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Preface

The external history of a religious tradition often seems divorced from the raison d’être of faith. The spiritual quest is an interior journey; it is a psychic rather than a political drama. It is preoccupied with liturgy, doctrine, contemplative disciplines and an exploration of the heart, not with the clash of current events. Religions certainly have a life outside the soul. Their leaders have to contend with the state and affairs of the world, and often relish doing so. They fight with members of other faiths, who seem to challenge their claim to a monopoly of absolute truth; they also persecute their co-religionists for interpreting a tradition differently or for holding heterodox beliefs. Very often priests, rabbis, imams and shamans are just as consumed by worldly ambition as regular politicans. But all this is generally seen as an abuse of a sacred ideal. These power struggles are not what religion is really about, but an unworthy distraction from the life of the spirit, which is conducted far from the madding crowd, unseen, silent and unobtrusive. Indeed, in many faiths, monks and mystics lock themselves away from the world, since the clamour and strife of history is regarded as incompatible with a truly religious life.

In the Hindu tradition, history is dismissed as evanescent, unimportant and insubstantial. The philosophers of ancient Greece were concerned with the eternal laws underlying the flux of external events, which could be of no real interest to a serious thinker. In the gospels, Jesus often went out of his way to explain to his followers that his Kingdom was not of this world, but could only be found within the believer. The Kingdom would not arrive with a great political fanfare, but would develop as quietly and imperceptibly as a germinating mustard-seed. In the modern West, we have made a point of separating religion from politics; this secularization was originally seen by the philosophes of the Enlightenment as a means of liberating religion from the corruption of state affairs, and allowing it to become more truly itself.

But however spiritual their aspirations, religious people have to seek God or the sacred in this world. They often feel that they have a duty to bring their ideals to bear upon society. Even if they lock themselves away, they are inescapably men and women of their time and are affected by what goes on outside the monastery, although they do not fully realize this. Wars, plagues, famines, economic recession and the internal politics of their nation will intrude upon their cloistered existence and qualify their religious vision. Indeed, the tragedies of history often goad people into the spiritual quest, in order to find some ultimate meaning in what often seems to be a succession of random, arbitrary and dispiriting incidents. There is a symbiotic relationship between history and religion, therefore. It is, as the Buddha remarked, our perception that existence is awry that forces us to find an alternative which will prevent us from falling into despair.

Perhaps the central paradox of the religious life is that it seeks transcendence, a dimension of existence that goes beyond our mundane lives, but that human beings can only experience this transcendent reality in earthly, physical phenomena. People have sensed the divine in rocks, mountains, temple buildings, law codes, written texts, or in other men and women. We never experience transcendence directly: our ecstasy is always ‘earthed’, enshrined in something or someone here below. Religious people are trained to look beneath the unpromising surface to find the sacred within it. They have to use their creative imaginations. Jean-Paul Sartre defined the imagination as the ability to think of what is not present. Human beings are religious creatures because they are imaginative; they are so constituted that they are compelled to search for hidden meaning and to achieve an ecstasy that makes them feel fully alive. Each tradition encourages the faithful to focus their attention on an earthly symbol that is peculiarly its own, and to teach themselves to see the divine in it.

In Islam, Muslims have looked for God in history. Their sacred scripture, the Quran, gave them a historical mission. Their chief duty was to create a just community in which all members, even the most weak and vulnerable, were treated with absolute respect. The experience of building such a society and living in it would give them intimations of the divine, because they would be living in accordance with God’s will. A Muslim had to redeem history, and that meant that state affairs were not a distraction from spirituality but the stuff of religion itself. The political wellbeing of the Muslim community was a matter of supreme importance. Like any religious ideal, it was almost impossibly difficult to implement in the flawed and tragic conditions of history, but after each failure Muslims had to get up and begin again.

Muslims developed their own rituals, mysticism, philosophy, doctrines, sacred texts, laws and shrines like everybody else. But all these religious pursuits sprang directly from the Muslims’ frequently anguished contemplation of the political current affairs of Islamic society. If state institutions did not measure up to the Quranic ideal, if their political leaders were cruel or exploitative, or if their community was humiliated by apparently irreligious enemies, a Muslim could feel that his or her faith in life’s ultimate purpose and value was in jeopardy. Every effort had to be expended to put Islamic history back on track, or the whole religious enterprise would fail, and life would be drained of meaning. Politics was, therefore, what Christians would call a sacrament: it was the arena in which Muslims experienced God and which enabled the divine to function effectively in the world. Consequently, the historical trials and tribulations of the Muslim community – political assassinations, civil wars, invasions, and the rise and fall of the ruling dynasties – were not divorced from the interior religious quest, but were of the essence of the Islamic vision. A Muslim would meditate upon the current events of their time and upon past history as a Christian would contemplate an icon, using the creative imagination to discover the hidden divine kernel. An account of the external history of the Muslim people cannot, therefore, be of mere secondary interest, since one of the chief characteristics of Islam has been its sacralization of history.


Chronology



	610
	The Prophet Muhammad receives the first revelations of the Quran in Mecca and, two years later, begins to preach.



	616
	Relations between the Meccan establishment and Muhammad’s converts deteriorate; there is persecution and Muhammad’s position becomes increasingly untenable in Mecca.



	620
	Arabs from the settlement of Yathrib (later called Medina) make contact with Muhammad and invite him to lead their community.



	622
	The Prophet together with some seventy Muslim families make the hijrah, or migration, from Mecca to Medina and the Meccan establishment vows revenge. The hijrah marks the beginning of the Muslim era.



	624
	Muslims inflict a dramatic defeat on Mecca at the Battle of Badr.



	625
	Muslims suffer a severe defeat at the hands of the Meccan army at the Battle of Uhud, outside Medina.



	 
	The Jewish tribes of Qaynuqah and Nadir are expelled from Medina for collaborating with Mecca.



	627
	Muslims soundly defeat the Meccan army at the Battle of the Trench. This is followed by the massacre of the men of the Jewish tribe of Qurayzah, which had supported the Meccans against the Muslims.



	628
	Muhammad’s daring peace initiative results in the Treaty of Hudaybiyyah between Mecca and Medina. He is now seen as the most powerful man in Arabia and attracts many of the Arabian tribes into his confederacy.



	630
	The Meccans violate the Treaty of Hudaybiyyah. Muhammad marches on Mecca with a large army of Muslims and their tribal allies. Mecca recognizes its defeat and voluntarily opens the gates to Muhammad, who takes the city without bloodshed and without forcing anybody to convert to Islam.



	632
	Death of the Prophet Muhammad.



	 
	Abu Bakr is elected his khalifah (representative).



	632–4
	The caliphate of Abu Bakr and the wars of riddah against tribes who secede from the confederacy. Abu Bakr manages to subdue the revolt and unite all the tribes of Arabia.



	634–44
	The caliphate of Umar ibn al-Khattab.



	 
	The Muslim armies invade Iraq, Syria and Egypt.



	638
	The Muslims conquer Jerusalem, which becomes the third holiest city in the Islamic world after Mecca and Medina.



	641
	The Muslims control Syria, Palestine and Egypt; they have defeated the Persian Empire and, when manpower is available, will occupy its territories. The garrison towns of Kufah, Basrah and Fustat are built to house the Muslim troops, who live separately from the subject population.



	644
	Caliph Umar is assassinated by a Persian prisoner of war.



	 
	Uthman ibn Affan is elected the third caliph.



	644–50
	Muslims conquer Cyprus, Tripoli in North Africa and establish Muslim rule in Iran, Afghanistan and Sind.



	656
	Caliph Uthman is asassinated by malcontent Muslim soldiers, who acclaim Ali ibn Abi Talib as the new caliph, but not all accept Ali’s rule.



	656–60
	The first fitnah. Civil war ensues.



	656
	The Battle of the Camel. Aisha, the Prophet’s wife, Talhah and Zubayr lead a rebellion against Ali for not avenging Uthman’s murder. They are defeated by Ali’s partisans.



	 
	In Syria the opposition is led by Uthman’s kinsman, Muawiyyah ibn Abi Sufyan.



	657
	An attempt is made to arbitrate between the two sides at Siffin; when the arbitration goes against Ali, Muawiyyah deposes him and is proclaimed caliph in Jerusalem.



	 
	The Kharajites secede from Ali’s camp.



	661
	Ali is murdered by a Kharajite extremist.



	 
	Ali’s supporters acclaim his son Hasan as the next caliph, but Hasan comes to an agreement with Muawiyyah and retires to Medina.



	661–80
	The caliphate of Muawiyyah I. He founds the Umayyad dynasty, and moves his capital from Medina to Damascus.



	669
	The death of Hasan ibn Ali in Medina.



	680
	Yazid I becomes the second Umayyad caliph on the death of his father Muawiyyah.



	680–92
	The second fitnah. Another civil war ensues.



	680
	The Muslims of Kufah, who call themselves the Shiah i-Ali (the Partisans of Ali) acclaim Husain, the second son of Ali ibn Abi Talib, as caliph. Husain sets out from Medina to Kufah with a tiny army and is killed on the plain of Kerbala by Yazid’s troops.



	 
	Abdallah ibn al-Zubayr revolts against Yazid in Arabia.



	683
	Death of Yazid I.



	 
	Death of his infant son, Muawiyyah II.



	 
	Accession of Marwan I, the Umayyad claimant to the caliphate, who is supported by the Syrians.



	684
	Kharijite rebels against the Umayyads set up an independent state in central Arabia.



	 
	Kharajite uprisings in Iraq and Iran.



	 
	Shii uprising in Kufah.



	685–705
	Caliphate of Abd al-Malik, who manages to restore Umayyad rule.



	691
	Umayyad forces defeat the Kharijite and Shii rebels. The Dome of the Rock is completed in Jerusalem.



	692
	Umayyad forces defeat and kill Ibn al-Zubayr. As a result of the fitnah wars, a religious movement develops in Basrah, Medina and Kufah; various schools campaign for a more stringent application of the Quran in public and private life.



	705–15
	Caliphate of al-Walid.



	 
	Muslim armies continue the conquest of North Africa and establish a kingdom in Spain.



	717–20
	Caliphate of Umar II. The first caliph to encourage conversion to Islam. He tries to implement some of the ideals of the religious movement.



	720–24
	Caliphate of Yazid II, a dissolute ruler. There is widespread Shii and Kharijite discontent with Umayyad government.



	724–43
	Caliphate of Hisham I, a devout but more autocratic ruler, who also antagonizes the more pious Muslims.



	728
	Death of Hasan al-Basri, hadith scholar, religious reformer and ascetic.



	732
	The Battle of Poitiers. Charles Martel defeats a small raiding party of Spanish Muslims.



	 
	Abu Hanifah pioneers the study of fiqh.



	 
	Muhammad ibn Ishaq writes the first major biography of the Prophet Muhammad.



	743–4
	The Abbasid faction begin to muster support against the Umayyads in Iran, fighting under the banner of the Shiah.



	743
	Caliphate of Walid II.



	744–9
	Marwan II seizes the caliphate and tries to restore Umayyad supremacy against the insurgents. His Syrian forces suppress some of the Shii revolts, but:



	749
	The Abbasids conquer Kufah and overthrow the Umayyads.



	750–54
	Caliph Abu al-Abbas al-Saffah, the first Abbasid caliph, massacres all the members of the Umayyad family. A sign of an absolute monarchy that is new to Islam.



	755–75
	Caliphate of Abu Jafar al-Mansur. He murders prominent Shiis.



	756
	Spain secedes from the Abbasid caliphate, setting up an independent kingdom under the leadership of one of the Umayyad refugees.



	762
	The foundation of Baghdad, which becomes the new Abbasid capital.



	765
	The death of Jafar as-Sadiq, the Sixth Imam of the Shiah, who urges his Shii disciples to withdraw on principle from politics.



	769
	Death of Abu Hanifah, the founder of the first of the great schools of Islamic law.



	775–85
	Caliphate of al-Mahdi. He encourages the development of fiqh, acknowledges the piety of the religious movement, which gradually learns to coexist with the absolutism of the Abbasid dynasty.



	786–809
	Caliphate of Harun al-Rashid. The zenith of Abbasid power. A great cultural renaissance in Baghdad and other cities of the empire. Besides patronizing scholarship, science and the arts, the caliph also encourages the study of fiqh and the anthologization of ahadith which will enable the formation of a coherent body of Islamic law (Shariah).



	795
	Death of Malik ibn Anas, founder of the Maliki school of jurisprudence.



	801
	Death of Rabiah, the first great woman mystic.



	809–13
	Civil war between al-Mamun and al-Amin, the two sons of Harun al-Rashid. Al-Mamun defeats his brother.



	813–33
	Caliphate of al-Mamun.



	814–15
	A Shii rebellion in Basrah.



	 
	A Kharijite revolt in Khurasan.



	 
	An intellectual, a patron of arts and learning, the caliph inclines towards the rationalistic theology of the Mutazilah, who had hitherto been out of favour. The caliph tries to reduce tension by wooing some of the rival religious groups.



	817
	Al-Mamun appoints al-Rida, the Eighth Shii Imam, as his successor.



	818
	Al-Rida dies, possibly murdered.



	 
	A state-sponsored inquisition (mihnah) tries to enforce Mutazilah views over those of the more popular ahl al-hadith, who are imprisoned for their doctrines.



	833–42
	Caliphate of al-Mutasim. The caliph creates his own personal corps of Turkish slave soldiers and moves his capital to Samarra.



	842–7
	Caliphate of al-Wathiq.



	847–61
	Caliphate of al-Mutawakkil.



	848
	Ali al-Hadi, the Tenth Shii Imam, is imprisoned in the Askari fortress in Samarra.



	855
	Death of Ahmad ibn Hanbal, a hero of the ahl al-hadith, and the founder of the Hanbali school of jurisprudence.



	861–2
	Caliphate of al-Muntasir.



	862–6
	Caliphate of al-Mustain.



	866–9
	Caliphate of al-Mutazz.



	868
	Death of the Tenth Shii Imam. His son Hasan al-Askari continues to live as a prisoner in Samarra.



	869–70
	Caliphate of al-Muhtadi.



	870
	Death of Yaqub ibn Ishaq al-Kindi, the first of the Muslim Faylasufs.



	870–92
	Caliphate of al-Mutamid.



	874
	Hasan al-Askari, the Eleventh Shii Imam, dies in prison in Samarra. His son Abu al-Qasim Muhammad is said to have gone into hiding to save his life. He is known as the Hidden Imam.



	 
	Death of Abu Yazid al-Bistami, one of the earliest of the ‘drunken Sufi’ mystics.



	892–902
	Caliphate of al-Mutadid.



	902–8
	Caliphate of al-Muktafi.



	908–32
	Caliphate of al-Muqtadir.



	909
	Shii Fatimids seize power in Ifriqiyyah, Tunisia.



	910
	Death of Junayd of Baghdad, the first of the ‘sober Sufis’.



	922
	The execution for blasphemy of the ‘drunken Sufi’ Husain al-Mansur, known as al-Hallaj, the Wool-Carder.



	923
	Death in Baghdad of the historian Abu Jafar al-Tabari.



	932–4
	Caliphate of al-Qahir.



	934–40
	Caliphate of al-Radi.



	934
	The ‘Occultation’ of the Hidden Imam in a transcendent realm is announced.



	935
	Death of the philosopher Hasan al-Ashari.




From this point, the caliphs no longer wield temporal power but retain merely a symbolic authority. Real power now resides with the local rulers, who establish dynasties in various parts of the empire. Most of them acknowledge the suzerainty of the Abbasid caliphs. Many of these local rulers of the tenth century have Shii leanings.



	874–999
	The Samanids, a Sunni Iranian dynasty, rule in Khurasan, Rayy, Kirman, and Transoxania, with a capital at Bukhara. Samarkand is also an important cultural centre of a Persian literary renaissance. In the 990s the Samanids begin to lose power east of the Oxus to the Kharakhanid Turks, and in the west to the Ghaznavids.



	 
	The Spanish kingdom of al-Andalus



	912–61
	Rule of Caliph Abd al-Rahman III, an absolute ruler.



	969–1027
	Cordova a centre of learning.



	1010
	Central power weakens and petty emirates establish local rule.



	1064
	Death of Ibn Hazm, poet, vizier and theologian.



	1085
	Toledo falls to the Christian armies of the Reconquista.



	929–1003
	The Hamdanids, Arab tribesmen, rule Aleppo and Mosul. Court patronage of scholars, historians, poets and Faylasufs.



	950
	Death of Abu Nasr al-Farabi, Faylasuf and court musician at Aleppo.



	c.930–1030
	The Buyids. Twelver Shiis and mountain dwellers from Daylam in Iran, begin to seize power in western Iran during the 930s.



	945
	The Buyids seize power in Baghdad, south Iraq and Oman.



	 
	Baghdad begins to lose its prominence to Shiraz, which becomes a centre of learning.



	983
	Buyid unity begins to disintegrate. They eventually succumb to Mahmud of Ghaznah in Rayy (1030) and the Ghaznavids in the plateau areas of western Iran.



	935–69
	The Ikhshids, founded by the Turk Muhammad ibn Tugh, rule Egypt, Syria and the Hijaz.



	969–1171
	The Shii Fatimids (originally established in Tunisia in 909) rule North Africa, Egypt and parts of Syria, establishing a rival caliphate.



	972
	The Fatimids move their capital to Cairo, which becomes a centre of Shii learning, and build the madrasah of al-Azhar there.



	976–1118
	The Ghaznavids



	999–1030
	Mahmud of Ghaznah establishes a permanent Muslim power in north India, and seizes power from the Samanids in Iran. A brilliant court.



	1037
	Death in Hamadan of the great Faylasuf Ibn Sina (Avicenna in the West).



	990–1118
	The Seljuk Empire



	990s
	The Seljuk Turkish family from Central Asia convert to Islam. In the early eleventh century they enter Transoxania and Khwarazm with their cavalry of nomadic troops.



	1030s
	The Seljuks in Khurasan.



	1040
	They take western Iran from the Ghaznavids, and enter Azerbaijan.



	1055
	Sultan Togril-beg rules the Seljuk Empire from Baghdad as the lieutenant of the Abbasid caliphs.



	1063–73
	The rule of Sultan Arp Arslan.



	1065–7
	The Nizamiyyah madrasah built in Baghdad.



	1073–92
	Malikshah rules the empire, with Nizalmulmulk as vizier.



	 
	The Turkish troops enter Syria and Anatolia.



	1071
	Seljuk troops defeat the Byzantines at the Battle of Manzikurt, establish themselves in Anatolia, reaching the Aegean Sea (1080).



	 
	Seljuks war with the Fatimids and local rulers in Syria.



	1094
	Byzantine emperor Alexius Comnenus I asks Western Christendom for help against the Seljuk infiltration of his territory.



	1095
	Pope Urban II preaches the First Crusade.



	1099
	The Crusaders conquer Jerusalem.



	 
	The Crusaders establish four Crusader states in Palestine, Anatolia and Syria.



	1090s
	The Ismailis begin their revolt against Seljuk and Sunni hegemony. Local Turkish dynasties start to arise in various parts of the empire.



	1111
	Death in Baghdad of the theologian and legist Abu Hamid al-Ghazzali.



	1118
	Seljuk domains break up into independent principalities.



	1118–1258
	Small dynasties now function independently, acknowledging the suzerainty of the Abbasid caliphate, but in practice bowing only to the superior power of a neighbouring dynasty. Notable examples are:



	1127–73
	The Zanghid dynasty, founded by a Seljuk commander, begins to unite Syria in a riposte against the Crusaders.



	1130–1269
	The Almohads, a Sunni dynasty, attempt to reform North Africa and Spain according to the principles of al-Ghazzali.



	1150–1220
	The Khwarazmshahs from north-west Transoxania defeat the remaining small Seljuk dynasties in Iran.



	1171–1250
	The Ayyubid dynasty, founded by the Kurdish general Saladin, continues the Zanghid campaign against the Crusaders, defeats the Fatimid caliphate in Egypt, and converts it to Sunni Islam.



	1180–1225
	Al-Nasir, Abbasid caliph in Baghdad, attempts to use the Islamic futuwwah guilds as a basis for more effective rule.



	1187
	Saladin defeats the Crusaders at the battle of Hattin and restores Jerusalem to Islam.



	1191
	The Sufi mystic and philosopher Yahya Suhrawardi dies, possibly executed by the Ayyubids for heresy, in Aleppo.



	1193
	The Iranian Ghurid dynasty takes Delhi and establishes rule in India.



	1198
	Death in Cordova of the Faylasuf Ibn Rushd (known in the West as Averroes).



	1199–1220
	Ala al-Din Mahmoud, Khwarazmshah, determines to create a great Iranian monarchy.



	1205–87
	A Turkish slave dynasty defeats the Ghurids in India and establishes the Sultanate of Delhi, ruling the whole of the Ganges Valley. But soon these smaller dynasties have to face the Mongol threat.



	1220–31
	The first great Mongol raids, with immense destruction of cities.



	1224–1391
	The Golden Horde Mongols rule the lands north of the Caspian and Black Seas and convert to Islam.



	1225
	The Almohads abandon Spain, where Muslim power is eventually reduced to the small Kingdom of Granada.



	1227
	Death of the Mongol leader Genghis Khan.



	1227–1358
	The Chaghaytay Mongol Khans rule Transoxania and convert to Islam.



	1228–1551
	The Hafsid dynasty replace the Almohads in Tunisia.



	1240
	Death of the Sufi philosopher Muid ad-Din Ibn al-Arabi.



	1250
	The Mamluks, a slave corps, overthrow the Ayyubids, and establish a ruling dynasty in Egypt and Syria.



	1256–1335
	The Mongol Il-Khans rule Iraq and Iran and convert to Islam.



	1258
	They destroy Baghdad.



	1260
	The Mamluk sultan Baybars defeats the Mongol Il-Khans at the Battle of Ain Jalut, and goes on to destroy many of the remaining strongholds on the Syrian coast.



	1273
	Death of Jalal al-Din Rumi in Anatolia, founder of the Whirling Dervishes.



	1288
	Uthman, a ghazi, on the Byzantine frontier, founds the Ottoman dynasty in Anatolia.



	1326–59
	Orkhan, Uthman’s son, establishes an independent Ottoman state, with its capital at Bursa, and dominates the declining Byzantine Empire.



	1328
	Death of the reformer Ahmad ibn Taymiyyah in Damascus.



	1334–53
	Yusuf, king of Granada, builds the Alhambra, which is completed by his son.



	1369–1405
	Timur Lane revives Chaghaytay Mongol power in Samarkand, conquers much of the Middle East and Anatolia, and sacks Delhi. But his empire disintegrates after his death.



	1389
	The Ottomans subdue the Balkans by defeating the Serbians at Kossovo Field. They go on to extend their power in Anatolia, but are overthrown by Timur Lane in 1402.



	1403–21
	After the death of Timur, Mehmed I revives the Ottoman state.



	1406
	Death of the Faylasuf and historian Ibn Khaldun.



	1421–51
	Murad I asserts Ottoman power against Hungary and the West.



	1453
	Memed II ‘the Conqueror’ conquers Constantinople, henceforth known as Istanbul, and makes it the capital of the Ottoman Empire.



	1492
	The Muslim Kingdom of Granada is conquered by the Catholic monarchs Ferdinand and Isabella.



	1502–24
	Ismail, head of the Safavid Sufi Order, conquers Iran, where he establishes the Safavid Empire. Twelver Shiism is now the official religion of Iran and Ismail’s brutal attempts to suppress Sunni Islam in his domains inspire a persecution of Shiis in the Ottoman Empire.



	1510
	Ismail pushes the Sunni Uzbeks out of Khurasan and establishes Shii rule there.



	1513
	Portuguese traders reach south China.



	1514
	Sultan Selim I defeats Shah Ismail’s Safavid army at the Battle of Chaldiran, halting the Safavid westward advance into Ottoman territory.



	1517
	The Ottomans conquer Egypt and Syria from the Mamluks.



	1520–66
	Suleiman, known in the West as the Magnificent, expands the Ottoman Empire and develops its distinctive institutions.



	1522
	The Ottomans take Rhodes.



	1524–76
	Tahmasp I, the second Safavid shah of Iran, strengthens Shii dominance there. His court becomes a centre of art, especially known for its painting.



	1526
	Babur establishes the Moghul Empire in India.



	1529
	The Ottomans besiege Vienna.



	1542
	The Portuguese establish the first European commercial empire.



	1543
	The Ottomans subjugate Hungary.



	1552–6
	The Russians conquer the old Mongol khanates of Kazan and Astrakhan on the River Volga.



	1560–1605
	Akbar is the emperor of Moghul India, which reaches the zenith of its power. Akbar fosters Hindu-Muslim cooperation, and conquers territory in south India. He presides over a cultural renaissance.



	 
	The Ottomans and Portuguese conduct a naval war in the Indian Ocean.



	1570
	The Ottomans take Cyprus.



	1578
	Death of the Ottoman court architect Sinan Pasha.



	1580s
	Portuguese weakened in India.



	1588–1629
	Shah Abbas I rules the Safavid Empire in Iran, building a magnificent court in Isfahan. Drives the Ottomans out of Azerbaijan and Iraq.



	1590s
	The Dutch begin to trade in India.



	1601
	The Dutch begin to seize Portuguese holdings.



	1602
	Death of the Sufi historian Abdulfazl Allami.



	1625
	Death of the reformer, Ahmad Sirhindi.



	1627–58
	Shah Jihan rules the Moghul Empire, which reaches the height of its refinement. Builds the Taj Mahal.



	1631
	Death of the Shii philosopher Mir Dimad in Isfahan.



	1640
	Death of the Iranian philosopher and mystic Mulla Sadra.



	1656
	Ottoman viziers halt the decline of the Ottoman Empire.



	1658–1707
	Aurengzebe, the last of the major Moghul emperors, tries to Islamize all India, but inspires lasting Hindu and Sikh hostility.



	1669
	Ottomans take Crete from Venice.



	1681
	The Ottomans cede Kiev to Russia.



	1683
	The Ottomans fail in their second siege of Vienna, but they recover Iraq from the Safavids.



	1699
	Treaty of Carlowicz cedes Ottoman Hungary to Austria, the first major Ottoman reversal.



	1700
	Death of Muhammad Baqir Majlisi, the influential Shii alim of Iran.



	1707–12
	The Moghul Empire loses its southern and eastern provinces.



	1715
	Rise of the Austrian and Prussian kingdoms.



	1718–30
	Sultan Ahmad III attempts the first Westernizing reform in the Ottoman Empire, but the reforms end with the revolt of the Janissaries.



	1722
	Afghan rebels attack Isfahan and massacre the nobility.



	1726
	Nadir Shah temporarily restores the military power of the Iranian Shii Empire.



	1739
	Nadir Shah sacks Delhi and puts an end to effective Moghul rule in India. The Hindus, Sikhs and Afghans compete for power.



	 
	Nadir Shah tries to return Iran to Sunni Islam. As a result, the leading Iranian mujtahids leave Iran and take refuge in Ottoman Iraq, where they establish a power base independent of the shahs.



	1748
	Nadir Shah is assassinated. A period of anarchy ensues, during which the Iranians who adhere to the Usuli position achieve predominance, thus providing the people with a source of legality and order.



	1762
	Death of Shah Vali-ullah, the Sufi reformer, in India.



	1763
	The British expand their control over the dismembered Indian states.



	1774
	Ottomans totally defeated by the Russians. They lose the Crimea and the tsar becomes the ‘protector’ of Orthodox Christians in Ottoman lands.



	1779
	Aqa Muhammad Khan begins to found the Qajar dynasty in Iran, which by the end of the century is able to restore strong government.



	1789
	The French Revolution.



	1789–1807
	Selim III lays the groundwork for new Westernizing reforms in the Ottoman Empire, and establishes the first formal Ottoman embassies in European capitals.



	1792
	Death of the militant Arabian reformer Muhammad ibn Abd al-Wahhab.



	1793
	The first Protestant missionaries arrive in India.



	1797–1818
	Fath Ali Shah rules Iran. Rise of British and Russian influence there.



	1798–1801
	Napoleon occupies Egypt.



	1803–13
	The Wahhabis occupy the Arabian Hijaz, wresting it from Ottoman control.



	1805–48
	Muhammad Ali attempts to modernize Egypt.



	1808–39
	Sultan Mahmud II introduces the modernizing ‘Tan-zimat’ reforms in the Ottoman Empire.



	1814
	Treaty of Gulistan: Caucasian territory is ceded to Russia.



	1815
	Serbian revolt against Ottoman control.



	1821
	Greek war of independence against the Ottomans.



	1830
	France occupies Algeria.



	1831
	Muhammad Ali occupies Ottoman Syria and penetrates deeply into Anatolia, creating within the Ottoman Empire a virtually independent imperium in imperio. The European powers intervene to save the Ottoman Empire and force Muhammad Ali to withdraw from Syria (1841).



	1836
	Death of the Neo-Sufi reformer Ahmad ibn Idris.



	1839
	The British occupy Aden.



	1839–61
	Sultan Abdulhamid inaugurates more modernizing reforms to halt the decline of the Ottoman Empire.



	1843–9
	The British occupy the Indus Basin.



	1854–6
	The Crimean War, which arises from European rivalry over the protection of Christian minorities in the Ottoman Empire.



	 
	Said Pasha, governor of Egypt, grants the Suez Canal concession to the French. Egypt contracts its first foreign loans.



	1857–8
	Indian Mutiny against British rule. The British formally depose the last Moghul emperor. Sir Sayyid Ahmad Khan argues for the reform of Islam on Western lines and the adoption of British culture.



	1860–61
	After a massacre of Christians by Druze rebels in Lebanon, the French demand that it become an autonomous province with a French governor.



	1861–76
	Sultan Abdulaziz continues the reform of the Ottoman Empire, but contracts huge foreign loans which result in the bankruptcy of the empire and the control of Ottoman finances by European governments.



	1863–79
	Ismail Pasha, governor of Egypt, undertakes extensive modernization, but contracts foreign loans, which result in bankruptcy, the sale of the Suez Canal to the British (1875), and the establishment of European control of Egyptian finances.



	1871–9
	Al-Afghani, the Iranian reformer, resides in Egypt and founds a circle of Egyptian reformers, including Muhammad Abdu. Their aim is to halt the cultural hegemony of Europe by a revitalization and modernization of Islam.



	1872
	Intensification of British–Russian rivalry in Iran.



	1876
	The Ottoman sultan Abdulaziz is deposed by a palace coup. Abdulhamid II is persuaded to promulgate the first Ottoman constitution, which, however, the sultan later suspends. Major Ottoman reforms in education, transportation and communications.



	1879
	Ismail Pasha is deposed.



	1881
	France occupies Tunisia.



	1881–2
	A mutiny of native Egyptian officers join forces with Constitutionalists and reformers, who manage to impose their government on Khedive Tewfiq. But a popular uprising leads to the British military occupation of Egypt with Lord Cromer as governor (1882–1907)



	 
	Secret societies campaign for Syrian independence.



	1889
	Britain occupies the Sudan.



	1892
	The Tobacco Crisis in Iran. A Fatwah by a leading mujtahid forces the shah to rescind the tobacco concession he had given to the British.



	1894
	Between 10,000 and 20,000 Armenian revolutionaries against Ottoman rule are brutally massacred.



	1896
	Nasiruddin shah of Iran assassinated by one of al-Afghani’s disciples.



	1897
	The first Zionist conference is held in Basel. Its ultimate aim is to create a Jewish state in the Ottoman province of Palestine.



	 
	Death of al-Afghani.



	1901
	Oil is discovered in Iran and the concession given to the British.



	1903–11
	Fears that the British intend to divide Hindus and Muslims in India, following the British partition of Bengal, leads to communalist anxiety and the formation of the Muslim League (1906).



	1905
	Death of the Egyptian reformer Muhammad Abdu.



	1906
	Constitutional Revolution in Iran forces the shah to proclaim a constitution and establish a Majlis, but an Anglo–Russian agreement (1907) and a Russian-supported counter-coup by the shah revokes the constitution.



	1908
	The Young Turk revolution forces the sultan to restore the constitution.



	1914–18
	The First World War.



	 
	Egypt is declared a protectorate by Britain; Iran is occupied by British and Russian troops.



	1916–21
	The Arab revolt against the Ottoman Empire in alliance with the British.



	1917
	The Balfour Declaration formally gives British support to the creation of a Jewish homeland in Palestine.



	1919–21
	The Turkish War of independence. Atatürk is able to keep the European powers at bay and set up an independent Turkish state. He adopts radical secularizing and modernizing policies (1924–8).



	1920
	The publication of the Sykes-Picot agreement: in the wake of the Ottoman defeat in the First World War, its provinces are divided between the British and the French, who establish mandates and protectorates, even though the Arabs had been promised independence after the war.



	1920–22
	Gandhi mobilizes the Indian masses in two civil disobedience campaigns against British rule.



	1921
	Reza Khan leads a successful coup d’état in Iran and founds the Pahlavi dynasty. He introduces a brutal modernizing and secularizing policy in Iran.



	1922
	Egypt granted formal independence, but Britain retains control of defence, foreign policy and the Sudan. Between 1923 and 1930, the popular Wafd Party win three large electoral victories, but each time it is forced to resign by either the British or the king.



	1932
	Kingdom of Saudi Arabia founded.



	1935
	Death of the Muslim reformer and journalist Rashid Rida, founder of the Salafiyyah movement in Egypt.



	1938
	Death of the Indian poet and philosopher Muhammad Iqbal.



	1939–45
	The Second World War. The British depose Reza Shah, who is succeeded by his son, Muhammad Rez (1944).



	1940s
	The Muslim Brotherhood become the most powerful political force in Egypt.



	1945
	Turkey joins the United Nations and becomes a multiparty state (1947). Formation of the Arab League.



	1946
	Communal rioting in India, following the Muslim League’s campaign for a separate state.



	1947
	The creation of Pakistan from areas with a large Muslim majority. The partition of India leads to massacres and killings of both Muslims and Hindus.



	1948
	The end of the British Mandate in Palestine and the creation of the Jewish state of Israel, as a result of a United Nations declaration. Israeli forces submit a devastating defeat on the five Arab armies who invade the new Jewish state. Some 750,000 Palestinians leave the country during the hostilities and are not permitted to return to their homes afterwards.



	1951–3
	Muhammad Musaddiq and the National Front party nationalise Iranian oil. After anti-royalist demonstrations, the shah flees Iran but is returned to power in a coup organized by the CIA and British intelligence and new agreements are made with European oil companies.



	1952
	In Egypt, the revolution of the Free Officers led by Jamal Abd al-Nasser deposes King Faruk. Al-Nasser suppresses the Muslim Brotherhood and imprisons thousands of Brothers in concentration camps.



	1954
	The secularist National Liberation Front (FLN) lead a revolution against French colonial rule in Algeria.



	1956
	The first constitution of Pakistan is ratified.



	 
	Jamal Abd al-Nasser nationalizes the Suez Canal.



	1957
	Shah Muhammad Reza Pahlavi of Iran founds the secret police force SAVAK with the held of the American CIA and the Israeli MOSSAD.



	1958–69
	The secularist government of General Muhammad Ayub Khan in Pakistan.



	1961
	Muhammad Reza Phalavi, Shah of Iran, announces the White Revolution of modernization, which further marginalizes religion and exacerbates the divisions within Iranian society.



	1963
	The NLF establish a socialist government in Algeria. Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini attacks the Pahlavi regime, inspires street demonstrations throughout Iran, is imprisoned and eventually exiled to Iraq.



	1966
	Al-Nasser orders the execution of the leading Egyptian fundamentalist ideologue Sayyid Qutb.



	1967
	The Six-Day War between Israel and its Arab neighbours. The Israeli victory and the humiliating Arab defeat lead to a religious revival throughout the Middle East, since the old secularist policies seem discredited.



	1970
	Death of al-Nasser; he is succeeded by Anwar al-Sadat, who courts the Egyptian Islamists to gain their support.



	1971
	Sheikh Ahmad Yasin founds Mujamah (Congress), a welfare organization, and campaigns against the secular nationalism of the PLO, seeking an Islamic identity for Palestine; Mujamah is supported by Israel.



	1971–7
	Prime Minister Ali Bhutto of Pakistan leads a leftist and secularist government, which makes concessions to the Islamists, but these measures are not sufficient.



	1973
	Egypt and Syria attack Israel on Yom Kippur, and make such an impressive showing on the battlefield that al-Sadat is in a position to make a daring peace initiative with Israel, signing the Camp David Accords in 1978.



	1977–88
	The devout Muslim Zia al-Haqq leads a successful coup in Pakistan, and creates a more overtly Islamic government, which still, however, separates religion from realpolitik.



	1978–9
	The Iranian Revolution. Ayatollah Khomeini becomes the Supreme Faqih of the Islamic Republic (1979–89).



	1979
	Death of the Pakistani fundamentalist ideologue Abu Ala Mawdudi.



	 
	Several hundred Sunni fundamentalists in Saudi Arabia occupy the Kabah in Mecca and proclaim their leader as Mahdi; the state suppresses the uprising.



	1979–81
	American hostages are held prisoner in the United States embassy in Tehran.



	1981
	President Anwar al-Sadat is murdered by Muslim extemists, who condemn his unjust and coercive treatment of the Egyptian people and his peace treaty with Israel.



	1987
	The intifadah, a popular Palestinian uprising in protest against the Israeli occupation of the West Bank and the Gaza Strip. HAMAS, an offshoot of Mujamah, now enters the fray against Israel as well as against the PLO.



	1989
	Ayatollah Khomeini issues a fatwah against the British author Salman Rushdie for his allegedly blasphemous portrayal of the Prophet Muhammad in his novel The Satanic Verses. A month later, the fatwah is condemned as un-Islamic by forty-eight out of the forty-nine member states of the Islamic conference.



	 
	After the death of Ayatollah Khomeini, Ayatollah Khameini becomes the Supreme Faqih of Iran and the pragmatic Hojjat ol-Islam Rafsanjani becomes President.



	1990
	The Islamic Salvation Front (FIS) score major victories in the Algerian local elections against the secularist FLN. They look set for victory in the 1992 national elections.



	 
	President Saddam Hussein, a secularist ruler, invades Kuwait; in response the United States and its Western and Middle Eastern allies launch Operation Desert Storm against Iraq (1991).



	1992
	The military stage a coup to prevent the FIS from coming to power in Algeria, and suppress the movement. As a result, the more radical members launch a horrific terror campaign.



	 
	Members of the Hindu BJP party dismantle the Mosque of Babur at Ayodhya.



	1992–9
	Serbian and Croatian nationalists systematically kill and force the Muslim inhabitants of Bosnia and Kosovo to leave their homes.



	1993
	Israel and the Palestinians sign the Oslo Accords.



	1994
	Following the assassination of twenty-nine Muslims in the Hebron mosque by a Jewish extremist, HAMAS suicide bombers attack Jewish civilians in Israel.



	 
	President Yitzak Rabin is assassinated by a Jewish extremist for signing the Oslo accords.



	 
	The Taliban fundamentalists come to power in Afghanistan.



	1997
	The liberal cleric Hojjat ol-Islam Sayyid Khatemi is elected President of Iran in a landslide victory.



	1998
	President Khatemi dissociates his government from Khomeini’s fatwah against Salman Rushdie.





1 BEGINNINGS


The Prophet (570–632)

During the holy month of Ramadan in 610 CE, an Arab businessman had an experience that changed the history of the world. Every year at this time, Muhammad ibn Abdallah used to retire to a cave on the summit of Mount Hira, just outside Mecca in the Arabian Hijaz, where he prayed, fasted and gave alms to the poor. He had long been worried by what he perceived to be a crisis in Arab society. In recent decades his tribe, the Quraysh, had become rich by trading in the surrounding countries. Mecca had become a thriving mercantile city, but in the aggressive stampede for wealth some of the old tribal values had been lost. Instead of looking after the weaker members of the tribe, as the nomadic code prescribed, the Quraysh were now intent on making money at the expense of some of the tribe’s poorer family groupings, or clans. There was also spiritual restlessness in Mecca and throughout the peninsula. Arabs knew that Judaism and Christianity, which were practised in the Byzantine and Persian empires, were more sophisticated than their own pagan traditions. Some had come to believe that the High God of their pantheon, Al-Lah (whose name simply meant ‘God’) was the deity worshipped by the Jews and the Christians, but he had sent the Arabs no prophet and no scripture in their own language. Indeed, the Jews and Christians whom they met often taunted the Arabs for being left out of the divine plan. Throughout Arabia one tribe fought another, in a murderous cycle of vendetta and counter-vendetta. It seemed to many of the more thoughtful people in Arabia that the Arabs were a lost race, exiled for ever from the civilized world and ignored by God himself. But that changed on the night of the 17 Ramadan, when Muhammad woke to find himself overpowered by a devastating presence, which squeezed him tightly until he heard the first words of a new Arabic scripture pouring from his lips.

For the first two years, Muhammad kept quiet about his experience. He had new revelations, but confided only in his wife Khadija and her cousin Waraqa ibn Nawfal, a Christian. Both were convinced that these revelations came from God, but it was only in 612 that Muhammad felt empowered to preach, and gradually gained converts: his young cousin, Ali ibn Abi Talib, his friend Abu Bakr, and the young merchant Uthman ibn Affan from the powerful Umayyad family. Many of the converts, including a significant number of women, were from the poorer clans; others were unhappy about the new inequity in Mecca, which they felt was alien to the Arab spirit. Muhammad’s message was simple: He taught the Arabs no new doctrines about God: most of the Quraysh were already convinced that Allah had created the world and would judge humanity in the Last Days, as Jews and Christians believed. Muhammad did not think that he was founding a new religion, but that he was merely bringing the old faith in the One God to the Arabs, who had never had a prophet before. It was wrong, he insisted, to build a private fortune, but good to share wealth and create a society where the weak and vulnerable were treated with respect. If the Quraysh did not mend their ways, their society would collapse (as had other unjust societies in the past) because they were violating the fundamental laws of existence.

This was the core teaching of the new scripture, called the quran (recitation), because believers, most of whom, including Muhammad himself, were illiterate, imbibed its teachings by listening to public readings of its chapters (surahs). The Quran was revealed to Muhammad verse by verse, surah by surah during the next twenty-one years, often in response to a crisis or a question that had arisen in the little community of the faithful. The revelations were painful to Muhammad, who used to say: ‘Never once did I receive a revelation, without thinking that my soul had been torn away from me.’1 In the early days, the impact was so frightening that his whole body was convulsed; he would often sweat profusely, even on a cool day, experience a great heaviness, or hear strange sounds and voices. In purely secular terms, we could say that Muhammad had perceived the great problems confronting his people at a deeper level than most of his contemporaries, and that as he ‘listened’ to events, he had to delve deeply and painfully into his inner being to find a solution that was not only politically viable but spiritually illuminating. He was also creating a new literary form and a masterpiece of Arab prose and poetry. Many of the first believers were converted by the sheer beauty of the Quran, which resonated with their deepest aspirations, cutting through their intellectual preconceptions in the manner of great art, and inspiring them, at a level more profound than the cerebral, to alter their whole way of life. One of the most dramatic of these conversions was that of Umar ibn al-Khattab, who was devoted to the old paganism, passionately opposed to Muhammad’s message, and was determined to wipe out the new sect. But he was also an expert in Arabian poetry, and the first time he heard the words of the Quran he was overcome by their extraordinary eloquence. As he said, the language broke through all his reservations about its message: ‘When I heard the Quran my heart was softened and I wept, and Islam entered into me.’2

The new sect would eventually be called islam (surrender); a muslim was a man or a woman who had made this submission of their entire being to Allah and his demand that human beings behave to one another with justice, equity and compassion. It was an attitude expressed in the prostrations of the ritual prayer (salat) which Muslims were required to make three times a day. (Later this prayer would be increased to five times daily.) The old tribal ethic had been egalitarian; Arabs did not approve of the idea of monarchy, and it was abhorrent to them to grovel on the ground like a slave. But the prostrations were designed to counter the hard arrogance and self-sufficiency that was growing apace in Mecca. The postures of their bodies would re-educate the Muslims, teaching them to lay aside their pride and selfishness, and recall that before God they were nothing. In order to comply with the stern teaching of the Quran, Muslims were also required to give a regular proportion of their income to the poor in alms (zakat). They would also fast during Ramadan to remind themselves of the privations of the poor, who could not eat or drink whenever they chose.

Social justice was, therefore, the crucial virtue of Islam. Muslims were commanded as their first duty to build a community (ummah) characterized by practical compassion, in which there was a fair distribution of wealth. This was far more important than any doctrinal teaching about God. In fact the Quran has a negative view of theological speculation, which it calls zannah, self-indulgent whimsy about ineffable matters that nobody can ascertain one way or the other. It seemed pointless to argue about such abstruse dogmas; far more crucial was the effort (jihad) to live in the way that God had intended for human beings. The political and social welfare of the ummah would have sacramental value for Muslims. If the ummah prospered, it was a sign that Muslims were living according to God’s will, and the experience of living in a truly islamic community, which made this existential surrender to the divine, would give Muslims intimations of sacred transcendence. Consequently, they would be affected as profoundly by any misfortune or humiliation suffered by the ummah, as Christians by the spectacle of somebody blasphemously trampling on the Bible or ripping the Eucharistic host apart.

This social concern had always been an essential part of the visions of the great world religions, which had developed during what historians have called the Axial Age (c.700 BCE to 200 BCE), when civilization, as we know it, developed, together with the confessional faiths which have continued to nourish humanity: Taoism and Confucianism in China; Hinduism and Buddhism in the Indian subcontinent; monotheism in the Middle East; and rationalism in Europe. These faiths all reformed the old paganism, which was no longer adequate in the larger and more complex societies that evolved once people had created a mercantile economy capable of supporting this cultural effort. In the larger states, people acquired broader horizons, and the old local cults ceased to be appropriate; increasingly, the Axial Age faiths focused on a single deity or supreme symbol of transcendence. Some were concerned about the fundamental injustice of their society. All pre-modern civilizations were based economically upon a surplus of agricultural produce; they therefore depended upon the labour of peasants who could not enjoy their high culture, which was only for an elite. To counter this, the new faiths stressed the importance of compassion. Arabia had remained outside the civilized world. Its intractable climate meant that the Arabs lived on the brink of starvation; there seemed no way that they could acquire an agrarian surplus that would put them on a footing with Sassanid Persia or Byzantium. But when the Quraysh began to develop a market economy their perspective began to change. Many were still happy with the old paganism, but there was a growing tendency to worship only one God; and there was, as we have seen, a creeping unease about the inequity of the new civilization that was developing in Mecca. The Arabs were now ready for an Axial Age faith of their own.

But that did not mean a wholesale rejection of tradition. The Axial Age prophets and reformers all built on the old pagan rites of their region, and Muhammad would do the same. He did demand that they ignore the cult of such popular Arabian goddesses as Manat, al-Lat and al-Uzzah, however, and worship Allah alone. The pagan deities are said in the Quran to be like weak tribal chiefs, who were a liability for their people, because they could not give them adequate protection. The Quran did not put forward any philosophical arguments for monotheism; its approach was practical, and, as such, it appealed to the pragmatic Arabs. The old religion, the Quran claimed, was simply not working.3 There was spiritual malaise, chronic and destructive warfare, and an injustice that violated the best Arab traditions and tribal codes. The way forward lay in a single God and a unified ummah, which was governed by justice and equity.

Radical as this sounded, the Quran insisted that its message was simply a ‘reminder’ of truths that everybody knew.4 This was the primordial faith that had been preached to the whole of humanity by the prophets of the past. God had not left human beings in ignorance about the way they should live: he had sent messengers to every people on the face of the earth. Islamic tradition would later assert that there had been 124,000 such prophets, a symbolic number suggesting infinity. All had brought their people a divinely inspired scripture; they might express the truths of God’s religion differently, but essentially the message was always the same. Now at last God had sent the Quraysh a prophet and a scripture. Constantly the Quran points out that Muhammad had not come to cancel the older religions, to contradict their prophets or to start a new faith. His message is the same as that of Abraham, Moses, David, Solomon, or Jesus.5 The Quran mentions only those prophets who were known to the Arabs, but today Muslim scholars argue that had Muhammad known about the Buddhists or the Hindus, the Australian Aborigines or the Native Americans, the Quran would have endorsed their sages too, because all rightly guided religion that submitted wholly to God, refused to worship man-made deities, and preached justice and equality came from the same divine source. Hence Muhammad never asked Jews or Christians to accept Islam, unless they particularly wished to do so, because they had received perfectly valid revelations of their own. The Quran insists strongly that ‘there shall be no coercion in matters of faith,’6 and commands Muslims to respect the beliefs of Jews and Christians, whom the Quran calls ahl al-kitab, a phrase usually translated ‘People of the Book’ but which is more accurately rendered: ‘people of an earlier revelation’:

[image: Image]

Do not argue with the followers of earlier revelation otherwise than in a most kindly manner – unless it be such of them as are bent on evil-doing – and say: ‘We believe in that which has been bestowed from on high upon us, as well as that which has been bestowed upon you; for our God and your God is one and the same, and it is unto Him that we [all] surrender ourselves.7

It is only our more modern culture that can afford to prize originality and jettison tradition wholesale. In pre-modern society, continuity was crucial. Muhammad did not envisage a violent rupture with the past or with other faith communities. He wanted to root the new scripture in the spiritual landscape of Arabia.

Hence Muslims continued to perform the customary rituals at the Kabah, the cube-shaped shrine in the heart of Mecca, the most important centre of worship in Arabia. It was extremely ancient even in Muhammad’s time, and the original meaning of the cult associated with it had been forgotten, but it was still loved by the Arabs, who assembled each year for the hajj pilgrimage from all over the peninsula. They would circle the shrine seven times, following the direction of the sun around the earth; kiss the Black Stone embedded in the wall of the Kabah, which was probably a meteorite that had once hurtled to the ground, linking the site to the heavenly world. These rites (known as the umrah) could be performed at any time, but during the hajj pilgrims would also run between the steps of al-Safa beside the Kabah across the valley to al-Marwah, where they prayed. They then moved to the environs of Mecca: on the plain of Arafat, they stood all night in vigil; they rushed in a body to the hollow of Muzdalifah; hurled pebbles at a rock in Mina, shaved their heads, and on the Id al-Adha, the final day of the pilgrimage, they performed an animal sacrifice.

The ideal of community was central to the cult of the Kabah. All violence was forbidden in Mecca and the surrounding countryside at all times. This had been a key factor in the commercial success of the Quraysh, since it enabled Arabs to trade there without fearing the reprisals of vendetta warfare. During the hajj pilgrims were forbidden to carry arms, to argue, to kill game, or even to kill an insect or speak a cross word. All this was clearly congenial to Muhammad’s ideal for the ummah, and he was himself devoted to the shrine, often made the umrah, and liked to recite the Quran beside the Kabah. Officially, the shrine was dedicated to Hubal, a Nabatean deity, and there were 360 idols arranged around the Kabah, probably representing the days of the year. But by Muhammad’s time, it seems that the Kabah was venerated as the shrine of Allah, the High God, and it is a mark of the widespread conviction that Allah was the same as the deity worshipped by monotheists that those Arabs in the northern tribes on the borders of the Byzantine Empire who had converted to Christianity used to make the hajj alongside the pagans. Yet for all this, in the early days of his mission, Muhammad still made the Muslims perform the salat prayer facing Jerusalem, the holy city of the ahl al-kitab, turning their backs on the pagan associations of the Kabah. This expressed his longing to bring the Arabs into the monotheistic family.

Muhammad acquired a small following and eventually some seventy families had converted to Islam. At first, the most powerful men in Mecca ignored the Muslims, but by 616 they had become extremely angry with Muhammad who, they said, reviled the faith of their fathers, and was obviously a charlatan, who only pretended to be a prophet. They were particularly incensed by the Quran’s description of the Last Judgement, which they dismissed as primitive and irrational. Arabs did not believe in the afterlife and should give no credence to such ‘fairy tales’.8 But they were especially concerned that in the Quran this Judaeo-Christian belief struck at the heart of their cut-throat capitalism. On the Last Day, Arabs were warned that the wealth and power of their tribe would not help them; each individual would be tried on his or her own merits: why had they not taken care of the poor? Why had they accumulated fortunes instead of sharing their money? Those Quraysh who were doing very well in the new Mecca were not likely to look kindly on this kind of talk, and the opposition grew, led by Abu al-Hakam (who is called Abu Jahl, ‘Father of Lies’, in the Quran), Abu Sufyan, an extremely intelligent man, who had once been a personal friend of Muhammad, and Suhayl ibn Amr, a devout pagan. They were all disturbed by the idea of abandoning the faith of their ancestors; all had relatives who had converted to Islam; and all feared that Muhammad was plotting to take over the leadership of Mecca. The Quran insisted that Muhammad had no political function but that he was simply a nadhir, a ‘warner’,9 but how long would a man who claimed to receive instructions from Allah accept the rulings of more ordinary mortals like themselves?

Relations deteriorated sharply. Abu Jahl imposed a boycott on Muhammad’s clan, forbidding the Quraysh to marry or trade with the Muslims. This meant that nobody could sell them any food. The ban lasted for two years, and the food shortages may well have been responsible for the death of Muhammad’s beloved wife Khadija, and it certainly ruined some of the Muslims financially. Slaves who had converted to Islam were particularly badly treated, tied up, and left to burn in the blazing sun. Most seriously, in 619, after the ban had been lifted, Muhammad’s uncle and protector (wali) Abu Talib died. Muhammad was an orphan; his parents had died in his infancy. Without a protector who would avenge his death, according to the harsh vendetta lore of Arabia, a man could be killed with impunity, and Muhammad had great difficulty finding a Meccan chieftain who would become his patron. The position of the ummah was becoming untenable in Mecca, and a new solution clearly had to be found.

Muhammad was, therefore, ready to listen to a delegation of chiefs from Yathrib, an agricultural settlement some 250 miles north of Mecca. A number of tribes had abandoned the nomadic way of life and settled there, but after centuries of warfare on the steppes found it impossible to live together peacefully. The whole settlement was caught up in one deadly feud after another. Some of these tribes had either converted to Judaism or were of Jewish descent, and so the people of Yathrib were accustomed to monotheistic ideas, were not in thrall to the old paganism, and were desperate to find a new solution that would enable their people to live together in a single community. The envoys from Yathrib, who approached Muhammad during the hajj in 620, converted to Islam and made a pledge with the Muslims: each vowed that they would not fight each other, and would defend each other from common enemies. Eventually, in 622, the Muslim families slipped away, one by one, and made the migration (hijrah) to Yathrib. Muhammad, whose new protector had recently died, was almost assassinated before he and Abu Bakr were able to escape.

The hijrah marks the start of the Muslim era, because it was at this point that Muhammad was able to implement the Quranic ideal fully and that Islam became a factor in history. It was a revolutionary step. The hijrah was no mere change of address. In pre-Islamic Arabia the tribe was a sacred value. To turn your back on your blood-group and join another was unheard of; it was essentially blasphemous, and the Quraysh could not condone this defection. They vowed to exterminate the ummah in Yathrib. Muhammad had become the head of a collection of tribal groups that were not bound together by blood but by a shared ideology, an astonishing innovation in Arabian society. Nobody was forced to convert to the religion of the Quran, but Muslims, pagans and Jews all belonged to one ummah, could not attack one another, and vowed to give each other protection. News of this extraordinary new ‘supertribe’ spread, and though at the outset nobody thought that it had a chance of survival, it proved to be an inspiration that would bring peace to Arabia before the death of the Prophet in 632, just ten years after the hijrah.

Yathrib would become known as al-Medinah (the City), because it became the pattern of the perfect Muslim society. When Muhammad arrived in Medina, one of his first actions was to build a simple mosque (masjid: literally place of prostration). It was a rough building, which expressed the austerity of the early Islamic ideal. Tree trunks supported the roof, a stone marked the qiblah (the direction of prayer), and the Prophet stood on a tree trunk to preach. All future mosques would, as far as possible, be built according to this model. There was also a courtyard, where Muslims met to discuss all the concerns of the ummah – social, political and military as well as religious. Muhammad and his wives lived in small huts around the edge of the courtyard. Unlike a Christian church, which is separated from mundane activities and devoted only to worship, no activity was excluded from the mosque. In the Quranic vision there is no dichotomy between the sacred and the profane, the religious and the political, sexuality and worship. The whole of life was potentially holy and had to be brought into the ambit of the divine. The aim was tawhid (making one), the integration of the whole of life in a unified community, which would give Muslims intimations of the Unity which is God.

Muhammad’s numerous wives have occasioned a good deal of prurient interest in













The Rashidun (632–661)
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The First Fitnah
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