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“There were tens of thousands of pilgrims, from all over the world.
They were of all colors, from blue-eyed blondes to black-skinned
Africans. But we were all participating in the same ritual, displaying a spirit of unity and brotherhood that my experiences in America
had led me to believe never could exist between the white and nonwhite. . . . I have never before seen sincere and true brotherhood
practiced by all colors together, irrespective of their color.”1 So said
Malcolm X, the American black radical leader and convert to Islam,
following his participation in 1964 in the hajj, or pilgrimage, to
Mecca.That experience persuaded him to abandon his earlier commitment to militant black separatism, for he was now convinced that
racial barriers could indeed be overcome within the context of Islam.
As the twenty-first century dawned, Islam had acquired a noticeable presence in the United States, with more than 1,200 mosques
and an estimated 8 million Muslims, of whom some 2 million were
African Americans. Here was but one sign of the growing international influence of the Islamic world. Independence from colonial
rule, the Iranian Revolution of 1979, repeated wars between Israel
and its Arab neighbors, the rising price of oil—all of this focused
global attention on the Islamic world in the second half of the twentieth century. Osama bin Laden and the September 11, 2001, attacks
on the United States, U.S. military action in Afghanistan and Iraq, and
the increasing assertiveness of Muslims in Europe likewise signaled
the growing role of Islam in world affairs in the first decade of the
new millennium.

The Hajj: The pilgrimage to Mecca, known as the hajj, has long been a central religious ritual in Islamic practice. It
also embodies the cosmopolitan character of Islam as pilgrims from all over the vast Islamic realm assemble in the
city where the faith was born. This painting shows a group of joyful pilgrims, led by a band, on their way to Mecca.
(Bibliothèque nationale de France)
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PROMINE NCE ON THE WORLD STAGE, OF COURSE, was nothing new for Muslim
societies. For a thousand years (roughly 600–1600), peoples claiming allegiance to Islam
represented a highly successful, prosperous, and expansive civilization, encompassing
parts of Africa, Europe, the Middle East, and Asia.While Chinese culture and Buddhism
provided the cultural anchor for East Asia during the postclassical millennium and
Christianity did the same for western Eurasia, the realm of Islam touched on both of
them and decisively shaped the history of the entire Afro-Eurasian world.
The significance of a burgeoning Islamic world was enormous. It thrust the previously marginal and largely nomadic Arabs into a central role in world history, for it
was among them and in their language that the newest of the world’s major religions
was born. The sudden emergence and rapid spread of that religion in the seventh
century C.E. was accompanied by the creation of a huge empire that stretched from
Spain to India. Both within that empire and beyond it, a new and innovative civilization took shape, drawing on Arab, Persian,Turkish, Greco-Roman, South Asian, and
African cultures. It was clearly the largest and most influential of the new third-wave
civilizations. Finally, the broad reach of Islam generated many of the great cultural
encounters of this age of accelerating connections, as Islamic civilization challenged and
provoked Christendom, penetrated and was transformed by African cultures, and also
took root in India, Central Asia, and Southeast Asia.The spread of Islam continued in
the modern era so that by the beginning of the twenty-first century, perhaps 1.2 billion
people, or 22 percent of the world’s population, identified as Muslims. It was second
only to Christianity as the world’s most widely practiced religion, and it extended
far beyond the Arab lands where it had originated.

The Birth of a New Religion
Most of the major religious or cultural traditions of the classical era had emerged
from the core of established civilizations—Confucianism and Daoism from China,
Hinduism and Buddhism from India, Greek philosophy from the Mediterranean
world, and Zoroastrianism from Persia. Christianity and Islam, by contrast, emerged
more from the margins of Mediterranean and Middle Eastern civilizations.The former, of course, appeared among a small Middle Eastern people, the Jews, in a remote
province of the Roman Empire, while Islam took hold in the cities and deserts of
the Arabian Peninsula.

The Homeland of Islam
■ Description
In what ways did the
early history of Islam
reflect its Arabian
origins?

The central region of the Arabian Peninsula had long been inhabited by nomadic
Arabs, known as Bedouins, who herded their sheep and camels in seasonal migrations.
These peoples lived in fiercely independent clans and tribes, which often engaged
in bitter blood feuds with one another. They recognized a variety of gods, ancestors, and nature spirits; valued personal bravery, group loyalty, and hospitality; and
greatly treasured their highly expressive oral poetry. But there was more to Arabia
than camel-herding nomads. Scattered oases, the highlands of Yemen, and interior
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the annual pilgrimage season. By the sixth century C.E., Mecca was home to Arabia at the Time of Muhammad
people from various tribes and clans as well as an assortment of individual
outlaws, exiles, refugees, and foreign merchants, but much of its growing wealth was
concentrated in the hands of a few ruling Quraysh families.
Furthermore, Arabia was located on the periphery of two established and rival
civilizations of that time—the Byzantine Empire, heir to the Roman world, and the
Sassanid Empire, heir to the imperial traditions of old Persia.This location, coupled
with long-distance trade, ensured some familiarity with the larger world, particularly
in the cities and settled farming regions of the peninsula. Many Jews and Christians as
well as some Zoroastrians lived among the Arabs, and their monotheistic ideas became
widely known. By the time of Muhammad, most of the settled Arabs had acknowledged the preeminent position of Allah, the supreme god of the Arab pantheon,
although they usually found the lesser gods, including the three daughters of Allah,
far more accessible. Moreover, they increasingly identified Allah with Yahweh, the
Jewish High God, and regarded themselves too as “children of Abraham.”A few Arabs
were beginning to explore the possibility that Allah/Yahweh was the only God and
that the many others, residing in the Kaaba and in shrines across the peninsula, were
nothing more than “helpless and harmless idols.”2
To an outside observer around 600, it might well have seemed that Arabs were
moving toward Judaism religiously or that Christianity, the most rapidly growing religion in western Asia, would encompass Arabia as well. Any such expectations, however, were thoroughly confounded by the dramatic events of the seventh century.
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The Messenger and the Message
The catalyst for those events and for the birth of this new religion was a single individual, Muhammad Ibn Abdullah (570–632 C.E.), who was born in Mecca to a
Quraysh family. As a young boy, Muhammad lost his parents, came under the care
of an uncle, and worked as a shepherd to pay his keep. Later he became a trader and
traveled as far north as Syria.At the age of twenty-five, he married a wealthy widow,
Khadija, herself a prosperous merchant, with whom he fathered six children.A highly

■ Comparison
How does the core
message of Islam
compare with that of
Judaism and Christianity?
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Key Moments in the Early History of Islam
Birth of Muhammad

570

Beginning of Muhammad’s revelations

610

Hijra (the emigration from Mecca to Medina)

622

Muhammad returns to Mecca in triumph

630

Death of Muhammad

632

Rightly Guided Caliphs

632–661

Arab victories against Byzantine and Persian forces

636–637

Conquest of Egypt

640

Compilation of the Quran

650s

Umayyad caliphate

661–750

Conquest of Spain

711–718

Abbasid caliphate

750–1258

Battle of Talas River

751

reflective man deeply troubled by the religious corruption and social inequalities of
Mecca, he often undertook periods of withdrawal and meditation in the arid mountains outside the city.There, like the Buddha and Jesus, Muhammad had a powerful,
overwhelming religious experience that left him convinced, albeit reluctantly, that
he was Allah’s messenger to the Arabs, commissioned to bring to them a scripture in
their own language.
According to Muslim tradition, the revelations began in 610 and continued periodically over the next twenty-two years.Those revelations, recorded in the Quran,
became the sacred scriptures of Islam, which to this day Muslims everywhere regard
as the very words of God and the core of their faith. Intended to be recited rather than
simply read for information, the Quran, Muslims claim, when heard in its original
Arabic, conveys nothing less than the very presence of the divine. Its unmatched poetic
beauty, miraculous to Muslims, convinced many that it was indeed a revelation from
God. One of the earliest converts testified to its power: “When I heard the Quran, my
heart was softened and I wept and Islam entered into me.”3 (See Document 11.1,
pp. 502–04 for selections from the Quran.)
In its Arabian setting, the Quran’s message, delivered through Muhammad, was
revolutionary. Religiously, it was radically monotheistic, presenting Allah as the only
God, the all-powerful Creator, good, just, and merciful. It rejected as utterly false and
useless the many gods housed in the Kaaba and scorned the Christian notion of the
Trinity. Allah was the “Lord sustainer of the worlds, the Compassionate, the Caring,
master of the day of reckoning.”4 Here was an exalted conception of the Deity that
drew heavily on traditions of Jewish and Christian monotheism.As “the Messenger of
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God,” Muhammad presented himself in
the line of earlier prophets—Abraham,
Moses, Jesus, and many others. He was
the last,“the seal of the prophets,” bearing God’s final revelation to humankind.
It was not so much a call to a new faith
as an invitation to return to the old and
pure religion of Abraham from which
Arabs, Jews, and Christians alike had
deviated.
Submission to Allah (“Muslim”
means “one who submits”) was the primary obligation of believers and the
means of achieving a place in paradise
after death. According to the Quran, however, submission was not merely an individual or spiritual act, for it involved the creation of a whole new society. Over and
again, the Quran denounced the prevailing social practices of an increasingly prosperous Mecca: the hoarding of wealth, the exploitation of the poor, the charging of
high rates of interest on loans, corrupt business deals, the abuse of women, and the
neglect of the widows and orphans. Like the Jewish prophets of the Old Testament,
the Quran demanded social justice and laid out a prescription for its implementation. It sought a return to the older values of Arab tribal life—solidarity, equality,
concern for the poor—which had been undermined, particularly in Mecca, by
growing wealth and commercialism.
The message of the Quran challenged not only the ancient polytheism of Arab
religion and the social injustices of Mecca but also the entire tribal and clan structure of Arab society, which was so prone to war, feuding, and violence.The just and
moral society of Islam was the umma, the community of all believers, replacing tribal,
ethnic, or racial identities. Such a society would be a “witness over the nations,” for
according to the Quran,“You are the best community evolved for mankind, enjoining what is right and forbidding what is wrong.”5 In this community, women too had
an honored and spiritually equal place.“The believers, men and women, are protectors of one another,” declared the Quran.6 The umma, then, was to be a new and just
community, bound by a common belief, rather than by territory, language, or tribe.
The core message of the Quran—surrendering to the divine—was effectively
summarized as a set of five requirements for believers, known as the Pillars of Islam.
The first pillar expressed the heart of the Islamic message:“There is no god but Allah,
and Muhammad is the messenger of God.”The second pillar was prayer, to be performed five times a day while facing in the direction of Mecca.The accompanying
rituals, including cleansing, bowing, kneeling, and prostration, expressed believers’
submission to Allah and provided a frequent reminder, amid the busyness of daily life,
that they were living in the presence of the divine.The third pillar, almsgiving, reflected
the Quran’s repeated demands for social justice by requiring believers to give generously to support the poor and needy of the community.The fourth pillar established
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Muslims, Jews, and
Christians
The close relationship of
three Middle Eastern
monotheistic traditions is
illustrated in this fifteenthcentury Persian painting,
which portrays Muhammad
leading Moses, Abraham,
and Jesus in prayer. The fire
surrounding the prophet’s
head represents his religious fervor. The painting
reflects the Islamic belief
that the revelations granted
to Muhammad built upon
and completed those given
earlier to Jews and Christians.
(Bibliothèque nationale de
France)
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a month of fasting during Ramadan, which meant abstaining from food, drink, and
sexual relations from the first light of dawn to sundown. It provided an occasion for
self-purification and a reminder of the needs of the hungry.The fifth pillar encouraged a pilgrimage to Mecca, known as the hajj, where believers from all over the
Islamic world assembled once a year and put on identical simple white clothing as
they performed together rituals reminding them of key events in Islamic history. For
at least the few days of the hajj, the many worlds of Islam must surely have seemed
a single realm.
A further requirement for believers, sometimes called the sixth pillar, was
“struggle,” or jihad in Arabic. Its more general meaning, which Muhammad referred
to as the “greater jihad,” was an interior personal effort of each Muslim against
greed and selfishness, a spiritual striving toward living a God-conscious life. In its
“lesser” form, the “jihad of the sword,” the Quran authorized armed struggle against
the forces of unbelief and evil as a means of establishing Muslim rule and of defending the umma from the threats of infidel aggressors. The understanding and use of
the jihad concept has varied widely over the many centuries of Islamic history and
remains a matter of controversy among Muslims in the twenty-first century.

The Transformation of Arabia
■ Change
In what ways was the rise
of Islam revolutionary,
both in theory and in
practice?

As the revelations granted to Muhammad became known in Mecca, they attracted
a small following of some close relatives, a few prominent Meccan leaders, and an
assortment of lower-class dependents, freed slaves, and members of poorer clans.Those
teachings also soon attracted the vociferous opposition of Mecca’s elite families, particularly those of Muhammad’s own tribe, the Quraysh. Muhammad’s claim to be a
“messenger of Allah,” his unyielding monotheism, his call for social reform, his condemnation of Mecca’s business practices, and his apparent disloyalty to his own tribe
enraged the wealthy and ruling families of Mecca. So great had this opposition
become that in 622 Muhammad and his small band of followers emigrated to the more
welcoming town of Yathrib, soon to be called Medina, the city of the Prophet.This
agricultural settlement of mixed Arab and Jewish population had invited Muhammad
to serve as an arbitrator of their intractable conflicts.The emigration to Yathrib, known
in Arabic as the hijra, was a momentous turning point in the early history of Islam
and thereafter marked the beginning of a new Islamic calendar.
The Islamic community, or umma, that took shape in Medina was a kind of
“supertribe,” but very different from the traditional tribes of Arab society. Membership was a matter of belief rather than birth, allowing the community to expand
rapidly. Furthermore, all authority, both political and religious, was concentrated in
the hands of Muhammad, who proceeded to introduce radical changes. Usury was
outlawed, tax-free marketplaces were established, and a mandatory payment to support the poor was imposed.
In Medina, Muhammad not only began to create a new society but also declared
Islam’s independence from its earlier affiliation with Judaism. In the early years, he
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had anticipated a warm response from Jews and Christians, based on a common monotheism and prophetic tradition, and had directed his followers to pray facing Jerusalem.
But when some Jewish groups allied with his enemies, Muhammad acted harshly to
suppress them, exiling some and enslaving or killing others.This was not, however, a
general suppression of Jews, since others among them remained loyal to Muhammad’s
new state. But the prophet now redirected Muslims’ prayer toward Mecca, essentially
declaring Islam an Arab religion, though one with a universal message.
From its base in Medina, the Islamic community rapidly extended its reach
throughout Arabia. Early military successes against Muhammad’s Meccan opponents
convinced other Arab tribes that the Muslims and their God were on the rise, and
they sought to negotiate alliances with the new power. Growing numbers, though
not all, converted.The religious appeal of the new faith, its promise of material gain,
the end of incessant warfare among feuding tribes, periodic military actions skillfully
led by Muhammad, and the Prophet’s willingness to enter into marriage alliances with
leading tribes—all of this contributed to the consolidation of Islamic control throughout Arabia. In 630, Muhammad triumphantly and peacefully entered Mecca itself,
purging the Kaaba of its idols and declaring it a shrine to the one God, Allah. By
the time Muhammad died in 632, most of Arabia had come under the control of
this new Islamic state, and many had embraced the new faith.
Thus the birth of Islam differed sharply from that of Christianity. Jesus’ teaching about “giving to Caesar what is Caesar’s and to God what is God’s” reflected
the minority and subordinate status of the Jews within the Roman Empire. Early
Christians found themselves periodically persecuted by Roman authorities for more
than three centuries, requiring them to work out some means of dealing with an
often hostile state.The answer lay in the development of a separate church hierarchy and the concept of two coexisting authorities, one religious and one political,
an arrangement that persisted even after the state became Christian.
The young Islamic community, by contrast, found itself constituted as a state,
and soon a huge empire, at the very beginning of its history. Muhammad was not
only a religious figure but also, unlike Jesus or the Buddha, a political and military
leader able to implement his vision of an ideal Islamic society. Nor did Islam give
rise to a separate religious organization, although tension between religious and political goals frequently generated conflict. No professional clergy mediating between
God and humankind emerged within Islam.Teachers, religious scholars, prayer leaders, and judges within an Islamic legal system did not have the religious role that
priests held within Christianity. No distinction between religious law and civil law,
so important in the Christian world, existed within the realm of Islam. One law,
known as the sharia, regulated every aspect of life.The sharia (literally, a path to water,
which is the source of life) evolved over the several centuries following the birth
of this new religion and found expression in a number of separate schools of Islamic
legal practice.
In little more than twenty years (610–632), a profound transformation had
occurred in the Arabian Peninsula.A new religion had been born, though one that
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had roots in earlier Jewish, Christian, and Zoroastrian traditions. A new and vigorous state had emerged, bringing peace to the warring tribes of Arabia.Within that
state, a distinctive society had begun to take shape, one that served ever after as a
model for Islamic communities everywhere. In his farewell sermon, Muhammad
described the outlines of this community:
All mankind is from Adam and Eve, an Arab has no superiority over a non-Arab
nor a non-Arab has any superiority over an Arab; also a white has no superiority over a black nor a black has any superiority over a white—except by piety
and good action. Learn that every Muslim is a brother to every Muslim and that
the Muslims constitute one brotherhood.7

The Making of an Arab Empire
It did not take long for the immense transformations occurring in Arabia to have an
impact beyond the peninsula. In the centuries that followed, the energies born of
those vast changes profoundly transformed much of the Afro-Eurasian world.The
new Arab state became a huge empire, encompassing all or part of Egyptian, Roman/
Byzantine, Persian, Mesopotamian, and Indian civilizations.The Islamic faith spread
widely within and outside that empire. So too did the culture and language of Arabia,
as many Arabs migrated far beyond their original homeland and many others found it
advantageous to learn Arabic. From the mixing and blending of these many peoples
emerged the new and distinctive third-wave civilization of Islam, bound by the ties
of a common faith but divided by differences of culture, class, politics, gender, and
religious understanding.These enormously consequential processes—the making of
a new religion, a new empire, and a new civilization—were central to world history during the postclassical millennium.

War and Conquest
■ Change
Why were Arabs able to
construct such a huge
empire so quickly?

Within a few years of Muhammad’s death in 632, Arab armies engaged the
Byzantine and Persian Sassanid empires, the great powers of the region. It was the
beginning of a process that rapidly gave rise to an Islamic/Arab empire that
stretched from Spain to India, penetrating both Europe and China and governing
most of the lands between them (see Map 11.1). In creating that empire,Arabs were
continuing a long pattern of tribal raids into surrounding civilizations, but now the
Arabs were newly organized in a state of their own with a central command able
to mobilize the military potential of the entire Arab population.The Byzantine and
Persian empires, weakened by decades of war with each other and by internal
revolts, continued to view the Arabs as a mere nuisance rather than a serious threat.
But the Sassanid Empire was defeated by Arab forces during the 650s, while
Byzantium soon lost the southern half of its territories. Beyond these victories,
Arab forces, operating on both land and sea, swept westward across North Africa,
conquered Spain in the early 700s, and attacked southern France.To the east, Arab
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Map 11.1 The Arab Empire and the Initial Expansion of Islam, 622–900 C.E.
Far more so than with Buddhism or Christianity, the initial spread of Islam was both rapid and extensive.
And unlike the other two world religions, Islam gave rise to a huge empire, ruled by Muslim Arabs, which
encompassed many of the older civilizations of the region.

forces reached the Indus River and seized some of the major oases towns of Central
Asia. In 751,Arab armies inflicted a crushing defeat on Chinese forces in the Battle
of Talas River, which had lasting consequences for the cultural evolution of Asia,
for it checked the further expansion of China to the west and made possible the
conversion to Islam of Central Asia’s Turkic-speaking people.
The motives driving the creation of the Arab Empire were in many ways similar to those of other empires.The merchant leaders of the new Islamic community
wanted to capture profitable trade routes and wealthy agricultural regions. Individual
Arabs found in military expansion a route to wealth and social promotion.The need
to harness the immense energies of the Arabian transformation was also important.
The fragile unity of the umma threatened to come apart after Muhammad’s death,
and external expansion provided a common task for the community.
Also apparent in the making of the Arab Empire was a distinctly religious dimension.To the Arabs themselves, the only possible explanation for their amazing, indeed
miraculous, success was that “God gave us the victory over them, allowing us to take
their countries and to settle in their lands, their homes, and their property, we having
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no strength or force other than the truth.”8 Many viewed the mission of empire in
terms of jihad, bringing righteous government to the peoples they conquered, but
this did not mean imposing Islam on individuals at the point of a sword. Initially,
Arabs regarded Islam as a revelation uniquely their own and discouraged conversion.
By the middle of the eighth century, however, they had come to view it as a universal religion actively seeking converts, but even then they recognized Jews, Christians,
and Zoroastrians as “people of the book,” giving them the status of dhimmis (protected
subjects). Such people were permitted to freely practice their own religion, so long
as they paid a special tax known as the jizya.Theoretically the tax was a substitute for
military service, supposedly forbidden to non-Muslims. In practice, many dhimmis
served in the highest offices within Muslim kingdoms and in their armies as well.
In other ways too, the Arab rulers of an expanding empire sought to limit the
disruptive impact of conquest.To prevent indiscriminate destruction and exploitation of conquered peoples, occupying Arab armies were restricted to garrison towns,
segregated from the native population. Local elites and bureaucratic structures were
incorporated into the new Arab Empire. Nonetheless, the empire worked many
changes on its subjects, the most enduring of which was the mass conversion of
Middle Eastern peoples to Islam.

Conversion to Islam
■ Explanation
What accounts for the
widespread conversion to
Islam?

For some people, no doubt, converting to Islam was or subsequently became a matter of profound spiritual or psychological transformation, but far more often, at least
initially, it was “social conversion,” defined as “movement from one religiously defined
social community to another.”9 It happened at various rates and in different ways,
but in the four centuries or so after the death of Muhammad, millions of individuals
and many whole societies within the Arab Empire found their cultural identity bound
up with a belief in Allah and the message of his prophet.They had become Muslims.
How had this immense cultural change occurred?
In some ways, perhaps, the change was not so dramatic, as major elements of
Islam—monotheism; ritual prayer and cleansing ceremonies; fasting; divine revelation; the ideas of heaven, hell, and final judgment—were quite familiar to Jews,
Christians, and Zoroastrians. Furthermore, Islam was from the beginning associated
with the sponsorship of a powerful state, quite unlike the experience of early
Buddhism or Christianity. Conquest called into question the power of old gods, while
the growing prestige of the Arab Empire attracted many to Allah. Although deliberately forced conversion was rare, living in an Islamic-governed state provided a
variety of incentives for claiming Muslim identity.10 Slaves and prisoners of war were
among the early converts, particularly in Persia. Converts could also avoid the jizya,
the tax imposed on non-Muslims. In Islam, merchants found a religion friendly to
commerce, and in the Arab Empire they enjoyed a huge and secure arena for trade.
People aspiring to official positions found conversion to Islam an aid to social
mobility.
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Conversion was not an automatic or easy process.Vigorous resistance delayed
conversion for centuries among the Berbers of North Africa; a small group of zealous Spanish Christians in the ninth century provoked their own martyrdom by
publicly insulting the Prophet; and some Persian Zoroastrians fled to avoid Muslim
rule. More generally, though, a remarkable and lasting religious transformation
occurred throughout the Arab Empire. In Persia, for example, between 750 and
900, about 80 percent of the population had made the transition to a Muslim religious identity, while retaining their own ancient language.11 In places where largescale Arab migration had occurred, such as Egypt, North Africa, and Iraq, Arabic
culture and language, as well as the religion of Islam, took hold. Such areas are today
both Muslim and Arab, while Iran, Turkey, and Pakistan, for example, have
“Islamized” without “Arabizing.”

Divisions and Controversies
The ideal of a unified Muslim community, so important to Muhammad, proved
difficult to realize as conquest and conversion vastly enlarged the Islamic umma. A
central problem was that of leadership and authority in the absence of Muhammad’s
towering presence.Who should hold the role of caliph, the successor to Muhammad
as the political leader of the umma, the protector and defender of the faith? That
issue crystallized a variety of emerging conflicts within the Islamic world—between
early and later converts, among various Arab tribes and factions, between Arabs
and non-Arabs, between privileged and wealthy rulers and their far less fortunate
subjects. Many of these political and social conflicts found expression in religious
terms as various understandings of the Quran and of Muhammad’s life and teachings took shape within the growing Islamic community.
The first four caliphs, known among most Muslims as the Rightly Guided
Caliphs (632–661), were close “companions of the Prophet,” selected by the Muslim
elders of Medina. Division surfaced almost immediately as a series of Arab tribal
rebellions and new “prophets” persuaded the first caliph,Abu Bakr, to suppress them
forcibly. The third and fourth caliphs, Uthman and Ali, were both assassinated, and
by 656, less than twenty-five years after Muhammad’s death, civil war pitted Muslim
against Muslim.
Out of that conflict emerged one of the deepest and most enduring rifts within
the Islamic world. On one side were the Sunni Muslims, who held that the caliphs
were rightful political and military leaders, selected by the Islamic community. On
the other side of this sharp divide was the Shia (an Arabic word meaning “party” or
“faction”) branch of Islam. Its adherents felt strongly that leadership in the Islamic
world should derive from the line of Ali and his son Husayn, blood relatives of
Muhammad, both of whom died at the hands of their political or religious enemies.
In the beginning, therefore, this divide was simply a political conflict without
serious theological or religious meaning, but over time the Sunni/Shia split acquired
deeper significance. For Sunni Muslims, religious authority in general emerged

■ Comparison
What is the difference
between Sunni and Shia
Islam?
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The Kaaba
Located in Mecca, this stone
structure covered with a
black cloth and known as
the Kaaba was originally
home to the numerous
deities of pre-Islamic Arabia.
Cleansed by Muhammad, it
became the sacred shrine of
Islam and the destination of
countless pilgrims undertaking the hajj. Part of that ritual involves circling the
Kaaba seven times, as
shown here in a photograph
from 2004. (Dan Mohiuddin,
photographer)

from the larger community, particularly
from the religious scholars known as
ulama. Shia Muslims, on the other hand,
invested their leaders, known as imams,
with a religious authority that the caliphs
lacked, allowing them to infallibly interpret divine revelation and law. For much
of early Islamic history, Shia Muslims
saw themselves as the minority opposition within Islam.They felt that history
had taken a wrong turn and that they
were “the defenders of the oppressed, the
critics and opponents of privilege and
power,” while the Sunnis were the advocates of the established order.12 Various
armed revolts by Shias over the centuries, most of which failed, led to a distinctive conception of martyrdom and to the expectation that their defeated leaders
were merely in hiding and not really dead and that they would return in the fullness of time.Thus a messianic element entered Shia Islam.The Sunni/Shia schism
was a lasting division in the Islamic world, reflected in conflicts among various Islamic
states, and was exacerbated by further splits among the Shia.Those divisions echo still
in the twenty-first century.
As the Arab Empire grew, its caliphs were transformed from modest Arab chiefs
into absolute monarchs of the Byzantine or Persian variety, complete with elaborate
court rituals, a complex bureaucracy, a standing army, and centralized systems of
taxation and coinage.They were also subject to the dynastic rivalries and succession
disputes common to other empires.The first dynasty, following the era of the Rightly
Guided Caliphs, came from the Umayyad family (ruled 661–750). Under its rule,
the Arab Empire expanded greatly, caliphs became hereditary rulers, and the capital
moved from Medina to the cosmopolitan Roman/Byzantine city of Damascus in
Syria. Its ruling class was an Arab military aristocracy, drawn from various tribes. But
Umayyad rule provoked growing criticism and unrest.The Shia viewed the Umayyad
caliphs as illegitimate usurpers, and non-Arab Muslims resented their second-class
citizenship in the empire. Many Arabs protested the luxurious living and impiety
of their rulers.The Umayyads, they charged,“made God’s servants slaves, God’s property something to be taken by turns among the rich, and God’s religion a cause of
corruption.”13
Such grievances lay behind the overthrow of the Umayyads in 750 and their
replacement by a new Arab dynasty, the Abbasids. With a splendid new capital in
Baghdad, the Abbasid caliphs presided over a flourishing and prosperous Islamic
civilization in which non-Arabs, especially Persians, now played a prominent role.
Persian influence was reflected in a new title for the caliph,“the shadow of God on
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earth.” Persian became the language of elite culture in the eastern Islamic lands; Persian
poetry, painting, architecture, and court rituals were widely imitated. (See Visual
Sources: Islamic Civilization in Persian Miniature Paintings, pp. 512–19, for examples
of Persian miniature painting.) But the political unity of the Abbasid Empire did not
last long. Beginning in the mid-ninth century, many local governors or military commanders effectively asserted the autonomy of their regions, while still giving formal
allegiance to the caliph in Baghdad. Long before Mongol conquest put an official
end to the Abbasid Empire in 1258, the Islamic world had fractured politically into
a series of “sultanates,” many ruled by Persian or Turkish military dynasties.
A further tension within the world of Islam, though seldom a violent conflict,
lay in different answers to the central question:What does it mean to be a Muslim,
to submit wholly to Allah? That question took on added urgency as the expanding
Arab Empire incorporated various peoples and cultures that had been unknown
during Muhammad’s lifetime. One answer lay in the development of the sharia (see
Document 11.3, pp. 506–09), the body of Islamic law developed by religious scholars,
the ulama, primarily in the eighth and ninth centuries.
Based on the Quran, the life and teachings of Muhammad, deductive reasoning, and the consensus of scholars, the emerging sharia addressed in great detail
practically every aspect of religious and social life. It was a blueprint for an authentic Islamic society, providing detailed guidance for prayer and ritual cleansing; marriage, divorce, and inheritance; business and commercial relationships; the treatment
of slaves; political life; and much more. Debates among the ulama led to the creation
of four schools of law among Sunni Muslims and still others in the lands of Shia
Islam.To the ulama and their followers, living as a Muslim meant following the sharia
and thus participating in the creation of an Islamic society.
A second and quite different understanding of the faith emerged among those
who saw the worldly success of Islamic civilization as a distraction and deviation from
the purer spirituality of Muhammad’s time. Known as Sufis, they represented Islam’s
mystical dimension, in that they sought a direct and personal experience of the
divine.Through renunciation of the material world, meditation on the words of the
Quran, chanting the names of God, the use of music and dance, the veneration of
Muhammad and various “saints,” Sufis pursued the taming of the ego and spiritual
union with Allah.To describe that inexpressible experience, they often resorted to
metaphors of drunkenness or the embrace of lovers. “Stain your prayer rug with
wine,” urged the famous Sufi poet Hafiz, referring to the intoxication of the believer
with the divine presence. Rabia, an eighth-century woman and Sufi master, conveyed something of the fervor of early Sufi devotion in her famous prayer:
O my Lord, if I worship Thee from fear of Hell, burn me in Hell; and if I worship Thee from hope of Paradise, exclude me thence; but if I worship Thee for
Thine own sake, then withhold not from me Thine Eternal Beauty.14

(See Document 11.4, pp. 509–10, for another expression of Sufi religious sensibility
from the thirteenth-century poet Rumi.)

485

■ Comparison
In what ways were Sufi
Muslims critical of
mainstream Islam?

486

part 3 / an age of accelerating connections, 500–1500

This mystical tendency in Islamic practice, which became widely popular by the
ninth and tenth centuries, was sharply critical of the more scholarly and legalistic
practitioners of the sharia.To Sufis, establishment teachings about the law and correct behavior, while useful for daily living, did little to bring the believer into the
presence of God. For some, even the Quran had its limits.Why spend time reading
a love letter (the Quran), asked one Sufi master, when one might be in the very presence of the Beloved who wrote it?15 Furthermore, they felt that many of the ulama
had been compromised by their association with worldly and corrupt governments.
Sufis therefore often charted their own course to God, implicitly challenging the
religious authority of the ulama. For these orthodox religious scholars, Sufi ideas and
practice verged on heresy, as Sufis claimed to be one with God, to receive new revelations, or to incorporate religious practices from outside the Islamic world.
Despite their differences, the legalistic emphasis of the ulama and Sufi spirituality
never became irreconcilable versions of Islam. A major Islamic thinker, al-Ghazali
(1058–1111), himself both a legal scholar and a Sufi practitioner, in fact worked out
an intellectual accommodation among different strands of Islamic thought. Rational
philosophy alone could never enable believers to know Allah, he argued. Nor were
revelation and the law sufficient, for Muslims must know God in their hearts,
through direct personal encounter with Allah.Thus al-Ghazali incorporated Sufism
into mainstream Islamic thinking. Nonetheless, differences in emphasis remained an
element of tension and sometimes discord within the world of Islam.

Women and Men in Early Islam
■ Change
How did the rise of Islam
change the lives of
women?

What did the rise of Islam and the making of the Arab Empire mean for the daily
lives of women and their relationship with men? Virtually every aspect of this question has been and remains highly controversial.The debates begin with the Quran
itself. Did its teachings release women from earlier restrictions, or did they impose
new limitations? At the level of spiritual life, the Quran was quite clear and explicit:
men and women were equal.
Those who surrender themselves to Allah and accept the true faith; who are
devout, sincere, patient, humble, charitable, and chaste; who fast and are ever
mindful of Allah—on these, both men and women, Allah will bestow forgiveness and rich reward.16

But in social terms, and especially within marriage, the Quran, like the written texts
of almost all civilizations, viewed women as inferior and subordinate:
Men have authority over women because Allah has made the one superior to the
other, and because they spend their wealth to maintain them. Good women are
obedient.They guard their unseen parts because Allah has guarded them. As for
those from whom you fear disobedience, admonish them and send them to beds
apart and beat them.Then if they obey you, take no further action against them.17

