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Was Muhammad’s illiterate?
http://www.answering-islam.org/Hoaxes/illiterate.html
For me that is not a very important question since Muhammad's illiteracy doesn't prove anything. The famous classical Greek poet Homer was blind and hence couldn't read or write either. But he composed one of the most famous pieces of literature. Nobody would conclude that he was therefore a prophet. One can say anything orally that one could write by hand. One can hear anything read or narrated by others that one could read with one's own eyes. 

Whether Muhammad had the technical ability to read and write or not, doesn't not imply anything about the source of his speech or the possibility of having been informed by others orally. 

As such, taking this criterion as a proof of his prophethood is not very strong. 

Also, Muslims tell emphasize that the Qur'an and the Muhammad in some hadith stress learning and to seek knowledge. The process of learning and growing in knowledge is certainly much easier if one can read and write. 

If Muhammad indeed put such a strong emphasis on learning, why would he for all of his life insist to not learn himself? First of all: Not learn to read and write, second to use reading to learn more? Is he disobedient to his own exhortations? 

In any case, the chapter at the following link presents many quotes from the Muslim sources and a thorough reasoning in regard to the question of Muhammad's illiteracy. 

An entry in the Comparative Index to Islam 

Articles / blog postings / discussions on Muslim web sites: 

(The Claim of Muhammad's Illiteracy 

(Prophet Muhammad Wrote God's Revelations With His Own Hand
(Reason Behind the Prophet being Named Ummi
(Prophet Muhammad (saww) Ummi??
The Question of Muhammad’s illiteracy
http://www.light-of-life.com/eng/answer/a4990et2.htm#p120 
By Emir Rishawi, April 20, 1998 (response@light-of-life.com) 
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The entire book is available at http://www.light-of-life.com/eng/answer/a4990efc.htm 
In their attempt to prove the divine inspiration of the Qur'an, the Islamists depend on Muhammad's illiteracy and ignorance of everything to do with reading and writing. But was Muhammad illiterate in the sense that he could not read or write? And what are the reasons that have led Muslims to believe in their leader's illiteracy?

Historical accounts do not give a definite answer either way on this issue. The historians who wrote the biography of Muhammad emphasised his illiteracy, and the fact that he never went to a tutor or received any human teaching, yet there are still some records that confirm his knowledge of reading and writing as reported by these same historians.

This obvious contradiction in history as handed down through the ages has caused people nowadays to conclude that Muhammad was not illiterate all his life long, but that he received this knowledge of reading and writing from God through Gabriel.

Al-Haafiz Ibn Hajar says, "The Prophet was illiterate, and that is why the Qur'an is so miraculous by nature. When Islam had spread and he was sure that no one would be suspicious (of his being the compiler of the Qur'an), he learnt how to read and write"! Ibn Sheba says, "The Messenger of God, peace be upon him, died only after he had learned to read and write." al-Tubrusi adds, "As for the time after he was chosen to be a prophet, there was no reason for anyone to harbour suspicion against him; therefore it is possible that he learnt to read and write."

There are therefore records which indicate for certain that Muhammad was literate, and not illiterate, which led Muslim scholars to believe he learnt after he had been appointed a prophet. But these do not stand on solid ground, since that which they claim is corroborated neither by Qur'anic evidence nor by personal testimony. All they offer are personal efforts to justify the incidents reported by historians that deny the allegation that Muhammad was illiterate!

It was reported in a book written by Dr. Muhammad ibn Abdalla Othman on the style of writing adopted by Othman, "The Prophet, peace be upon him, laid the foundation for the writing of the inspiration in the Qur'an. He said, among other things, to Muaawia, ‘Prepare the ink-pot, sharpen the pen, lay the ba stretched, tooth the seen well. Do not blotch the meem's eye, shape the letters of Allah beautifully, stretch those of "the All-compassionate" (Ar-rahman), and write those of "the All-merciful" (Ar-raheem) as clearly as possible. Put your pen on your left ear; this will better remind you!"

The books written on the life of Muhammad relate that it was Muhammad who wrote the reconciliation of Hudaibia himself. It was said in his biography written by Ibn Hisham, "... and we have with us the Messenger of God, peace be upon him, who can write, together with Suhail."

It was likewise said in al-Bukhari, "And the Messenger of God took the book to write, and wrote, ‘This is that which Muhammad agreed upon....'" It was said in al-Tabari as well, when he was in much pain during his final days, that he said, "Fetch me the inkwell and a book that I may write to you a writing therewith you will never go astray after me."

Abu Bakr reported that the Messenger of God "just before he died asked for an inkwell and a pen, and wrote down the name of his successor." Moreover, al-Hamathaani said in al-Ikleel that "the Arabs used to call all those who read or write ‘Sabians,' and Quraish called the prophet, peace be upon him, ‘a Sabian' when he used to call people in Mecca to Islam, and recite the Qur'an.

These reports may seem to be contradictory to a widespread historical account, which, according to historians, was the first encounter between Muhammad and Gabriel. It is when Gabriel ordered him, "Read (or recite)." Muhammad answered, "I am not one to read (or recite)."

It may be true that this report is contradictory to the previous ones, but al-Tabari narrates the incident in a way that is in keeping with what we held previously. He reported that Ibnul Zubair said, "The Messenger of God, peace be upon him, said, ‘And a prophet in silk came to me while I was asleep, who had a book. He said, "Recite." I said, "What do I recite?" Then he enveloped me in such a manner that I thought he was Death, and sent saying, "Recite." Then I said, "What shall I recite?" He answered, "Recite, in the Name of thy Lord who created...."'"

This leads us to ask: Were Gabriel and his Lord, according to the first report, ignorant of Muhammad's illiteracy to ask him to read or recite, and wait for Muhammad to answer and deny being able to?! It was more reasonable on the part of Gabriel, who was supposed to be God's messenger to Muhammad, to make it easy for him. He should have confirmed his call to prophethood by telling him that he was illiterate (if this was indeed the case) and that he knew his inability to read and write, and that he therefore would teach him how to do so. This would be logical and easily acceptable by any rational mind. As for any other explanations given, they make light of reason and distort the truth passed down to us.

These quotations are adequate to refute the claim of Muhammad's illiteracy. Why then do Muslims still cling to this erroneous notion?

By proving that Muhammad was illiterate Muslims hoped to prove the miraculous nature of the Qur'an and that it was divinely inspired, with this miracle coming to a city that had fallen into ignorance and stupidity, and to a time pervaded with paganism and godlessness. Through this miracle God is supposed also to have turned the world system upside down, giving an illiterate man the gift of eloquence, and replacing ignorance with knowledge and idolatry with belief!!

It is only right therefore to ask: Does it really aggrandise a religion for it to be built on the primitiveness of men? Is the benightedness of those who follow its teachings really something to be proud of? Would God not have been able to prove the eloquence of the Qur'an to civilised people equally well, making it be delivered by a learned man and not an illiterate one, without detracting from the power and essence of the miracle?

In fact, Islamists would not have thought this way but for some of the verses of the Qur'an whose outward meaning might denote Muhammad's illiteracy, yet their inward meaning negates it! Here we look at some of these verses.

The People of Moses and the Illiterate Prophet

The Qur'an says in Sura al-A’raf 7:156-158, as a part of the discourse of Moses and his people, “‘And prescribe for us in this world good, and in the world to come; we have repented unto Thee.' Said He, ‘My chastisement — I smite with it whom I will; and my mercy embraces all things, and I shall prescribe it for those who are godfearing and pay the alms, and those who indeed believe in Our signs, those who follow the Messenger, the Prophet of the common folk (the Arabic can also mean "the illiterate Prophet"), whom they find written down with them in the Torah and the Gospel, bidding them to honour, and forbidding them dishonour, making lawful for them the good things and making unlawful for them the corrupt things, and relieving them of their loads, and the fetters that were upon them. Those who believe in him and succour him and help him, and follow the light that has been sent down with him- they are the prosperous. Say: "O mankind, I am the Messenger of God to you all, of Him to whom belongs the kingdom of heaven and of the earth. There is no God but He. He gives life, and makes to die. Believe then in God, and in His Messenger, the Prophet of the common folk, who believes in God and His words, and follow him; haply so you will be guided."

In no other place does the Qur'an mention "the Prophet of the common people," which was mistakenly understood as meaning "the illiterate Prophet". Yet the Qur'an prides itself on its form of narrative that is characterised by repetition of various phrases and ideas in order to impress the story permanently in the minds of the hearers, as Muslims say.

"The Prophet of the common folk" in Sura al-A’raf 7 is written in contrast to Moses and his people. Moses and his people at their appointed time were seized by trepidation and began to pray, saying, "And prescribe for us in this world good, and in the world to come; we have repented unto Thee." According to the Arab linguists of the time, the Jews derived their name from the word huda (meaning "guidance"), which was also the epithet of the Torah. It was a brilliant play on words in verse 156 to say "we repented unto Thee" since the verb used here (haad, yahuud) bears a striking resemblance with the Arabic word for the Jews (yahuud). Moses, and his people, then praying to God to count their Judaism as righteousness on their part, for which God answered at first, "I shall prescribe it for those who are godfearing and pay the alms, and those who indeed believe in Our signs, those who follow the Messenger, the Prophet of the common folk whom they find written down with them in the Torah and the Gospel!" So Moses and his people had to wait for about a thousand years in order for them to be granted this through belief in Muhammad! Is it really reasonable for God to answer the prayer of Moses and his people saying that guidance is not to be found in the Mosaic Law but in the following of Muhammad "the Prophet of the common folk," which means the prophet of the Gentiles to the Jews, who had not yet come?!

How could God answer Moses' prayer saying that Muhammad is written about in the Torah and the Gospel?! Where was the Gospel at the time of Moses, so that God might speak of it to Moses and his people?

The Meaning of "Illiterate" in the Qur'an

The word ummi occurring in the text in question did not mean, according to the Qur'an itself, having no knowledge of reading or writing, but it means those who did not have a book revealed by God. The Jews, who came from Abraham's son Isaac, were the People of the Book, while the Arabs, who are considered as coming from Abraham's son Ishmael, were common folk (ummiyoon) or Gentiles (umam). The Qur'an showed this distinction clearly and openly in many a place, when it called both the people of the Book and the common folk to follow Islam.

"And say to those who have been given the Book and to the common folk (ummiyeen): ‘Have you surrendered?'" (Sura Al Imran 3:20). This verse points to how the common folk desired to know the Book, as in Sura al-Baqara 2:78, "And some there are of them that are common folk not knowing the Book, but only fancies." The Qur'an also boasts that God sent a messenger not of the people of the Book: "It is He who raised up from among the common people a Messenger from among them" (Sura al-Jum`a 62:2).

As to the people of the Book themselves, they called those who did not belong to them Gentiles. "They say, ‘There is no way over us as to the common people' (Sura Al Imran 3:75). In the light of this Qur'anic verse we are to understand that the Qur'an describes Muhammad as ummi. The common folk of the Qur'an are the Arabs who descended from Ishmael, and the people of the Book are the Jews who descended from Isaac. Consequently, the word ummi does not mean illiterate, but someone who belonged to the Arabs, the descendants of Ishmael, who did not have a revealed Book. Al-Shahristaani writes:

The people of the Book upheld the religion of the Tribes (of Israel) and conducted themselves as the Children of Israel. The common people upheld the tribal religion and conducted themselves as the children of Ishmael.
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WHAT WOULD HAPPEN TO A PERSON WHO LEAVES ISLAM?

http://ephesians-511.net/docs/WHAT_WOULD_HAPPEN_TO_A_PERSON_WHO_LEAVES_ISLAM.doc
WHEN MUSLIMS BECOME CHRISTIANS 
http://ephesians-511.net/docs/WHEN_MUSLIMS_BECOME_CHRISTIANS.doc
WHO ACCORDING TO THE KORAN ARE THE PEOPLE OF THE BOOK?
http://ephesians-511.net/docs/WHO_ACCORDING_TO_THE_KORAN_ARE_THE_PEOPLE_OF_THE_BOOK.doc
WHO KILLED MUHAMMAD? 
http://ephesians-511.net/docs/WHO_KILLED_MUHAMMAD.doc
WHO WAS THE SPIRIT THAT VISITED MUHAMMAD? 

http://ephesians-511.net/docs/WHO_WAS_THE_SPIRIT_THAT_VISITED_MUHAMMAD.doc
WHY ARE SO MANY PEOPLE EMBRACING ISLAM? 

http://ephesians-511.net/docs/WHY_ARE_SO_MANY_PEOPLE_EMBRACING_ISLAM.doc
WHY DID MUHAMMAD ATTEMPT SUICIDE?

http://ephesians-511.net/docs/WHY_DID_MUHAMMAD_ATTEMPT_SUICIDE.doc
WHY DO MUSLIMS CALL JESUS ISSA? 

http://ephesians-511.net/docs/WHY_DO_MUSLIMS_CALL_JESUS_ISSA.doc
WHY DO MUSLIMS HATE CHRISTIANS? 
http://ephesians-511.net/docs/WHY_DO_MUSLIMS_HATE_CHRISTIANS.doc
WHY I AM A CHRISTIAN AND NOT A MUSLIM

http://ephesians-511.net/docs/WHY_I_AM_A_CHRISTIAN_AND_NOT_A_MUSLIM.doc 
WHY I AM NOT A MUSLIM-MY QUESTIONS TO MUSLIMS

http://ephesians-511.net/docs/WHY_I_AM_NOT_A_MUSLIM-MY_QUESTIONS_TO_MUSLIMS.doc 
WHY ISLAM DENIES CHRISTS DEATH ON THE CROSS 
http://ephesians-511.net/docs/WHY_ISLAM_DENIES_CHRISTS_DEATH_ON_THE_CROSS.doc 
WHY ISLAM TODAY SHUTS DOWN FREEDOM OF RELIGION 
http://ephesians-511.net/docs/WHY_ISLAM_TODAY_SHUTS_DOWN_FREEDOM_OF_RELIGION.doc
WHY THE ELECTION OF POPE FRANCIS MADE MAGDI ALLAM DECIDE TO LEAVE THE CHURCH 
http://ephesians-511.net/docs/WHY_THE_ELECTION_OF_POPE_FRANCIS_MADE_MAGDI_ALLAM_DECIDE_TO_LEAVE_THE_CHURCH.doc
WIFE-BEATING IN ISLAM 
http://ephesians-511.net/docs/WIFE-BEATING_IN_ISLAM.doc
WIFE-BEATING IN ISLAM 02 

http://ephesians-511.net/docs/WIFE-BEATING_IN_ISLAM_02.doc
WIFE-BEATING-A REBUTTAL OF JAMAL BADAWI 
http://ephesians-511.net/docs/WIFE-BEATING-A_REBUTTAL_OF_JAMAL_BADAWI.doc
WOMEN IN ISLAM 

http://ephesians-511.net/docs/WOMEN_IN_ISLAM.doc
WOMEN IN THE KORAN 
http://ephesians-511.net/docs/WOMEN_IN_THE_KORAN.doc
+over 200 testimonies of Muslims converting to Jesus Christ at
http://www.ephesians-511.net/testimonies.htm
