in writing) knowledge?” 
The Prophet replied in the affirmative. In another tradition, ‘Abd Allāh ibn ‘Amr  
asked how he should shackle it to which the Prophet replied that he should do so by 
writing it down. Similar such narrations exist.36  

 Other narrations specifically negate any sort of harm in writing. In other 
words, the perceived negative aspects of writing down his sunnah had been taken into 
account and, despite those, the Prophet encouraged his Companions to write down his 
sayings. Two potential harms are mentioned and refuted in such traditions. The first 
harm is related to the justification given by hadith scholars for the emphasis on oral 
culture; writing down the sunnah would lead to misrepresenting Islam. This harm has 
been addressed and refuted in a narration of Rāfi‘ where he asked the Prophet if he is 
allowed to write that which he hears from the Prophet to which the Prophet replied, 
“Write, as there is no harm in doing so.”37 In a similar tradition, the Prophet speaks 
sternly to a group of Companions concerning the one who intentionally attributes 
falsehood to him. They then refrained from repeating what they had heard from him. 
When the Prophet questioned them concerning this, they remarked that they did so as 
a result of what they had heard from him. The Prophet clarified that he did not intend 
for them to behave as such as he spoke exclusively of intentionally attributing false-
hood. The Companions then once again engaged in repeating his sayings. Rāfi‘ then 
mentioned that he hears a great amount of sayings of the Prophet. Is it permissible that 
he write them down? The Prophet replied, “Write them down as there is no harm in 
doing so.”38 Other traditions specifically address the question of the Prophet’s author-
ity in relation to the Qur’an.  In other words, the sunnah was worth documenting as 
the Prophet’s words would advance one’s understanding of the Qur’an. These tradi-
tions stand in opposition to one of the reasons given for the abandonment of writing 
35) The Shī‘ah were followers of ‘Alī ibn Abī Ṭālib (the cousin and son-in-law of the Prophet) and the Imams 
who followed him, all of whom were descendants of ‘Alī (and hence, descendants of the Prophet as well) 
and are believed to be divinely-appointed. ‘Alī himself was made the fourth caliph but this appointment is 
viewed by the Shī‘ah as being a nominal position only. His status as Imam is of greater significance to the 
Shī‘ah. Also, the three caliphs who preceded ‘Alī and those who came after him are seen as usurpers of the 
position of ‘Alī and the other Imams.  See  Madelung, Wilferd, The Succession to Muḥammad: A Study of 
the Early Caliphate, (Melbourne: Cambridge University Press, 1997), pp. 43-44 and pp. 52-53.  
36) Sprenger, “On the Origin and Progress of Writing Down Historical Facts Among the Musalmans,” p. 
315. 
37) Ibid., p. 315. 
38) Ibid., pp. 315-316. 
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the sunnah, namely that the Qur’an would be diminished. As previously mentioned, 
‘Umar reportedly abandoned documenting the sunnah out of respect for the Qur’an. 
And yet, ‘Umar himself is reported to have acknowledged that, since the Qur’an was 
revealed to the Prophet, he knew best how to interpret it.39 Other traditions mention 
that the Qur’an alone is not a guarantee against error.40 

 The second harm mentioned and refuted in aḥādīth involves the status of 
the Prophet himself. If the Prophet considered himself to be like all others, a flawed 
human being, who was merely a vehicle for the transmission of Divine revelation it 
would not be appropriate to write down his every word. Apparently, this was a concept 
that had been entertained by some of the Prophet’s contemporaries. However, in a 
tradition from ‘Abd Allāh ibn ‘Amr, the Prophet refutes this and therefore establishes 
that the entirety of his sunnah is worth recording. ‘Abd Allāh ibn ‘Amr relates that he 
asked the Prophet if he could write down his sayings as he has trouble remembering 
them. The Prophet replied in the affirmative. In his analysis of Taqyīd al-’Ilm, Alios 
Sprenger notes that there are thirty versions of this hadith. Some end simply with the 
Prophet replying in the affirmative. Others, however, go into greater detail. ‘Abd Allāh 
ibn ‘Amr, after receiving the reply to his first question asks if he should write down 
what the Prophet says even if the Prophet is influenced by personal taste. The Prophet 
reportedly replied, “Yes. Verily, it is not appropriate for me to say anything other than 
the truth.”41 In another tradition, members of the tribe of Quraysh prevented ‘Abd 
Allāh ibn ‘Amr from writing whatever he had heard from the Prophet, saying, “You 
write everything you hear from the Messenger of God even though the Messenger of 
God is a mere mortal who speaks both out of anger as well as personal taste.”42 At that 
point, ‘Abd Allāh ibn ‘Amr ceased writing what he had heard from the Prophet. Later 
he mentioned this incident to the Prophet who told him: “Write. For, I swear by He 
who holds my life in His hand, nothing but the truth proceeds from me.”43  
 

In terms of history, writing is believed to have been specifically endorsed 
by the Prophet himself and used in administrative affairs. It has been recorded that 
the Prophet started a class for ‘Abd Allāh ibn Sa‘īd ibn al-’Āṣ to teach how to write 
as well as calligraphy.44 And it is widely held that the Prophet freed captives of the 
Battle of Badr on the condition that they teach ten Muslim children how to read and 
write.45  One instance that Schoeler mentions is that the Prophet commanded ‘Alī ibn 
Abī Ṭālib to write the treaty of Ḥudaybiyyah.46 Another is that it has been reported that 
the Prophet recorded (or had written down) legal injunctions regarding blood money.47 
39) Schacht, Joseph, The Origins of Muhammadan Jurisprudence, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1979), p. 53. 
40) Ibid., p. 53. 
41) Sprenger, “On the Origin and Progress of Writing Down Historical Facts Among the Musalmans,” p. 
316. 
42) Sprenger, “On the Origin and Progress of Writing Down Historical Facts Among the Musalmans,” p. 
316. 
43) Ibid., pp. 315-316. 
44) Shahristani, The Prohibition of Recording the Hadith, p. 26. 
45) Ibid., pp. 26-27. 
46) Schoeler, The Oral and the Written in Early Islam, p. 63. 
47) Ibid., p. 64. 
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It has been related in Ṣaḥīḥ al-Bukhārī, commonly regarded as a collection of the most 
reliable traditions from the Prophet, that the Prophet commanded his Companions to 
write the names of all who had professed Islam.48

Furthermore, if writing had been clearly prohibited, it is unlikely that a num-
ber of Companions would still engage in documenting his sunnah in writing. Michael 
Cook mentions that a young ‘Abd Allāh ibn ‘Amr was reportedly in the presence of 
senior Companions when the Prophet mentioned the punishment for one who falsely 
attributes something to him. ‘Abd Allāh then turned to the other Companions asking 
how they could still write down his every word. These Companions laughed and re-
marked, “We have everything we have heard from him in a book.”49 This, of course, is 
similar to previous traditions related where ‘Abd Allāh ibn ‘Amr had not paid careful 
attention to the statement of the Prophet and had overlooked the fact that only inten-
tionally lying concerning the Prophet was punishable in the Afterlife.  

Some of the Companions mentioned who had written down the Prophet’s 
words are ‘Umar (the second caliph), ‘Alī ibn Ṭālib, ‘Ibn ‘Abbās, Ibn ‘Umar (son of 
the second caliph) and Anas ibn Mālik.50 Moreover, as mentioned earlier, the first two 
caliphs, Abū Bakr and ‘Umar, both had gathered large amounts of traditions from the 
Prophet (it was mentioned earlier that Abū Bakr alone had collected 500 traditions in 
his possession) before they set out to destroy them. It is difficult to believe that such 
esteemed Companions would engage in a practice that was explicitly prohibited dur-
ing the Prophet’s lifetime only to come to regret it after his death and destroy what 
they had spent a great many years collecting.  

 Therefore, by examining the two groups of traditions mentioned that negate 
the harm of writing the Prophet’s sunnah as well as what has been related about the 
Prophet and his Companions in history, it can be said that, at the very least, it was not 
particularly clear to early Muslims that the Prophet had prohibited writing himself. 
For this reason, any justification proposed by scholars of hadith that suggest that the 
stigma of literacy was the result of obedience to the Prophet would seem flawed.  

 The last reason hadith attributed to the Prophet that forbid  writing are not 
sufficient in explaining the total embrace of orality is that such narrations have only 
been narrated in circles that supported the ruling elite. The Shī‘ah, as mentioned ear-
lier, opposed the caliphate. Most discussions, especially those that concern matters 
as significant as compiling the narrations of the Prophet, exist in some form in both 
Sunnī (supporters of the caliphate) and Shī‘ī books of hadith. However, as Cook notes, 
nothing related to the prohibition of writing can be found in non-Sunnī sources.51 
Rather, it has been widely narrated that ‘Alī ibn Abī Ṭālib, the first imām of the Shī‘ah, 
enjoined others to write. In a well-known tradition, it is said that ‘Alī asked, “Who will 
buy knowledge from me for a dirham (apparently meaning, “Who will take advantage 
of knowledge that I can relate by simply spending a dirham on writing materials?”)?” 
48) Shahristani, The Prohibition of Recording the Hadith, p. 27. 
49) Cook, “The Opponents of the Writing of Tradition in Early Islam,” p. 477. 
50) Ibid., p. 485. 
51) Ibid., p. 444. 
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Ḥārith then set out to purchase writing materials and returned in order to write down 
traditions.52 Numerous sources recount that ‘Alī had a scroll from the Prophet that 
was related to the Constitution of Medina.53 ‘Alī’s son, Ḥasan (the second imām of 
the Shī‘ah), reportedly would explicitly recommend that his followers write traditions 
when they could not memorize them.54 Cook also notes that the followers of the de-
scendants of ‘Alī were on the side of writing, which can be traced to the absence of 
traditions that forbade writing in their sources.55

The caliph’s ability to institute either orality or literacy 

 The information I have presented thus far suggests that the caliphate was 
a strong proponent of the oral transmission of hadith. The absence of traditions that 
forbade literacy in Shī‘ī tradition combined with the staunch opposition of literacy 
by the first two caliphs mentioned previously would seem to suggest that there was a 
political agenda involved in the promotion of orality. Also, I related the justifications 
proposed by hadith scholars and demonstrated that it is unlikely that narrations alone 
could have secured this statewide policy. The question, then, remains: was the caliph-
ate capable of instituting the absolute adherence to orality? Perhaps the answer to this 
question can be found in the change that occurred in the Islamic world in which liter-
acy was wholeheartedly adopted. Historical evidence shows that around the middle of 
the second century of the Islamic calendar there was a strong trend towards literacy.56 
By the third century A.H.57, the practice of writing traditions had come to dominate 
the sphere of Islamic scholarship.58 This is probably not a coincidence. Schoeler has 
remarked that ‘Umayyad caliphs played a major role in promoting writing in centers 
of learning.59 Around the beginning of the second century, the caliph ‘Umar ibn ‘Abd 
al-’Azīz (who ruled from 99-101 A.H.) reversed the trend of orality.  ‘Abd al-’Azīz, 
in a well-known tradition, wrote to Abū Bakr ibn Muḥammad ibn ‘Amr ibn Ḥazm 
of Medina commanding him to write down traditions of the Prophet.60 A little after 
that, he commissioned Ibn Shihāb az-Zuhrī to compile the first official codification of 
hadith.61  Al-Zuhrī mentioned that he, a scholar of hadith, disliked writing down tradi-
tions but was compelled to do so by the ‘Umayyid caliphate.62 The caliph Al-Manṣūr 
(who ruled from 136-158 A.H.) commissioned Ibn Isḥāq to compile the entirety of the 
historical material he had gathered and to transfer the oral history of the Prophet to 

52) Ibid., p. 482. 
53) Ibid., p. 483. 
54) Al-Baghdādī, Taqyīd al-’Ilm, p. 91.  Also, Cook, p. 483.
55) Cook, “The Opponents of the Writing of Tradition in Early Islam,” p. 483. 
56) Cook, “The Opponents of the Writing of Tradition in Early Islam,” p. 449. 
57) “After Hijrah”, meaning, after the Prophet’s migration to Medina, from which point the Islamic calendar 
commenced. 
58) Cook, “The Opponents of the Writing of Tradition in Early Islam,” p. 476. 
59) Ibid., p. 474. 
60) Schoeler, The Oral and the Written in Early Islam, p. 81. 
61) Ibid., p. 81. 
62) Al-Baghdādī,  Taqyīd al-’Ilm, p. 107.
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the written word. The book that resulted was then added to the caliphal library.63 Ibn 
Isḥāq’s account of the life of the Prophet was the first of its kind and formed the basis 
for accounts that followed. As the caliphal administration sought to have their policies 
compiled in writing, epistles, or rasā’il (singular, risālah), emerged as a literary genre 
by means of secretaries who worked for the government. For this reason, Abū Yūsuf 
Ya‘qūb’s second century A.H. work entitled Kitāb al-Kharāj (“The Book of Land 
Tax”), the first true book on law to have survived, was addressed to the caliph Hārūn 
al-Rashīd.64

 It then has become clear that when the caliphate determined that writing was 
to be the official policy in Islamic scholarship, traditional scholars could not prevent 
this reversal. Earlier I mentioned that Al-Baghdādī divided hadith scholarship into 
three stages. The third and final stage (when traditions were put into book form, not 
merely for the purpose of memorization) represents a cultural trend that was promoted 
by the government. Hadith scholars could not provide an Islamic justification for the 
switch to literacy, as opposed to the first two stages of orality and literacy merely for 
the purpose of memorization which were justified by Islamic sources. In this third 
stage, Heck implies that hadith scholars were not influenced by a Prophetic injunc-
tion. Rather, they were influenced by a government policy. And since Islamic scholars 
obliged, Al-Baghdādī brought this stage in his book without mentioning any sort of 
justification in terms of hadith or Islamic law.  

The historical evidence above serves to show that literacy was enforced by 
the government regardless of the cultural or religious trends of the governed. And if 
literacy could be imposed after over a century of being forbidden, allegedly due to 
a Prophetic ordinance, it is quite possible that orality could have just as easily been 
imposed in the early stages of Islam, when much of Islamic culture was yet to be fully 
understood. In other words, the switch to literacy could quite possibly provide insight 
as to the reason literacy was initially prohibited. By the time literacy was imposed, 
Islamic scholarship was far more developed than it was immediately following the 
Prophet’s death. Therefore, when the caliphate decided to impose literacy, it would 
have to do so in a community that believed the Prophet and the first two caliphs 
strongly opposed literacy. At that point, it would seem almost heretical to switch to 
literacy. And yet, the caliphate apparently made a smooth transition from orality to 
literacy. This clearly demonstrates the power the caliphate had to impose an official 
policy on orality or literacy. It also suggests that the prohibition of literacy in the years 
that followed the Prophet’s death would be even easier to enforce than the imposition 
of literacy. This is for two reasons: 1. In early Islamic history, Islamic scholarship had 
yet to develop and much was still unclear to both the common Muslim as well as those 
more familiar with the words of the Prophet. 2. Neither oral transmission of hadith nor 
its written transmission had any precedent. The caliphate, therefore, did not need to 
compete with a tendency (like orality) that had been well-established and supposedly 
attributed to the Prophet and his successors.

63) Schoeler, The Oral and the Written in Early Islam, p. 71. 
64) Schoeler, The Oral and the Written in Early Islam, p. 73. 
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Policy of the early caliphs concerning orality

Here it is worth exploring the personal views of the caliphs themselves 
regarding writing down the sunnah. In this regard, Sprenger confidently states that 
‘Umar forcibly resisted the growth of written literature. He mentions that the con-
temporaries of the second caliph desired a written code65 but ‘Umar put down their 
efforts “with a strong hand.”66 Linda Kern, by forming a portrait of ‘Umar from Ṣaḥīḥ 
al-Bukhārī determined that he strongly objected to writing and the transmission of 
hadith. She writes that he “radically separated the authority of the Messenger from 
his Message... [and] distinguished the Book as an independent truth source to which 
no stipulations could be made.”67 According to Ṣaḥīḥ al-Bukhārī, the second caliph 
even prevented the Prophet from writing when on his deathbed. On the authority of 
‘Ubayd Allāh ibn ‘Abd Allāh, Ibn ‘Abbās is reported to have said that the Prophet’s 
sickness had gotten worse when he asked for a pen and a piece of paper to write down 
that which would prevent the Companions from ever going astray. ‘Umar prevented 
them from bringing the Prophet his request and said, “his pain had come to overtake 
him” (he was out of his mind) and that “the Book of God is sufficient for us.”68 Here it 
can be argued that the second caliph feared the Prophet providing ordinances for how 
to manage state affairs and desired that the Qur’an be the only authority for Muslims. 
It should be mentioned that much of Islamic ordinances are not to be found in the 
Qur’an. Moreover, the Qur’an is very much open to interpretation. In fact, the Qur’an 
itself addresses the notion that certain individuals seek to misguide others with their 
interpretation of the Qur’an.69 Kern writes, “Whoever would have the right to interpret 
the Book (the Qur’an) would be the new totalitarian representative of God’s will on 
earth, and thus an even more powerful figure than the Prophet himself.”70 Therefore, 
if the Qur’an were the only authoritative text, this would allow much flexibility for a 
caliph or ruler as he would not be restricted by the sunnah of the Prophet. Kern makes 
an additional observance. She notes that this incident both lessened the Prophet’s im-
portance in interpreting the Qur’an and also set aside the notion of his superiority in 
religious matters. Thus, she argues, ‘Umar’s statement (that the Book of God was suf-
ficient) changed the concept of what the revelation was and altered the conception of 
the Prophet’s role.71 Based on this theory, it could be argued that the role of the Prophet 
had to be diminished so that the interpretation of the caliph would carry more weight.  

Previously I mentioned that the first and second caliphs both gathered and 
destroyed the many traditions that they had written down and that they had done so 
65) Sprenger, “On the Origin and Progress of Writing Down Historical Facts Among the Musalmans,” p. 
379.
66) Ibid. p. 376. 
67) Kern, Linda Lee, “The Riddle of ‘Umar ibn al-Khaṭṭāb in al-Bukhārī’s Kitāb al-Jāmi‘ al-Ṣaḥīḥ,” (PhD 
diss., Harvard University, 1996): 93. 
68) Al-Bukhārī, Muḥammad ibn Ismā‘īl, Ṣaḥīḥ al-Bukhārī, (Damascus: Dār Ibn Kathīr, 2002), p. 41. 
69) See, for instance, the seventh verse of the third chapter of the Qur’an. 
70) Kern, “The Riddle of ‘Umar ibn al-Khaṭṭāb in al-Bukhārī’s Kitāb al-Jāmi‘ al-Ṣaḥīḥ,” p. 67.
71) Ibid., p. 61. 
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after the Prophet’s death. In other words, the apparent argument is that out of con-
cern for the Muslim community and in order to prevent misguidance, they destroyed 
the words of their Prophet so that later generations would not misinterpret the true 
message of Islam. This argument does not work with the traditions that say that the 
Prophet himself forbade others from writing down his words. This is both because it is 
hard to imagine prestigious Companions ignoring this injunction and also because the 
reasoning given by the two caliphs is presented as having occurred to them on their 
own, far after the Prophet’s passing. In addition to destroying the traditions that they 
themselves had recorded, it is mentioned in history that others were commanded to 
do the same. The historian ‘Alī Shahristānī narrates that, after destroying his own col-
lection, Abū Bakr ordered that others not relate traditions from the Prophet.72 Appar-
ently, when the Companions did not adhere to this command entirely, ‘Umar, during 
his reign as caliph, dispatched a group to Kufa to gather all that had been compiled in 
book form of the Prophet’s sunnah. After they brought the caliph what he demanded, 
he proceeded to burn every book.73 Even then, some Companions still did not refrain 
and were detained as a result.74 

Al-Qāsim ibn Muḥammad narrates: ‘Umar ibn al-Khaṭṭāb balaghahu an-
nahu qad ẓahara fī aydī al-nās kutub.  Fa istankarahā wa karihahā wa qāla, ‘Ayyuhā 
al-nās, innahu qad balaghanī annahu qad ẓaharat fī aydīkum kutub.  Fa aḥabbuhā ilā 
Allah a’adaluhā wa aqwamuhā.  Fa lā yabqiyanna aḥad ‘indahu kitāb illā atānī bihi 
fa arā fīhi ra’yī.’  Qāla, fa ẓannū annahu yurīd yanẓur fīhā wa yuqawwimahā ‘alā amr 
lā yakūn fīhi ikhtilāf.  Fa ataw bi kutubihim fa aḥraqahā bi al-nār... (The news that 
some Companions had books in their possession reached ‘Umar, which he despised. 
‘Umar then addressed them saying, “O People!  I have been informed that you have 
books in your possession. The most beloved and of books in God’s eyes are those 
that are the most correct and fair. Therefore, anyone who has a book should bring it 
to me so that I may give my opinion concerning it.” Al-Qāsim relates that he thought 
‘Umar wanted to examine them and evaluate them so as to eliminate contradictions. 
But when the people brought their books to ‘Umar, he set them all on fire.)75 Yaḥyā 
ibn Ja‘dah relates: ‘Umar ibn al-Khaṭṭāb arāda an yaktub al-sunnah.  Thumma badā 
lahu an lā yaktubahā.  Thumma kataba fī al-amṣār, ‘Man kāna ‘indahu shay’un fal-
yamḥuhu’ (‘Umar wanted to write down the sunnah. Then, it occurred to him to not 
do so. Then he wrote to various cities that whomsoever has any trace of the sunnah in 
written form in his/her possession shall erase it.)76

72) Shahristani, The Prohibition of Recording the Hadith, p. 23.
73) Ibn Sa‘d, Muḥammad, Al-Ṭabaqāt al-Kubrā, vol. III, pt. I, Edited by Eduard Sachau (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 
1904), p. 206. 
74) Shahristani, The Prohibition of Recording the Hadith, p. 412. 
75) Al-Baghdādī, p. 52.  اهركنتسإف ،بتك سانلا يديا يف رهظ دق هنأ هغلب باطخلا نب رمع ّنأ دمحم نب مساقلا انثدح 
 دحأ نيقبي الف ،اهموقأ و اهلدعأ هللا ىلإ اهبحأف ؛بتك مكيديأ يف ترهظ دق هنأ ينغلب دق هنإ ،سانلا اهيأ« :لاق و ،اههرك و
 اوتأف كفالتخإ هيف نوكي ال رمأ ىلع اهموقي و ،اهيف رظني ديري هنأ اونظف لاق »ييأر هيف ىرأف ،هب يناتأ الإ بتك هدنع
.رانلاب اهقرحأف مهبتكب
76) Al-Baghdādī, p. 52-53. بتك مث ؛اهبتكي ال نأ هل ادب مث ؛ةنسلا بتكي نأ دارأ باطخلا نب رمع ّنأ ةدعج نب ىيحي نع 
.»هحميلف ءىيش اهنم هدنع ناك نم« راصمألا يف
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Potential reasons for the promotion of orality by the caliphs

Early caliphs were politicians who were viewed by Muslims to be represen-
tatives of a religious figure. As such, they found themselves restricted in their policies 
by the guidelines for governance provided by the Prophet. In order to escape from 
such limitations, they needed to establish their own authority. The prohibition of writ-
ing arguably paved the way for flexibility in interpretation of the Prophet’s sunnah. 
The unstable aspect of orality would allow caliphs to function as interpreters of the 
law whereas a written form of the Prophet’s sunnah would have clearly defined Islam-
ic ordinances.  Therefore, a strict adherence to orality allowed the caliphs to institute 
the law as they saw fit. The question, then, is what advantages were there for the ca-
liphs in adjusting the sunnah? In a number of instances, one finds reports that caliphs 
altered the sunnah in order to better serve political and military demands. ‘Abd Allāh 
ibn ‘Abbās narrates that the first caliph decided to stop giving a portion of the khums 
(a form of religious tax) to the Prophet’s household, as stipulated in the Qur’an.77 
Instead, he decided to use such funds for military purposes.78 Al-Bayhaqī has related 
that a large and fertile piece of land named “Fadak,” which the Prophet had given to 
his daughter, Fāṭimah, was seized by the first caliph in order to expand the army of 
the Islamic empire.79 According to historian Wilferd Madelung, ‘Umar withheld the 
Prophet’s portion of both Fadak and another piece of land in an area named “Khay-
bar” from the Prophet’s descendants. The second caliph argued that these two pieces 
of land were merely assigned to the use of the Prophet for his personal needs and for 
emergencies and that they were after him at the disposal of the rule of the time.80 Ibn 
Shihāb narrated that ‘Umar collected zakāt (another religious tax) for horses, even 
though it was well known that the Prophet did not do so.81 Kern writes that Abū Bakr 
violated the Prophetic command to not engage in war with Muslims when he fought 
those who would not pay the zakāt.82 She also notes that ‘Umar changed the Prophetic 
prohibition of not taking back what one has given in charity. In this regard, it is re-
ported that the second caliph has said, “Indeed people take from the wealth (of the 
treasury’s donations) in order to strive (in battle,) and then they don’t (actually go out 
to) fight.  If someone does that, then we have more right to that wealth (than he does) 
up to the point that we can take from him what he took (of it).”83 She also writes that 
‘Umar established a form of social hierarchy based on one’s merit and contributions 
that stood in contradiction to the previous method of giving gifts (and not assigning 
shares based on merit) that the Prophet had practiced. Individuals were granted a share 
of the community’s wealth based on this system and this right would be inherited by 
their descendants.84

77) Madelung, Wilferd, The Succession to Muḥammad: A Study of the Early Caliphate, (Melbourne: 
Cambridge University Press, 1997), pp. 64-65.
78) Shahristani, The Prohibition of Recording the Hadith, p. 299. 
79) Ibid., p. 297. 
80) Madelung, The Succession to Muḥammad: A Study of the Early Caliphate, 63. 
81) Shahristani, The Prohibition of Recording the Hadith, p. 296.
82) Kern, “The Riddle of ‘Umar ibn al-Khaṭṭāb in al-Bukhārī’s Kitāb al-Jāmi‘ al-Ṣaḥīḥ,” 67-69.
83) Ibid., p. 80. 
84) Ibid., pp. 132-134.
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The caliphs imposed orality as opposed to the more common practice of literacy 
being used by the ruling elite

 For a governing body to denounce literacy in order to establish its own au-
thority is certainly a rare phenomenon. The opposite is much more highly documented. 
That is to say that governments would oftentimes rely on written documents in order 
to present locals with a version of history that justified the governing body’s position 
at the head of their society, or to compensate for any sort of advantage locals may have 
had over them. In his Literacy in Theory and Practice, Brian Street challenges the no-
tion that English is more objective than other languages by showing that this theory is 
ethnographically-charged. He speaks of how Norman conquerors emphasized written 
documentation in order to shift the emphasis from the oral criteria prevalent at the 
time as Norman conquerors were on a lesser footing than the natives when it came 
to claiming rights to land. The demand for written documentation meant that seals, 
stamps and other verifiers of authenticity associated with an oral culture lost their 
legitimacy and the Normans were able to more easily forge documentation to claim 
property that was not theirs.85 In Orality, Writing and Texts, James C. Scott proposes 
that in many cases hill people may have been post-literate and not preliterate. He sug-
gests that these locals may have consciously rejected literacy as they considered it to 
be a tool of the state that suited its administration. Keeping track of their constituents 
was an essential element for authorities in taxation and conscription.86 Lastly, as has 
been demonstrated, in the second century of the Islamic calendar literacy was used to 
benefit the caliphate in terms of administration.

 However, the difference between the caliphate immediately following the 
Prophet’s death and the governments of the Normans and valleys that sought to rule 
over hill people is related to the role the Islamic ordinances played in maintaining the 
status quo. A caliph’s entire justification for his own power was based on the notion 
that he was the representative of the Prophet (khalīfat rasūl Allāh), who was, in turn, 
the representative of God (khalīfat Allāh). For this reason, in early Islamic history, 
Muslims would deem legitimate anything that could be ascertained as being handed 
down from the Prophet. His every word was to be followed, his every action to be 
imitated. In other words, a constitution more authoritative and far-reaching than any 
secular code of law was already in place. The details of this constitution, however, 
were not easily accessible to all and not ingrained in the mind of the average Muslim. 
Had the sunnah of the Prophet been recorded precisely in written form it would have 
been an unchanging source of authority worthy of being imposed on the entire Muslim 
community, the caliph and his governors included. However, restricting the sunnah 
to oral transmission allowed for greater leeway in governmental administration and 
adjustment made to the sunnah as seen fit. This leeway is seen in the changing of a 
number of policies by the first two caliphs. The adjustment mentioned is evidenced in 
the government’s role in determining which aḥādīth would be transmitted and even 
forging traditions that complied with the caliphate’s agenda.  
85) Street, Brian, Literacy in Theory and Practice, (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1984), pp.
86) Scott, James C., The Art of Not Being Governed: An Anarchist History of Upland Southeast Asia, (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 2009), p. 228. 
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The caliphs adjusted their policy towards literacy when doing so benefitted them
 
 So why would the caliphate switch from forbidding literacy to promoting 
and imposing it? I think a possible answer may be that after the caliphate had been 
established and traditions had been promoted that endorsed the caliphate as opposed 
to other forms of leadership (such as the concept of Imamate in Shī‘ī Islam), there was 
no longer any fear of knowledge working to the caliphate’s disadvantage.  Rather, it 
now became advantageous to promote literacy. Early caliphs were able to establish a 
form of authority that was equal, if not superior, to that of the Prophet. In other words, 
the sunnah of Abū Bakr and ‘Umar was to be followed, even if it contradicted with 
religious practice during the time of the Prophet. Now that they had secured obedi-
ence, there was no fear in the spreading of Prophetic traditions. In fact, much of what 
was circulated now worked to their advantage. Jonathan Brown, a scholar of hadith 
studies, mentions that it has been documented that the fifth caliph, Mu‘āwiyah, en-
couraged the “systematic forging and circulation of hadiths affirming the virtues of 
the other caliphs and Companions at ‘Alī’s expense.”87 ‘Alī, of course, according to 
Shī‘ī tradition, claimed that he was the true successor to the Prophet and that the ca-
liphate was unauthorized to rule. Mu‘āwiyah also reportedly warned against relating 
narrations other than those that were known during the time of ‘Umar, for the second 
caliph, he reasons, would threaten others for the sake of God.88 Mu‘āwiyah’s caliphate 
preceded the endorsement of literacy in the Muslim world. His policies greatly affect-
ed the hadith tradition. Other Umayyad caliphs apparently paid handsomely to have 
hadith fabricated in praise of the first three caliphs (Abū Bakr, ’Umar and ’Uthmān), 
forging history to give the appearance that the caliphate’s legitimacy was expressed by 
the Prophet himself.89 Such reshaping of hadith culture ensured that by the time tradi-
tions were to be written, the caliphate would not be threatened. Further support for this 
theory can be found in the words of ‘Umar ibn ‘Abd al-’Azīz. As I mentioned earlier, 
Ibn ‘Abd al-’Azīz is known for lifting the ban on writing hadith and then sponsoring 
the writing of hadith. For this reason, it is worth noting that Ibn ‘Abd al-’Azīz gave a 
speech in which he said that whatever the Prophet and his two companions (Abū Bakr 
and ’Umar) decided would be deemed law and anything other than that would be dis-
missed.90 Therefore, it is not difficult to imagine that the environment in which hadith 
were first written legally was one that strived to strengthen the caliphate.

Conclusion

 Due to the varying accounts concerning why writing hadith literature was 
prohibited, there is no consensus as to why orality was imposed. Had the caliphs 
themselves clarified the true intentions behind their official policy and not contra-
dicted one another in both words and actions, it would not be necessary to rely on 
conjecture. However, what can be determined is that the first two caliphs endorsed a 

87) Brown, Hadith: Muhammad’s Legacy in the Medieval and Modern World, p. 70.  
88) Shahristani, The Prohibition of Recording the Hadith, p. 301. 
89) Ibid., p. 340. 
90) Ibid., p. 341. 
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strict abandonment of literacy just as later caliphs brought about an exact reversal over 
a century later when they saw it to be to their advantage. Therefore, it would seem 
that the power of the caliphate in its ability to implement an official stance concerning 
orality or literacy was more of a factor in the general trend of early Muslims than any 
sort of Prophetic injunction or historical or aesthetic factors that may have suggested 
a preference for oral transmission.
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