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THE IDENTITY CRISIS OF ABU BAKRA:
MAWLA OF THE PROPHET, OR POLEMICAL TOOL?

Elizabeth Urban*

Scholars have long recognized the important contributions of the mawalt
(sg. mawld) to Islamic civilization, while also acknowledging that the term
mawla is incredibly complex. The texm is usually translated as client or
freedman, but it can also mean kinsman, ally, patron, convert, and non-
Arab Muslim; it often means many of these things at once. In trying to
untangle this confusing mass of meanings, some scholars have investi-
gated the development of the legal system of clientage (wal@’) or have
shown how clientage led directly to the mamlitk military system.! Oth-
ers have traced the participation of the mawali in Islamic scholarship, in
felds such as hadith, grammar, and jurisprudence.? However, few have

~ atternpted to clucidate the social status of the mawall in the early Islamic

period,® to see how developments in wal@ reflected developments in
other social institutions such as genealogy and slavery, or to see how the
sources use the term mawld to comment on the ideological conflicts of
their contemporary societies. It is these social aspects of early Islamic
wald@ that will be investigated in this article.

The focus of my investigation is a man named Abii Bakra, who is his-
torically remembered as a mawla of the Prophet Muhiammad. However, I
argue that Abf Bakra was not actually a mawla of the Prophet—indeed,
that he was not a mawld at all. It may seem strange to treat a non-mawld

* 1 would like to thank Professor Donner for his ceaseless guidance and encourage-
ment. He has met my every request for dissertation advice with an invitation to lunch,
where discussions of source material and methodology mingle with discussions of politics,
travel, cooking, and ice skating. My only regret is that this article will not come as much
of a surprise to Professor Donner, as it is a distilled chapter from a dissertation that he is
supervising. However, it is with much gratitude and delight that 1 offer my contribution
to this Festschrift in his honor.

1 See for instance Crone, Roman Provincial and Islamic Law; Crone, Slaves on Horses;

‘P}yw, Slave-Se Idiers and-Tslam; and-Mitter,-Das Hithislamische Batronatl.

2 See for instance Motzld, “The Role of Non-Arab Converts”; and Bernards and Nawas,
“A preliminary report of the Netherlands Ulama Project (NUP).” Bernards and Nawas have
published a number of articles from the findings of the NUP, listed in the Bibliography.

3 The major exceptions are Mahmiid Miqdad's Al-Mawalz fi al-Asr al-Umawt and Jamal
Juda's "Die sozialen und wirtschaftlichen Aspekte der Mawali in frithislamischer Zeit."
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