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THE PROPHET : HIS ARCHIVES AND
SCRIBES

Even in the era of ignorance preceeding Islam the Arabs realised the
importance of the pen; according to Ibn Saʿd it was one of the three
pillars, along with swimming and archery, which signi�ed the
maturity of a man and honoured him with the title of ‘al-kāmil’ (the
complete).1 But this pillar was not a �xture in the lives of most
Arabs, nor did they make much of an e�ort to learn the art,
probably because writing appeared useless to them in their daily
routines. As a consequence, those who could read and write were
extremely few. Some reports suggest that, at the time of Islam’s �rst
appearance, only 17 people from the entire tribe of Quraysh
possessed this skill.

Al-Balādhurī narrates this with a chain extending to Abū Bakr
ibn ʿAbdullāh ibn Abī Jahm al-ʿAdawī: “Islam appeared at a time
when seventeen men in Quraysh were literate: ʿUmar ibn al-Khaṭṭāb,
ʿAlī ibn Abī Ṭālib, ʿUthmān ibn ʿA�ān, Abū ʿUbaydah ibn al-Jarrāḥ,
Ṭalḥah and Yazīd ibn Abī Sufyān, Abū Ḥudhayfah ibn ʿUtbah ibn
Rabīʿah, Ḥāṭib ibn ʿAmr (the brother of Suhayl ibn ʿAmr al-ʿĀmirī)
of Quraysh, Abū Salamah ibn ʿAbd al-Asad al-Makhzūmī, Abān ibn
Saʿīd ibn al-ʿĀṣ ibn Umayyah, his brother Khālid ibn Saʿīd,
ʿAbdullāh ibn Saʿd ibn Abī as-Sarḥ al-ʿĀmirī, Ḥuwayṭib ibn ʿAbd al-
ʿUzzā al-ʿĀmirī, Abū Sufyān ibn Ḥarb ibn Umayyah, Muʿāwiyah ibn
Abī Sufyān, and Juhaym ibn aṣ-Ṣalt ibn Makhramah ibn al-Muṭṭalib
ibn ʿAbd Manāf; and from the allies of Quraysh al-ʿAlā’ ibn al-
Ḥaḍramī.”2

ʿUbayd Allāh ibn ʿAbdullāh ibn ʿUqbah relates that the Prophet 
 asked ash-Shifā’ bint ʿAbdullāh al-ʿAdawiyyah if she would teach

Ḥafṣah the incantation for a scorpion’s bite, just as she had taught
her how to write; this latter was a skill that ash-Shifā’ acquired



before the coming of Islam, but she was certainly not the only
woman. ʿAbd ar-Raḥmān ibn Saʿd narrates that Ḥafṣah, the
Prophet’s wife, was literate, while Muḥammad ibn ʿAbd ar-Raḥmān
ibn Thawbān states the same for Umm Kulthūm bint ʿUqbah.
ʿĀ’ishah bint Saʿd says that her father taught her the pen, Karīmah
bint al-Miqdād says that she too possessed the skill, and Ibn Mayyāh
recalls that ʿĀ’ishah (the Prophet’s wife) could read the Qur’an but
was unable to write, a statement which Umm Salamah echoes about
herself.3

Al-Wāqidī narrates from his teachers that the �rst person to
write for the Prophet after his arrival in Madīnah was Ubayy ibn
Kaʿb al-Anṣārī, and that if he was not at hand the Prophet would
call upon Zayd ibn Thābit al-Anṣārī to �ll in for him, so that the two
of them recorded the revelations as well as the Prophet’s
correspondences. Al-Wāqidī adds, “The �rst tribesman from Quraysh
to write for the Prophet was ʿAbdullāh ibn Saʿd ibn Abī as-Sarḥ, who
subsequently deserted Islam and �ed back to Makkah. He told
Quraysh that he could write words which were just as alluring as
those spoken by the Prophet, and went on to compose fabricated
verses for them by changing ‘aẓ -ẓālimīn’ (the wrongdoers) to ‘al-
kā�rīn’ (the unbelievers), ‘samīʿun ʿalīm’ (Hearing and Knowing) to
‘ghafūrun raḥīm’ (Forgiving and Merciful) and so on. Hence Allah
revealed a verse denouncing him for his iniquities. On the day of
Makkah’s conquest, the Prophet ordered his death but ʿUthmān ibn
ʿA�ān pleaded for clemency on his behalf, since the two of them
had been raised together. By that time ʿAbdullāh ibn Saʿd ibn Abī
as-Sarḥ had openly re-embraced Islam and so the Prophet directed
that he should be left unharmed. When ʿUthmān ibn ʿA�ān became
the Caliph he appointed him as governor of Egypt. Others who
wrote for the Prophet include ʿUthmān ibn ʿA�ān, Shuraḥbīl ibn
Ḥasanah, Juhaym ibn aṣ-Ṣalt ibn Makhramah, Khālid ibn Saʿīd,
Abān ibn Saʿīd ibn al-ʿĀṣ and al-ʿAlā’ ibn al-Ḥaḍramī. And
Muʿāwiyah ibn Abī Sufyān, embracing Islam in the year of the
conquest, wrote for him as well. One day the Prophet called upon
Muʿāwiyah while he was eating and he proved slow to respond, so



the Prophet  exclaimed, “May Allah never satisfy your stomach.”
Muʿāwiyah would say that the Prophet’s supplication had caught up
with him, for he used to eat, more or less, seven meals a day.

Al-Wāqidī states that Ḥanẓalah ibn ar-Rabīʿ ibn Rabāḥ al-Usaydī
from the tribe of Banū Tamīm wrote for the Prophet once, for which
he earned the nickname ‘al-kātib’ (the writer).

Al-Waqidī also narrates, “There were very few amongst the Aws
and Khazraj [the two prevalent tribes in Madīnah] who could write.
Some of the Jews had learned to write in Arabic, and the younger
generation in Madīnah had learned just prior to the revelations. So
at the dawn of Islam the tribes of Aws and Khazraj boasted a group
which possessed this skill: Saʿd ibn ʿUbādah ibn Dulaym, al-Mundhir
ibn ʿAmr, Ubayy ibn Kaʿb, Zayd ibn Thābit (who was able to write
both Arabic and Hebrew), Rā�ʿ ibn Mālik, Usayd ibn Ḥuḍayr, Maʿn
ibn ʿAdī al-Balawī (an ally of Madīnah), Bashīr ibn Saʿd, Saʿd ibn ar-
Rabīʿ, Aws ibn Khawlah and ʿAbdullāh ibn Ubayy al-Munā�q. The
people who were deemed complete, the ones who were skilled in
swimming and archery as well as writing, were Rā�ʿ ibn Mālik, Saʿd
ibn ʿUbādah, Usayd ibn Ḥuḍayr, ʿAbdullāh ibn Ubayy and Aws ibn
Khawlah. Those from Madīnah who were pro�cient in all three
before Islam were Suwayd ibn aṣ-Ṣāmit and Ḥuḍayr al-Kātib.”4

Undoubtedly these narrations, and the lists within them, are of
great importance even though they cannot be considered
exhaustive. As a centre of trade and religious activity, Makkan
society was always in �ux and no single report can encompass
within it the dynamic nature of a city at the crossroads of caravans,
poets and pilgrims. What is clear from these accounts, however, is
that Arabia was gripped by widespread illiteracy—so much so that
Allah described the Arabs as being unlettered, and the man who was
sent to guide them as being the unlettered Prophet.

Not a year had passed since the Prophet’s Hijrah5 when he
composed the ‘dustūr’ or, as some scholars have named it, the
earliest written constitution in the world. This was a document
de�ning the relationship between the Muhājirūn and the Anṣār6 on
one side, and the relationship between Muslims and Jews on the



other7. From that point on the new state possessed its own statutes,
and the machinery of government required the allotment of
administrative tasks and the setting up of an e�cient educational
policy. So fruitful did this policy prove to be that the ranks of the
literate began to rise quickly within Madīnah, and the Prophet
himself enjoyed the help of almost 60 scribes. By referring to our
current references, we can draw some broad conclusions about the
secretarial and administrative activities during the Prophet’s
lifetime.

THE ESTABLISHMENT OF DIWAN ARCHIVES: THE
SECRETARIAT DURING THE TIME OF THE PROPHET 

The Arabic word ‘dīwān’ refers to a sitting room, where scribes can
sit and attend to their work8; it can also mean a collection of
notebooks, or a ledger, containing the names of those who are
registered in the military or who receive grants from the
government.9 Three di�erent types of ledgers were used during
Islam’s formative years:

• A record of letters dispatched and received by the government,
called Dīwān al-Inshā’

• A military �le listing those who were registered in the military,
called Dīwān al-Jaysh

• An account of the treasury, bearing the relevant income and
expenditure �gures.

Caliph ʿUmar ibn al-Khaṭṭāb is generally credited with establishing
this system. Abū Hilāl al-ʿAskarī says, “The �rst to set up diwans
was ʿUmar.”10 But this view is not unanimously held. Al-
Qalqashandī argues that Dīwān al-Inshā’ (the registry of
correspondences) was initially put together by the Prophet himself,
and is the �rst recording system to come into use in Islam, while the
military archive was founded by ʿUmar during his caliphate.11



Abū Yūsuf says that on the day of the battle of Jamājim, certain
people burned the archives and all was lost for posterity. Some of
Madīnah’s elders informed him, however, that the archives had
shown that ʿUmar had annexed all the property of Kisrā (the Persian
king), and Kisrā’s kin, and everyone who �ed the land during the
course of the Persian campaign.12 This illustrates the existence of a
ledger system during ʿUmar’s reign. Discussing the military and
treasury registries, Ḥasan Ibrāhīm Ḥasan claims that ʿUmar ibn al-
Khaṭṭāb founded them after a Persian o�cial advised him to do so,
at a time when the Islamic state had experienced swift expansion.

But this topic requires further probing, for it appears that the
Prophet initiated, albeit in a simpli�ed format, the usage of records.
This is supported by al-Qalqashandī’s comment regarding Dīwān al-
Inshā’. In the military arena, al-Bukhārī mentions in his Ṣaḥīḥ on
Ḥudhayfah’s authority that the Prophet  requested a list of all
those who had embraced Islam; the �nal tally was 1500.13 Writing
the names of those heading o� into battle seems to have been
routine. Al-Bukhārī narrates that Ibn ʿAbbās heard the Prophet 
say, “Women should not be left alone with men who are strangers,
and a woman must not travel unless she has a mahram to protect
her.” Here a man stood up and told the Prophet that he had enlisted
his name for a particular battle and that his wife had gone o� to
perform pilgrimage.14 Such a list is certainly the beginning of a
military record.

As for the treasury account we have those amongst the Prophet’s
scribes who were tasked with recording all acquired booty, which
was among the state’s major sources of income at the time. What the
Prophet did with the booty of Banū al-Muṣṭalaq was, according to
as-Sarakhsī, the nucleus for establishing a treasury system. There the
Prophet appointed Maḥmiyyah ibn Jaz’ az-Zubaydī on the khums15

of the Banū al-Muṣṭalaq tribe, for he was the man responsible for
collecting the khums on such occasions. Ṣadaqāt (charities) were
collected separately and had their own recipients, and fay’16 had its
own recipients. From the allotment for charity the Prophet gave to
the orphans, the feeble and the poor. After passing puberty and



reaching an age when he could partake in jihad, an orphan’s name
was transferred to the fay’ ledger so that the state would continue
providing his livehhood. If he disliked participating in jihad, this
monetary assistance was discontinued and he was expected to earn
for himself.17

From these strands we can deduce that during the Prophet’s life
ledgers for correspondences, and military and monetary a�airs,
were already in place. A few years later, coming to power at a time
of rapid expansion, ʿUmar found it necessary to further re�ne this
system. The tale of the Persian o�cial and his advice to ʿUmar is
super�uous at best, and given that Dīwān al-Jaysh (for example) was
nothing more than a book cataloguing all active personnel in the
military, the notion that this scheme had to be borrowed from the
Persians is nonsensical.

THE SECRETARIAT AND ITS BRANCHES

By �ltering the scribes through the prism of what they usually
wrote, we �nd that a particular group specialised in recording the
Qur’an18 while another noted sundry matters of concern to the
state.19 Among this latter some wrote to kings, such as Zayd ibn
Thābit; others penned treaties, such as ʿAlī ibn Abī Ṭālib, or
recorded the Prophet’s  personal necessities, such as al-Mughīrah
ibn Shuʿbah, or wrote contracts, such as ʿAbdullāh ibn al-Arqam, or
catalogued the booty, such as Muʿayqīb ibn Abī Fāṭimah ad-Dawsī,
or documented the estimated date production of the state, such as
Ḥudhayfah ibn al-Yamān. There was additionally a scribe named
Ḥanẓalah al-Kātib (Ḥanẓalah the writer) whose task, to �ll in for
any scribe absent from his post, earned him his nickname.

I. TRANSLATIONS

Zayd ibn Thābit recalls that the Prophet  told him he wanted to
set up a correspondence with the Jews. “I will be corresponding
with a people who I fear may add or delete [portions of my letters],"



he said, “so learn Hebrew.” Zayd learned it in a mere 17 days, after
which he would communicate with them and translate their letters
if they wrote back to him.20

II. RESPONDING IN A TIMELY MANNER

Al-Jahshiyārī mentions that the Prophet  told Ḥanẓalah al-Kātib
to stay with him and remind him of any task that was three days
overdue. Could this mean that the Prophet ordered his scribes to
respond to letters (either independently or via his dictation) within
three days? This is quite possible. In any case it indicates how much
work the Prophet had to attend to, and his desire to give all matters
the amount of time and attention they deserved without forgetting
his other responsibilities.

III. THE DESIGNATED WORKPLACE FOR SCRIBES

Was there a special area designated for scribes to work in?
Answering this with a de�nite yes or no is di�cult, but evidence
does suggest that there was a spot allocated for recording the
Qur’an, so perhaps the same applied to other scribal duties as well.

Ibn ʿAbbās says, “Copies of the Qur’an were not sold; rather a
person would approach the Prophet with some parchment and a
scribe would begin transcribing the Qur’anic verses onto this,
seeking nothing but Allah’s reward [i.e. not charging any money].
This �rst scribe then taking a break, a second would take over the
task, and so on until the Qur’an had been copied.”21 This does imply
a special area for this sort of work, close to where the Prophet 
sat.

IV. MAKING DRAFTS

Mālik relates that the Prophet , discovering that a letter had
arrived for him, enquired who would respond on his behalf.
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