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More specifically, the Quran provided a mix of rights,
restrictions, and protections for women. The earlier Arab practice of female infanticide, for example, was forbidden. Women
were given control over their own property, particularly their
dowries, and were granted rights of inheritance, but at half the
rate of their male counterparts. Marriage was considered a contract between consenting parties, thus making marriage by capture illegitimate. Within marriage, women were expected to
enjoy sexual satisfaction and could sue for divorce if they had
not had sexual relations for more than four months. Divorce was
thus possible for both parties, although it was far more readily
available for men. The practice of taking multiple husbands,
which operated in some pre-Islamic Arab tribes, was prohibited,
while polygyny (the practice of having multiple wives) was permitted, though more clearly regulated than before. Men were
limited to four wives and required to treat each of them equally.
The difficulty of doing so has been interpreted by some as virtually requiring monogamy. Men were, however, permitted to
have sexual relations with female slaves, but any children born of
those unions were free, as was the mother once her owner died.
Furthermore, men were strongly encouraged to marry orphans,
widows, and slaves.
Such Quranic prescriptions were but one factor shaping the
lives of women and men. At least as important were the long-established practices
of the societies into which Islam spread and the growing sophistication, prosperity,
and urbanization of Islamic civilization. As had been the case in Athens and China
during their “golden ages,” women, particularly in the upper classes, experienced
growing restrictions as Islamic civilization flourished culturally and economically
in the Abbasid era. In early Islamic times, a number of women played visible public
roles, particularly Muhammad’s youngest wife,Aisha.Women prayed in the mosques,
although separately, standing beside the men. Nor were women generally veiled or
secluded. As the Arab empire grew in size and splendor, however, the position of
women became more limited.The second caliph, Umar, asked women to offer prayers at home. Now veiling and the seclusion of women became standard practice
among the upper and ruling classes, removing them from public life. Separate quarters within the homes of the wealthy were the domain of women, from which they
could emerge only completely veiled.The caliph Mansur (ruled 754–775) carried this
separation of the sexes even further when he ordered a separate bridge for women
to be built over the Euphrates in the new capital of Baghdad. Such seclusion was
less possible for lower-class women, who lacked the servants of the rich and had to
leave the home for shopping or work.
Such practices derived far more from established traditions of Middle Eastern cultures than from the Quran itself, but they soon gained an Islamic rationale in the
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Men and Women at
Worship
This sixteenth-century
Persian painting of a
mosque service shows older
men with beards toward the
front, younger men behind
them, and veiled women
and children in a separate
area. (Bodleian Library,
University of Oxford, Ms.
Ouseley. Add 24, fol. 55v)
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writings of Muslim thinkers.The famous philosopher and religious scholar al-Ghazali
clearly saw a relationship between Muslim piety and the separation of the sexes:
It is not permissible for a stranger to hear the sound of a pestle being pounded
by a woman he does not know. If he knocks at the door, it is not proper for the
woman to answer him softly and easily because men’s hearts can be drawn to
[women] for the most trifling [reason]. ... However, if the woman has to answer
the knock, she should stick her finger in her mouth so that her voice sounds
like that of an old woman.18

Other signs of a tightening patriarchy—such as “honor killing” of women by their
male relatives for violating sexual taboos and, in some places, clitorectomy (female
genital cutting)—likewise derived from local cultures, with no sanction in the Quran
or Islamic law.Where they were practiced, such customs often came to be seen as
Islamic, but they were certainly not limited to the Islamic world. In many cultures,
concern with family honor, linked to women’s sexuality, dictated harsh punishments
for women who violated sexual taboos.
Negative views of women, presenting them variously as weak, deficient, and a
sexually charged threat to men and social stability, emerged in the hadiths, traditions
about the sayings or actions of Muhammad, which became an important source of
Islamic law. (See Document 11.2, pp. 505– 06, for examples of hadiths.) A changing
interpretation of the Adam and Eve story illustrates the point. In the Quran, equal
blame attaches to both of them for yielding to the temptation of Satan, and both alike
ask for and receive God’s forgiveness. Nothing suggests that Eve tempted or seduced
Adam into sin. In later centuries, however, several hadiths and other writings took
up Judeo-Christian versions of the story that blamed Eve, and thus women in general, for Adam’s sin and for the punishment that followed, including expulsion from
the garden and pain in childbirth.19
Even as women faced growing restrictions in society generally, Islam, like
Buddhism and Christianity, also offered new outlets for them in religious life.The
Sufi practice of mystical union with Allah allowed a greater role for women than did
mainstream Islam. Some Sufi orders had parallel groups for women, and a few welcomed women as equal members.Within the world of Shia Islam, women teachers
of the faith were termed mullahs, the same as their male counterparts. Islamic education, either in the home or in Quranic schools, allowed some to become literate and
a few to achieve higher levels of learning.Visits to the tombs of major Islamic figures as well as the ritual of the public bath provided some opportunity for women
to interact with other women beyond their own family circle.

Islam and Cultural Encounter:
A Four-Way Comparison
In its earliest centuries, the rapid spread of Islam had been accompanied by the creation of an immense Arab Empire, very much in the tradition of earlier Mediterranean
and Middle Eastern empires. By the tenth century, however, little political unity
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remained, and in 1258 even the powerless symbol of that earlier unity vanished as
Mongol forces sacked Baghdad and killed the last Abbasid caliph. But even as the
empire disintegrated, the civilization that was born within it grew and flourished.
Perhaps the most significant sign of a flourishing Islamic civilization was the continued spread of the religion both within and beyond the boundaries of a vanishing
Arab Empire (see Map 11.2), although that process differed considerably from place
to place.The examples of India,Anatolia,West Africa, and Spain illustrate the various
ways that Islam penetrated these societies as well as the rather different outcomes of
these epic cultural encounters.
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Map 11.2

The Growing
World of Islam (900–1500)
Islam as a religion, a civilization, and an arena of commerce continued to grow
even as the Arab Empire
fragmented.

The Case of India

■ Comparison

In South Asia, Islam found a permanent place in a long-established civilization as
invasions by Turkic-speaking warrior groups from Central Asia, recently converted
to Islam, brought the faith to India.Thus the Turks became the third major carrier of
Islam, after the Arabs and Persians, as their conquests initiated an enduring encounter

What similarities and
differences can you
identify in the spread of
Islam to India, Anatolia,
West Africa, and Spain?
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from converting to Islam by avoiding the tax imposed on non-Muslims. Sufis
were particularly important in facilitating conversion, for India had always
valued “god-filled men” who were detached from worldly affairs. Sufi missionaries,
willing to accommodate local gods and religious festivals, helped to develop a “popular Islam” that was not always so sharply distinguished from Hinduism.
Unlike the earlier experience of Islam in the Middle East, North Africa, and
Persia, where it rapidly became the dominant faith, in India it was never able to
claim more than 20 to 25 percent of the total population. Furthermore, Muslim
communities were especially concentrated in the Punjab and Sind regions of
northwestern India and in Bengal to the east.The core regions of Hindu culture in
the northern Indian plain were not seriously challenged by the new faith, despite
centuries of Muslim rule. One reason perhaps lay in the sharpness of the cultural
divide between Islam and Hinduism. Islam was the most radically monotheistic of
the world’s religions, forbidding any representation of Allah, while Hinduism was
surely among the most prolifically polytheistic, generating endless statues and images
of the divine in many forms. The Muslim notion of the equality of all believers
contrasted sharply with the hierarchical assumptions of the caste system.The sexual
modesty of Muslims was deeply offended by the open eroticism of some Hindu
religious art.
Although such differences may have limited the appeal of Islam in India, they
also may have prevented it from being absorbed into the tolerant and inclusive
embrace of Hinduism as had so many other religious ideas, practices, and communities. The religious exclusivity of Islam, born of its firm monotheistic belief and
the idea of a unique revelation, set a boundary that the great sponge of Hinduism
could not completely absorb.
Certainly not all was conflict across that boundary. Many prominent Hindus
willingly served in the political and military structures of a Muslim-ruled India.
Mystical seekers after the divine blurred the distinction between Hindu and Muslim,
suggesting that God was to be found “neither in temple nor in mosque.” “Look
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within your heart,” wrote the great fifteenth-century mystic poet Kabir, “for there
you will find both [Allah] and Ram [a famous Hindu deity].”20 In fact, during the
early sixteenth century, a new and distinct religious tradition emerged in India, known
as Sikhism, which blended elements of Islam, such as devotion to one universal
God, with Hindu concepts, such as karma and rebirth.“There is no Hindu and no
Muslim. All are children of God,” declared Guru Nanak (1469–1539), the founder
of Sikhism.
Nonetheless, Muslims usually lived quite separately, remaining a distinctive minority within an ancient Indian civilization, which they now largely governed but which
they proved unable to completely transform.

The Case of Anatolia
At the same time that India was being subjected to Turkic invasion, so too was
Anatolia (now modern Turkey), where the largely Christian and Greek-speaking population was then governed by the Byzantine Empire (see Maps 11.1 and 11.3). Here,
as in India, the invaders initially wreaked havoc as Byzantine authority melted away
in the eleventh century. Sufi missionaries likewise played a major role in the process
of conversion. The outcome, however, was a far more profound cultural transformation than in India. By 1500, the population was 90 percent Muslim and largely
Turkic-speaking, and Anatolia was the heartland of the powerful Turkish Ottoman
Empire that had overrun Christian Byzantium.Why did the Turkic intrusion into
Anatolia generate a much more thorough Islamization than in India?
One factor clearly lies in a very different demographic balance.The population of
Anatolia—perhaps 8 million—was far smaller than India’s roughly 48 million people,
but far more Turkic-speaking peoples settled in Anatolia, giving them a much greater
cultural weight than the smaller colonizing force in India. Furthermore, the disruption of Anatolian society was much more extensive. Massacres, enslavement, famine,
and flight led to a sharp drop in the native population.The Byzantine state had been
fatally weakened. Church properties were confiscated, and monasteries were destroyed
or deserted. Priests and bishops were sometimes unable to serve their congregations.
Christians, though seldom forced to convert, suffered many discriminations. They
had to wear special clothing and pay special taxes, and they were forbidden to ride
saddled horses or carry swords. Not a few Christians came to believe that these disasters represented proof that Islam was the true religion.21 Thus Byzantine civilization
in Anatolia, focused on the centralized institutions of church and state, was rendered
leaderless and dispirited, whereas India’s decentralized civilization, lacking a unified
political or religious establishment, was better able to absorb the shock of external
invasion while retaining its core values and identity.
The Turkish rulers of Anatolia built a new society that welcomed converts and
granted them material rewards and opportunity for high office. Moreover, the cultural barriers to conversion were arguably less severe than in India. The common
monotheism of Islam and Christianity, and Muslim respect for Jesus and the Christian
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The Case of West Africa
Still another pattern prevailed in West Africa. Here Islam accompanied Muslim
traders across the Sahara rather than being brought by invading Arab or Turkic
armies. Its acceptance in the emerging civilization of West African states in the centuries after 1000 was largely peaceful and voluntary, lacking the incentives associated elsewhere with foreign conquest. Introduced by Muslim merchants from an
already Islamized North Africa, the new faith was accepted primarily in the urban
centers of the West African empires—Ghana, Mali, Songhay, Kanem-Bornu, and
others (see Map 11.4). For African merchant communities, Islam provided an important link to Muslim trading partners, much as Buddhism had done in Southeast
Asia. For the monarchs and their courts, it offered a source of literate officials to
assist in state administration as well as religious legitimacy, particularly for those who
gained the prestige conferred by a pilgrimage to Mecca. Islam was a world religion
with a single Creator-God, able to comfort and protect people whose political and
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Map 11.4 West Africa and the World of Islam
Both trans-Saharan commerce and Islam linked the civilization of West Africa to the larger Muslim world.

economic horizons had expanded well beyond the local realm where ancestral spirits
and traditional deities might be effective. It had a religious appeal for societies that
were now participating in a wider world.
By the sixteenth century, a number of West African cities had become major
centers of Islamic religious and intellectual life, attracting scholars from throughout
the Muslim world. Timbuktu boasted more than 150 lower-level Quranic schools
and several major centers of higher education with thousands of students from all over
West Africa and beyond. Libraries held tens of thousands of books and scholarly
manuscripts. Monarchs subsidized the construction of mosques as West Africa became
an integral part of a larger Islamic world. Arabic became an important language of
religion, education, administration, and trade, but it did not become the dominant
language of daily life. Nor did West Africa experience the massive migration of Arab
peoples that had promoted the Arabization of North Africa and the Middle East.
Moreover, in contrast to India and Anatolia, Sufi holy men played little role until
at least the eighteenth century. Scholars, merchants, and rulers, rather than mystic
preachers, initially established Islam in West Africa.
Islam remained the culture of urban elites and spread little into the rural areas
of West Africa until the nineteenth century. No thorough religious transformation
occurred in West Africa as it had in Anatolia. Although many rulers adopted Islam,
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The Great Mosque at Jenne
This mosque in the city of
Jenne, initially constructed in
the thirteenth century, illustrates the assimilation of
Islam into West African civilization. (Bildagentur/TIPS
Images)

they governed people who steadfastly
practiced African religions and whose
sensibilities they had to respect if social
peace were to prevail. Thus they made
few efforts to impose the new religion
on their rural subjects or to govern in
strict accordance with Islamic law. The
fourteenth-century Arab visitor Ibn
Battuta was appalled that practicing
Muslims in Mali permitted their women
to appear in public almost naked and
to mingle freely with unrelated men.
“The association of women with men
is agreeable to us,” he was told, “and a
part of good conduct to which no suspicion attaches. They are not like the women of your country.”24 Ibn Battuta also
noted with disapproval a “dance of the masks” on the occasion of an Islamic festival
and the traditional practice of sprinkling dust on their heads as a sign of respect for
the king. (See Document 8.3, pp. 362–65, for a fuller account if Ibn Battuta’s travels
in West Africa.) Sonni Ali, a fifteenth-century ruler of Songhay, observed Ramadan
and built mosques, but he also consulted traditional diviners and performed customary sacrifices. In such ways, Islam became Africanized even as parts of Africa
became Islamized.

The Case of Spain
The chief site of Islamic encounter with Catholic Europe occurred in Spain (called
al-Andalus by Muslims), which was conquered by Arab and Berber forces in the
early eighth century during the first wave of Islamic expansion. But there, Islam did
not overwhelm Christianity as it did later in Anatolia. In fact, Muslim Spain in the
several centuries that followed conquest has often been portrayed as a vibrant civilization characterized by harmony and tolerance between its Muslim rulers and its
Christian and Jewish subjects.
Certainly Spain’s agricultural economy was the most prosperous in Europe during the ninth and tenth centuries, and at that time its capital of Córdoba was among
the largest and most splendid cities in the world. Muslims, Christians, and Jews alike
contributed to a brilliant high culture in which astronomy, medicine, the arts, architecture, and literature flourished. It was largely from Spain that the rich heritage of
Islamic learning became available to Christian Europe.
Furthermore, social relationships among upper-class members of different faiths
were easy and frequent. More than a few Christians converted to Islam, and many
others, known as Mozarabs (would-be Arabs), learned Arabic, veiled their women,
stopped eating pork, appreciated Arabic music and poetry, and sometimes married
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Muslims. One Christian bishop complained that Spanish Christians knew the rules
of Arabic grammar better than those of Latin. During the reign of Abd al-Rahman
III (912–961), freedom of worship was declared as well as the opportunity for all to
rise in the bureaucracy of the state.
Even assimilated or Arabized Christians, however, remained infidels in the eyes of
their Muslim counterparts, and by the late tenth century the era of toleration began
to erode.Warfare with the remaining Christian states in northern Spain picked up in
the tenth and eleventh centuries, and more puritanical and rigid forms of Islam
entered Spain from North Africa. In these circumstances, the golden age of religious
harmony faded. Under the rule of Abu Amir al-Mansur (981–1002), an official policy of tolerance turned to one of overt persecution against Christians, which now
included the plundering of churches. Social life also changed. Devout Muslims
avoided contact with Christians; Christian homes had to be built lower than those of
Muslims; priests were forbidden to carry a cross or a Bible, lest they offend Muslim
sensibilities; and Mozarabs were permitted to live only in particular places. Thus,
writes one scholar,“the era of harmonious interaction between Muslim and Christian
in Spain came to an end, replaced by intolerance, prejudice, and mutual suspicion.”25
That intolerance was perpetuated as the Christian reconquest of Spain gained
ground after 1200. Many Muslims were then forced out of Spain, while those who
remained could no longer give the call to prayer, go on pilgrimage, or publicly
practice their faith. When the reconquest was completed in 1492, all Jews, some
200,000 of them, were likewise expelled from the country.Thus, as Christianity was
displaced by Islam in Anatolia, the opposite process was taking place in Spain,
though with far less tolerance for other religions.

The World of Islam as a New Civilization
As the religion spread and the Abbasid dynasty declined, the civilization of Islam,
like Western Christendom and the Hindu world, operated without a single political center, bound more by a shared religious culture than by a shared state. Unlike
the other civilizations, however, the Islamic world by 1500 embraced at least parts
of virtually every other civilization in the Afro-Eurasian hemisphere. It was in that
sense “history’s first truly global civilization,” although the Americas, of course,
were not involved.26 What held the Islamic world together? What enabled many
people to feel themselves part of a single civilization despite its political fragmentation, religious controversies, and cultural and regional diversity?

Networks of Faith
At the core of that vast civilization was a common commitment to Islam. No group
was more important in the transmission of those beliefs and practices than the
ulama.These learned scholars were not “priests” in the Christian sense, for in Islam,
at least theoretically, no person could stand between the believer and Allah. Rather
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they served as judges, interpreters, administrators, prayer leaders, and reciters of the
Quran, but especially as preservers and teachers of the sharia. Supported mostly by
their local communities, some also received the patronage of sultans, or rulers, and
were therefore subject to criticism for corruption and undue submission to state
authority. In their homes, mosques, shrines, and Quranic schools, the ulama passed
on the core teachings of the faith. Beginning in the eleventh century, formal colleges
called madrassas offered more advanced instruction in the Quran and the sayings of
Muhammad; grammar and rhetoric; sometimes philosophy, theology, mathematics,
and medicine; and, above all else, law.Teaching was informal, mostly oral, and involved
much memorization of texts. It was also largely conservative, seeking to preserve an
established body of Islamic learning.
The ulama were an “international elite,” and the system of education they created served to bind together an immense and diverse civilization. Common texts
were shared widely across the world of Islam. Students and teachers alike traveled
great distances in search of the most learned scholars. From Indonesia to West Africa,
educated Muslims inhabited a “shared world of debate and reference.”27
Paralleling the educational network of the ulama were the emerging religious
orders of the Sufis. By the tenth century, particular Sufi shaykhs, or teachers, began to
attract groups of disciples who were eager to learn their unique devotional practices
and ways of achieving union with Allah. The disciples usually swore eternal allegiance to their teacher and valued highly the chain of transmission by which those
teachings and practices had come down from earlier masters. In the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, Sufis began to organize in a variety of larger associations, some
limited to particular regions and others with chapters throughout the Islamic world.
The Qadiriya order, for example, began in Baghdad but spread widely throughout
the Arab world and into sub-Saharan Africa. Sufi orders were especially significant
in the frontier regions of Islam because they followed conquering armies or traders
into Central and Southeast Asia, India, Anatolia, West Africa, and elsewhere. Their
devotional teachings, modest ways of living, and reputation for supernatural powers
gained a hearing for the new faith. Their emphasis on personal experience of the
divine, rather than on the law, allowed the Sufis to accommodate elements of local
belief and practice and encouraged the growth of a popular or blended Islam. But
that flexibility also often earned them the enmity of the ulama, who were sharply
critical of such deviations from the sharia.
Like the madrassas and the sharia, Sufi religious ideas and institutions spanned
the Islamic world and were yet another thread in the cosmopolitan web of Islamic
civilization. Particular devotional teachings and practices spread widely, as did the
writings of such famous Sufi poets as Hafiz and Rumi. (For the poetry of Rumi,
see Document 11.4, pp. 509–10.) Devotees made pilgrimages to the distant tombs
of famous teachers, who, they often believed, might intercede with God on their
behalf.Wandering Sufis, in search of the wisdom of renowned shaykhs, found fellow seekers and welcome shelter in the compounds of these religious orders.
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In addition to the networks of the Sufis and the ulama, many thousands of
people, from kings to peasants, made the grand pilgrimage to Mecca—the hajj—
each year, no doubt gaining some sense of the umma.There men and women together,
hailing from all over the Islamic world, joined as one people to rehearse the central
elements of their faith.The claims of local identities based on family, clan, tribe, ethnicity, or state never disappeared, but now overarching them all was the inclusive unity
of the Muslim community.

Networks of Exchange
The world of Islamic civilization cohered not only as a network of faith but also
as an immense arena of exchange in which goods, technologies, food products, and
ideas circulated widely. It rapidly became a vast trading zone of hemispheric dimensions. In part, this was due to its central location in the Afro-Eurasian world and the
breaking down of earlier political barriers between the Byzantine and Persian
empires. Furthermore, commerce was valued positively within Islamic teaching, for
Muhammad himself had been a trader, and the pilgrimage to Mecca likewise fostered commerce. The extraordinary spurt of urbanization that accompanied the
growth of Islamic civilization also promoted trade. (See Visual Source 11.2, p. 516,
for a sixteenth-century image of an Islamic city.) Baghdad, established in 756 as the
capital of the Abbasid Empire, soon grew into a magnificent city of half a million
people.The appetite of urban elites for luxury goods stimulated both craft production and the desire for foreign products.
Thus Muslim merchants, Arabs and Persians in particular, quickly became
prominent and sometimes dominant players in all of the major Afro-Eurasian trade
routes of the postclassical era—in the Mediterranean Sea, along the revived Silk
Roads, across the Sahara, and throughout the Indian Ocean basin (see Chapter 8).
By the eighth century,Arab and Persian traders had established a commercial colony
in Canton in southern China, thus linking the Islamic heartland with Asia’s other
giant and flourishing economy.Various forms of banking, partnerships, business contracts, and instruments for granting credit facilitated these long-distance economic
relationships and generated a prosperous, sophisticated, and highly commercialized
economy that spanned the Old World.28
The vast expanses of Islamic civilization also contributed to the diffusion of agricultural products and practices from one region to another, a process already under
way in the earlier Roman and Persian empires.The Muslim conquest of northwestern India opened the Middle East to a veritable treasure trove of crops that had been
domesticated long before in South and Southeast Asia, including rice, sugarcane,
new strains of sorghum, hard wheat, bananas, lemons, limes, watermelons, coconut
palms, spinach, artichokes, and cotton. Some of these subsequently found their way
into the Middle East and Africa and by the thirteenth century to Europe as well.29
Both cotton and sugarcane, associated with complex production processes and slave
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A Muslim Astronomical
Observatory
Drawing initially on Greek,
Indian, and Persian astronomy, the Islamic world after
1000 developed its own distinctive tradition of astronomical observation and
prediction, reflected in this
Turkish observatory constructed in 1557. Muslim
astronomy subsequently
exercised considerable influence in both China and
Europe. (University Library,
Istanbul, Turkey/The Bridgeman
Art Library)

labor, came to play central roles in the formation of the modern global system after
1500. These new crops and the development of the intensified agricultural techniques that often accompanied them contributed to increased food production,
population growth, urbanization, and industrial development characteristic of the
Muslim Middle East in early Abbasid times.
Technology too diffused widely within the Islamic world.Ancient Persian techniques for obtaining water by drilling into the sides of hills now spread across
North Africa as far west as Morocco. Muslim technicians made improvements on
rockets, first developed in China, by developing one that carried a small warhead
and another used to attack ships.30 Papermaking techniques entered the Abbasid
Empire from China in the eighth century, with paper mills soon operating in
Persia, Iraq, and Egypt.This revolutionary technology, which everywhere served to
strengthen bureaucratic governments, spread from the Middle East into India and
Europe over the following centuries.
Ideas likewise circulated across the Islamic world.The religion itself drew heavily
and quite openly on Jewish and Christian precedents. Persia also contributed much
in the way of bureaucratic practice, court ritual, and poetry, with Persian becoming
a major literary language in elite circles. Scientific, medical, and philosophical texts,
especially from ancient Greece, the Hellenistic world, and India, were systematically
translated into Arabic, for several centuries providing an
enormous boost to Islamic scholarship and science. In 830,
the Abbasid caliph al-Mamun, himself a poet and scholar
with a passion for foreign learning, established the House of
Wisdom in Baghdad as an academic center for this research
and translation. Stimulated by Greek texts, a school of Islamic
thinkers known as Mutazalites (“those who stand apart”)
argued that reason, rather than revelation, was the “surest
way to truth.”31 In the long run, however, the philosophers’
emphasis on logic, rationality, and the laws of nature was
subject to increasing criticism by those who held that only
the Quran, the sayings of the Prophet, or mystical experience represented a genuine path to God.
But the realm of Islam was much more than a museum
of ancient achievements from the civilizations that it encompassed.Those traditions mixed and blended to generate a distinctive Islamic civilization with many new contributions
to the world of learning.32 (See the Snapshot on p. 499.)
Using Indian numerical notation, for example,Arab scholars
developed algebra as a novel mathematical discipline.They
also undertook much original work in astronomy and optics.
They built upon earlier Greek and Indian practice to create a remarkable tradition in medicine and pharmacology.
Arab physicians such as al-Razi and Ibn Sina accurately

chapter 11 / the worlds of islam: afro-eurasian connections, 600–1500

Snapshot

Key Achievements in Islamic Science and Scholarship

Person/Dates

Achievement

al-Khwarazim (790–840)

Mathematician; spread use of Arabic
numerals in Islamic world; wrote first book
on algebra

al-Razi (865–925)

Discovered sulfuric acid; wrote a vast
encyclopedia of medicine drawing on Greek,
Syrian, Indian, and Persian work and his own
clinical observation

al-Biruni (973–1048)

Mathematician, astronomer, cartographer;
calculated the radius of the earth with great
accuracy; worked out numerous mathematical
innovations; developed a technique for
displaying a hemisphere on a plane

Ibn Sina (Avicenna) (980–1037)

Prolific writer in almost all fields of science
and philosophy; especially known for Canon
of Medicine, a fourteen-volume work that set
standards for medical practice in Islamic and
Christian worlds for centuries

Omar Khayyam (1048–1131)

Mathematician; critic of Euclid’s geometry;
measured the solar year with great accuracy;
Sufi poet; author of The Rubaiyat

Ibn Rushd (Averroës) (1126–1198)

Translated and commented widely on
Aristotle; rationalist philosopher; made
major contributions in law, mathematics,
and medicine

Nasir al-Din Tusi (1201–1274)

Founder of the famous Maragha observatory
in Persia (data from Maragha probably
influenced Copernicus); mapped the motion
of stars and planets

Ibn Khaldun (1332–1406)

Greatest Arab historian; identified trends and
structures in world history over long periods
of time

diagnosed many diseases, such as hay fever, measles, smallpox, diphtheria, rabies, and
diabetes. In addition, treatments such as using a mercury ointment for scabies, cataract and hernia operations, and filling teeth with gold emerged from Arab doctors.
The first hospitals, traveling clinics, and examinations for physicians and pharmacologists also were developed within the Islamic world. In the eleventh and twelfth centuries, this enormous body of Arab medical scholarship entered Europe via Spain,
and it remained at the core of European medical practice for many centuries.33
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Reflections: Past and Present:
Choosing Our History
Prominent among the many uses of history is the perspective it provides on the present. Although historians sometimes worry that an excessive “present-mindedness”
may distort our perception of the past, all of us look to history, almost instinctively, to
comprehend the world we now inhabit. Given the obvious importance of the Islamic
world in the international arena of the twenty-first century, how might some grasp
of the early development of Islamic civilization assist us in understanding our present circumstances?
First, that history reminds us of the central role that Islam played in the AfroEurasian world for a thousand years or more. From 600 to 1600 or later, it was a
proud, cosmopolitan, often prosperous, and frequently powerful civilization that
spanned Africa, Europe, the Middle East, and Asia.What followed were several centuries of European or Western imperialism that many Muslims found humiliating,
even if some were attracted by elements of modern Western culture. In their recent
efforts to overcome those centuries of subordination and exploitation, Muslims
have found encouragement and inspiration in reflecting on the more distant and perhaps more glorious past. But they have not all chosen to emphasize the same past.
Those labeled as “fundamentalists” have often viewed the early Islamic community
associated with Medina, Mecca, and Muhammad as a model for Islamic renewal in
the present. Others, often known as Islamic modernizers, have looked to the somewhat later achievements of Islamic science and scholarship as a foundation for a more
open engagement with the West and the modern world.
The history of Islam also reveals to us a world of great diversity and debate.
Sharp religious differences between Sunni and Shia understandings of the faith; differences in emphasis between advocates of the sharia and of Sufi spirituality; political
conflicts among various groups and regions within the larger Islamic world; different postures toward women in Arab lands and in West Africa—all of this and more
divided the umma and divide it still. Recalling that diversity is a useful reminder
for any who would tag all Muslims with a single label.
A further dimension of that diversity lies in the many cultural encounters that the
spread of Islam has spawned. Sometimes great conflict and violence have accompanied
those encounters as in the Crusades and in Turkic invasions of India and Anatolia.
At other times and places, Muslims and non-Muslims have lived together in relative
tranquillity and tolerance—in Spain, in West Africa, in India, and in the Ottoman
Empire. Some commentaries on the current interaction of Islam and the West seem
to assume an eternal hostility or an inevitable clash of civilizations.The record of the
past, however, shows considerable variation in the interaction of Muslims and others. While the past certainly shapes and conditions what happens next, the future,
as always, remains open.Within limits, we can choose the history on which we seek
to build.
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Second Thoughts
What’s the Significance?
Quran
umma
Pillars of Islam
hijra
sharia
jizya

ulama
Umayyad caliphate
Abbasid caliphate
al-Ghazali
Sikhism
Anatolia

Ibn Battuta
Timbuktu
al-Andalus
madrassas
House of Wisdom
Ibn Sina

To assess your mastery of the
material in this chapter, visit
the Student Center at
bedfordstmartins.com/strayer.

Big Picture Questions
1. What distinguished the first centuries of Islamic history from the early history of Christianity
and Buddhism? What similarities and differences characterized their religious outlooks?
2. How might you account for the immense religious and political/military success of Islam in
its early centuries?
3. In what ways might Islamic civilization be described as cosmopolitan, international, or
global?
4. “Islam was simultaneously both a single world of shared meaning and interaction and a
series of separate and distinct communities, often in conflict with one another.” What
evidence could you provide to support both sides of this argument?
5. What changes did Islamic expansion generate in those societies that encountered it, and
how was Islam itself transformed by those encounters?

Next Steps: For Further Study
Reza Aslan, No God but God (2005). A well-written and popular history of Islam by an Iranian
immigrant to the United States.
Richard Bulliet, Conversion to Islam in the Medieval Period (1979). A scholarly study of the
meaning and process of conversion in the early history of Islam and in several distinct places.
Richard Eaton, Islamic History as Global History (1990). A short account by a major scholar that
examines Islam in a global framework.
John Esposito, ed., The Oxford History of Islam (1999). Up-to-date essays on various periods and
themes in Islamic history. Beautifully illustrated.
Francis Robinson, ed., Cambridge Illustrated History of the Islamic World (1996). A series of
essays by major scholars, with lovely pictures and maps.
Judith Tucker, Gender and Islamic History (1994). A brief overview of the changing lives of Islamic
women.
“The Travels of Ibn Battuta: A Virtual Tour with the Fourteenth Century Traveler,”
http://www.sfusd.k12.ca.us/schwww/sch618/Ibn_Battuta/Battuta’s_Trip_Twelve.html. A
beautifully illustrated journey across the Islamic world in the early 1300s.

For Web sites and additional
documents related to this
chapter, see Make History at
bedfordstmartins.com/strayer.

