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Note on the Text

All Qur’anic references are indicated by sūrah, pl. suwar (chapter) and āyah, pl. āyāt (verse) in brackets after the quotation. Arabic terms that are now commonplace in English, such as sharia, jihad, halal, Hajj, Ramadan, hadith and others, have not been italicized. Other, more specialized terms appear in italics with diacritical marks. They appear once or several times in the text along with their translation and/or explanation, and are defined in the Glossary. All the translations are my own.

You will also find a detailed glossary of all the Arabic terms that appear in this book, along with short translations. Also appended is a short bibliography for those who wish to pursue their self-education and acquire a broader knowledge of Islam and its diversity.




Introduction

Hardly a day goes by without some mention of Islam. And yet many people, if pressed, will admit that they know very little about the religion of one quarter of the human race. We hear much talk of violence, terrorism, the status of women and slavery. Muslims are frequently pressured to provide answers and to justify what Islam is not. Yet there is very little space in society or in the media for an exploration and an explanation of what Islam genuinely is.

Hence the objective of this short book: to introduce readers in the simplest, most direct and the most thorough manner to Islam – to its principles, its rituals, its history, its diversity and its evolution, not forgetting the numerous challenges facing Muslims today.

Tackling an entire religion and civilization requires some mental preparation. The Islamic universe is no less complex than that of Hinduism, of Buddhism, of Judaism or Christianity. The basic texts can be abstruse and their interpretation widely divergent and often contradictory; Islam’s schools of thought and its cultures do not always facilitate access to its essence as a world religion.

Before venturing into a belief system that possesses its own well-established principles, an inner coherence, and a distinct conception of humanity, life and death, readers may wish to put aside their preconceived notions and open their minds to something that may strike them as both familiar and strange. Islam comes complete with its own sacred texts, a system of references, eternal principles and applications to daily life; as such, religious, historical and legal knowledge is needed to understand its nature, its historical development and the challenges confronting it today.

For many readers, this journey of discovery will require both curiosity and effort. But it will also require intellectual humility as the path unfolds before us; a willingness to reconsider opinions often presented as established fact, to overcome stubborn prejudices and to suspend judgement for the duration of our voyage together. As we progress, these considerations will take on prime importance, for they will enable us to join the debate over key issues and to begin a process of critical reflection that is so sorely needed today, free of knee-jerk reactions, fears or attempts to justify the unjustifiable.

Written to be as accessible as possible, this brief introduction to the essence of Islam assumes no specialized knowledge on the reader’s part. It is designed to guide readers into the complexity of the multifaceted world of Islam as a religion and a civilization. The first chapter presents an introduction to the history of Islam, beginning with the Prophet Muhammad and the Revelation of the Qur’an, the prophetic mission and the basic elements of the Islamic Message, followed by a rapid survey of the evolution of the religion after the death of the Prophet Muhammad, the great schism between Sunni and Shi’a and the creation of the great empires. Chapter 2 describes Islam’s fundamental tenets, its texts, the meaning of the word ‘Islam’, the search for God, and Islam’s relationship with the other monotheistic faiths. The third chapter deals with the pillars of faith and with ritual practice, with its obligations and prohibitions. Chapter 4 introduces the concept of sharia – ‘the Way’ – with its multitude of definitions and priorities, with the forms of jihad and the primacy of social action. The final chapter takes up the multitude of challenges facing today’s Muslims, both in societies where they form the majority and those in which they are in the minority.

Each chapter is divided into short sections, making it easy for the reader to locate a specific subject or theme and to find there a concise and easily understandable explanation. The presentation is never strictly theoretical: each section first takes up the governing principle, then examines the diversity of interpretation and even the contradictions between declared principles and their application by Muslims down through history to the present day.

Most of the topics seen as hypersensitive today – sharia, jihad, the status of women, polygamy, slavery and violence – are dealt with in these pages. My approach is not apologetic, but is designed to offer readers a general yet thorough consideration of Islamic teachings. These questions are then integrated into a broader analysis and placed in perspective, for to deal with them in isolation would inevitably be misleading.

In fact, this introduction should be seen as a voyage of initiation and exploration – into the terminology, principles, practices and aspirations of Muslims. As you read through this book, you will find the answers to a number of questions that, despite their topicality, cannot alone exhaust the richness of the voyage into the heart of Islam and its teachings.

Following the Conclusion, there is a short exercise entitled ‘Ten Things You Thought You Knew about Islam’, which will give you an opportunity to confront several currently received ideas and stereotypes and get to grips with certain notions that are insufficiently understood by many people (including more than a few Muslims): sharia, jihad, fatalism, dress codes, sexual equality, ritual slaughter, ‘Who is a Muslim?’ to name but a few. You can use this section to evaluate what you have learned and perceived and thus to broaden and deepen your understanding.
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Islam emerged in Mecca, in the Arabian Peninsula, in the early seventh century. The Arabs of the day were primarily polytheists, worshipping idols, but among them were Jews and Christians, many of whom lived in the region of Yathrib, which was later to become known as Medina. Small groups of individuals who were neither Jews nor Christians also professed the monotheism of the Abrahamic tradition; they called themselves ḥunafā’ and rejected idol worship. The two great empires of the day, Byzantium and Sassanid Persia, were locked in conflict for control of the peninsula. The rapid expansion of Islam would come as a surprise to both and shake them to their foundations.

Muhammad: a Religion Is Born

This section will introduce you to the highlights of the life of the Prophet Muhammad, as reported by the Muslim tradition. The Prophet’s life forms the bedrock of the beliefs held by the immense majority of the world’s Muslims, over and above sectarian differences, such as those that divide Sunni and Shi’a, and different schools of thought, from literalist to mystical via reformist.

Muslim scholars and historians have relied on three sources of information for the life of Muhammad, which have given form, over the course of centuries, to the core of the Muslim tradition. The primary source is, of course, the Qur’an, containing Revelations from God, followed by the prophetic traditions – known as hadith – which are the sayings of Muhammad, and thirdly the various biographies of the Prophet. The fundamental historical reference works, such as the Persian scholar Tabari’s celebrated history of the beginnings of Islam, draw on these three sources and occasionally upon the accounts of Jewish or Christian chroniclers. Most of the earliest accounts were transmitted orally, meaning that dates and places cannot be established with any certainty. Over time, historians and chroniclers cross-checked and verified their information: certain suppositions would be called into question, certain dates readjusted and, as in the case of more than a few prophetic traditions, some were simply rejected outright. The task of criticism continues to this day; many questions remain to be elucidated, such as the authenticity of some prophetic traditions and the chronology of specific events.

BIRTH

According to Ibn Ishaq, one of his first biographers, Muhammad ‘was born on a Monday, during the night of the twelfth of the month of Rabi’ al-awwal, in the year of the elephant’,1 which corresponds to the year 570 CE. While doubts have been expressed about the exact date, given the Islamic calendar (explained here), it is a date widely accepted by most Muslims and marks the celebration of his birth in many countries. His mother was two months pregnant when his father Abdullah died. As a fatherless boy, his social standing suffered, even though he was a descendant of the noble Meccan clan of Banu Hashim. Caught between her obligation to respect the nobility of the clan by remaining dignified and her inability to support her family, his mother Aminah’s situation was precarious. The Meccan custom of the day was to consign infants to wet nurses from the nomadic Bedouin tribes of the surrounding desert. But because his father was dead, one wet nurse after another refused to accept him, fearing they would gain no benefit. Ultimately a woman called Halimah, who alone remained after all the town’s other infants had been placed with wet nurses, agreed to accept him for fear of returning empty-handed to her village in the desert.

AS AN ORPHAN

Muhammad was to live with Halimah in the desert for four years, in extremely difficult conditions. The experience had a powerful impact on his entire life. One day the wet nurse took fright; she had noticed strange things going on around the baby and, fearing that he might be stricken with illness, promptly returned him to his mother. Muhammad would remain with his mother Aminah for two years until, one day, on the road to Medina, she too died. He found himself, at the age of six, orphaned, poor and alone. The Qur’an, later, was to remind him of his childhood poverty.

The little boy was brought back to Mecca, where his grandfather cared for him. But before long, he too died, and Muhammad’s uncle Abu Talib took him in and raised him like a son. Muhammad became a shepherd and grew accustomed to travelling with his uncle, whose business was encountering serious difficulties. At the age of twelve he travelled to Syria with Abu Talib, accompanying a caravan of traders. During that journey a Christian monk noticed the young man and brought the uncle’s attention to his exceptional character. It was not the first time that his singular nature had been noted: from his earliest days his mother, his wet nurse and those around him had observed things that were difficult to explain (light around him, abundance of milk, etc.). Moreover, from an early age he had displayed signs of moral virtue that no one could miss: honesty, helpfulness and gentleness.

As a twelve-year-old he took part in a council of the tribal chiefs. The meeting had a strong influence on him. The chiefs concluded that membership of a clan, whether powerful or not, would no longer protect a man in Mecca, whether a resident or a visitor; instead, the principle of justice should prevail, irrespective of the person’s status. They went on to sign the agreement known as the Pact of the Virtuous (Ḥilf al-fuḍūl); years later, after the Revelation of the Qur’an had begun, the Prophet would remember the pact and confirm that its principles were in accordance with those of Islam.

MARRIAGE

Muhammad was building a career in trade: his reputation for honesty was already bringing him success in business. A wealthy independent businesswoman, Khadijah, heard of the young man’s qualities and offered him employment. He proved worthy of her confidence and was a particularly effective businessman. Khadijah was drawn to him and sent him a marriage proposal, which he accepted. He was then twenty-five years old, while she, according to tradition, was forty. However, several other sources give her age as twenty-eight. They had several children: the first-born, Qasim, died at the age of two, followed by Zaynab, Ruqayyah, Um Kalthum, Fatimah and finally ‘Abd Allah, who also died before his second birthday (Muhammad’s only surviving children were his daughters). He continued to work as trader, and his reputation grew apace. At Mecca he was known as ‘al-Ṣādiq al-Amīn’ – he who is trustworthy and true to his word. But in his thirty-fifth year he felt himself possessed by a powerful sense of spiritual longing. He had never believed in the Meccan idols and sought answers more in tune with his temperament. He began to spend close to a month meditating alone in a cave on the outskirts of Mecca, in the hope of a response, something he continued to do each year.

REVELATION

Muhammad was forty years old when the Archangel Gabriel appeared to him and announced that God had chosen him. He was to be God’s Messenger – Rasūl Allah – the last one to be sent to humanity. Terrified, he returned home to his wife Khadijah, who comforted him, reassuring him that he was so virtuous that what he was experiencing could not be the work of the devil. She led him to her cousin Waraqah ibn Nawfal, a Christian, who confirmed that indeed Muhammad bore the seal of prophecy and predicted that his own people would deny him.

‘Read in the name of your Sustainer, who has created!’ (Qur’an 96:1) were the first words Muhammad heard from God. They would be followed by a flow of Revelations that would continue, often at irregular intervals, for the next twenty-three years. It is these Revelations that form the Qur’an, the Holy Book of Islam. He transmitted the Message to those around him, who, like his wife Khadijah and his cousin Ali, accepted the new Message. But others, such as his uncle Abu Talib, who had taken him in and loved him dearly, did not respond to the call. Soon he began to preach in public and was persecuted by the Meccan aristocracy, who understood that Muhammad was calling into question their beliefs, their society and their hold on power. They promised him money, influence and women; he refused, declaring that even if they were to offer him ‘the sun in his right hand and the moon in his left’ to stop preaching his message, he would not; he had a mission and he intended to complete it.

The Message turned on four cardinal points: faith in the uniqueness of God – Tawḥīd – the Qur’an as the word of God, the imperative of prayer and good deeds, and, ultimately, the return to God on the Day of Judgment. For thirteen years he preached this Message, passing on the Revelations that were sent down to him. Openly, then secretly, more and more of the inhabitants of Mecca joined the new faith, women as well as men, and a majority of the poor or slaves, who saw liberation in his preaching.

PERSECUTION AND MIGRATION

After thirteen years of Muhammad’s preaching, persecution had reached such intensity that it was no longer possible for believers in the new faith to live in Mecca. Several of the first converts were killed, while others, the most vulnerable, were subjected to daily harassment and torture. The first community of Muslims was ostracized, while the Prophet lost his protectors one by one: his wife Khadijah and his uncle Abu Talib died the same year, in 619. Muhammad had earlier dispatched a group of Muslims to Abyssinia (modern-day Ethiopia), to seek refuge with the Negus, a Christian king who took them in. Shortly afterwards he received a Revelation, inviting him to leave Mecca and travel to the city of Yathrib. He devoted two years to preparation, concluding pacts with the tribes of Yathrib during the great Meccan trading fairs, while he organized his flight. In 622, most of the Muslims departed from Mecca. The ruling tribe of Mecca, the Quraysh, had condemned Muhammad to death, so he employed a stratagem: with his close companion Abû Bakr and their guide, he set off towards the south, before circling back towards the north. Thus began the migration – the Hegira – which was later designated as the beginning – the year zero – of the Islamic lunar calendar.

MEDINA

When they arrived in Yathrib – which would henceforth be known as Medina, the city illuminated by the presence of the Prophet – the first Muslim exiles, the muhājirūn, were warmly welcomed by the al-Anṣār, the earliest Medinan converts to Islam. Muhammad concluded the ‘pact of brotherhood’ between the two groups, which enabled the new arrivals to settle down and organize their lives. Mosques were built and reforms instituted that were to govern relations between the various clans in the city and the management of the central marketplace, the heart of life and business in Medina. Gradually the new spiritual community established itself, despite tensions arising from the presence of the Meccan exiles, from differences in social status and from conflict between two other tribes in the city, the Aws and the Khazraj, who continued to quarrel over long-running disputes.

Muhammad also had to establish the security of his followers in a region where they were now the dominant group. He promulgated a charter, often called the ‘Constitution of Medina’, which laid down the rules that would enable the Muslims to live together in peace, not only among themselves, but also with the city’s Jewish population (few Christians resided there). The Text declared that the Jews were part of the community (ummah) in Medina and that they enjoyed the same rights and duties as the Muslims. The same principle extended to all minorities. It was hoped this would secure the Muslim presence in the city and lead to peace. But from without, war threatened. The ruling tribe of Mecca, the Quraysh, could not accept that the Muslims had escaped their determined efforts to eliminate them and found refuge in Medina. Hostility between the two sides deepened and battle after battle took place.

Meanwhile, tensions were growing with three Jewish tribes – Qaynuqa’, Banu Nadir and Banu Qurayzah – the three clans that had cast their lot with the Quraysh. The other Jewish tribes remained under the Prophet’s protection. The Prophet had already dealt with the Banu Qaynuqa’ who had betrayed their pact and allied with the enemy. Having defeated them, he decided to spare and then expel them from the city. This ran contrary to the prevailing custom which was to execute the male members of the conquered clan and deliver their wives and children into captivity.

Muhammad was again to encounter some of those whose lives he had spared, this time members of the Banu Nadir tribe, who once more betrayed and attacked him. Yet again he refrained from applying the rule of execution and instead sent them off into exile. When he learned that the Banu Qurayzah, in league with the exiled members of the other two clans, had betrayed him a third time, he dispatched an army that promptly defeated them. This time he called for them to be judged according to their own Jewish tradition – by a judge they had previously accepted. The sentence was carried out without mercy – and the men were executed. The punishment, which was only applied after three acts of treachery had been committed, had the desired effect: the neighbouring clans stopped betraying the pacts they had entered into.

It was not long before the Muslim community of Medina had achieved a degree of stability in the region and over time they concluded alliances that gradually came to assure their security.

LEADERSHIP

Meanwhile, Muhammad had remarried, to the daughter of his friend Abu Bakr, Aishah. Tradition recounts that she was six years old at the time of marriage and nine when it was consummated, as was often the custom. But a substantial body of research has raised doubts about her age and, when cross-checked with the historical events that form a part of Muhammad’s biography, most of the evidence indicates that Aishah would have been between sixteen and eighteen years old. The Prophet had remained monogamous for twenty-five years. But he married eleven women after taking up residence in Medina. Most of these marriages consolidated alliances with the clans, in keeping with the custom of the day. He continued to nurture regional relationships that helped neighbouring tribes and nations understand that the Muslims were not the ‘mindless madmen’ that the rulers of Mecca, the Quraysh, suggested they were. For example, Muhammad received a Christian delegation from Najran and allowed them to pray in his mosque in full respect of their rites. It was also at this time that a key change occurred within the practice of the faith. Up until Muhammad’s arrival in Medina, the Muslims had prayed facing Jerusalem, considered the holy city of the three monotheistic faiths. But in Medina the Prophet received a Revelation that commanded him to turn towards Mecca, the site of the Kaaba, an empty cube which in Muslim tradition had been built by Abraham, but was then defiled by idols and representations. Abraham cleansed it, but after his death it once again became home to idols, until they were finally cast out by Muhammad. It was to become the holy mosque, the symbolic ‘house of God’, the centre towards which Muslims turned their faces in prayer, as they turned their hearts and lives towards God: ‘Turn, then, your face towards the [Inviolable] Sacred Mosque; and wherever you all may be, turn your faces towards it [in prayer]’ (2:144). So it is that all mosques face Mecca, while Jerusalem, which had been the first direction of prayer remains a holy place in Muslim tradition.

THE TRUCE OF AL-HUDAYBIYYAH

These victories, diplomatic and military, strengthened Muhammad’s reputation as the ‘king of the Arabs’, as he was called by the great neighbouring powers. But following the Revelation to turn towards Mecca, in the sixth year of the Hegira (628), during the month of Ramadan, the Prophet dreamt that he would accomplish a pilgrimage to Mecca. He ordered his Companions to prepare to march, and to go unarmed to show the Meccan leadership that the expedition had no hostile intentions. The Quraysh would not agree to this and, after protracted negotiations (to the disadvantage of the Muslims), ‘the truce of al-Hudaybiyyah’ was signed. Under its terms the Muslims agreed to turn back to Medina and to perform the pilgrimage the following year.

Although the pilgrimage failed, this truce brought peace to the remaining front around Medina, and the Prophet sent a message to the rulers of the neighbouring empires: to the Negus of Abyssinia, to Khosrow II, the Shah of Persia, to Heraclius, the Emperor of Byzantium, to Muqawqis, the ruler of Egypt, and to several other regional sovereigns. In the message, he sought recognition as ‘Him who is sent by God’ and invited them to accept Islam. In the event of refusal, he would hold them responsible before God for having misled their peoples. Responses varied: the Negus accepted Islam, but the others reacted angrily, humiliating or killing the emissaries.

THE CONQUEST OF MECCA

The following year the Prophet and his community performed what is now known as the minor pilgrimage – the ‘umrah – under the terms of the truce of al-Hudaybiyyah. One year after this, the allies of the Quraysh, who were unhappy with the terms of the truce, broke the pact by attacking clans who lived under Muhammad’s protection. Muhammad judged that by breaking the pact they had broken the whole truce and he resolved to raise an army to march on Mecca. After a short siege, the Muslims forced Mecca to capitulate during Ramadan, in 630 (year eight of the Hegira). The Prophet entered the city on horseback, leaning forward in prostration, personally destroyed the idols stored in the Kaaba, and henceforth dedicated this sacred space to the adoration of the one and only God. He then assembled the inhabitants of Mecca who had fought him for twenty years. He told them: ‘Go in peace, you are free’, granting them pardons, and he once again took up residence in his native city. He was to reside there for a time before returning to Medina, where he continued to administer the affairs of the fast-growing community.

Delegations from the surrounding clans and tribes came to swear allegiance to his now-solid and recognized authority. Muhammad would only return once more to Mecca to carry out what is now known as the major pilgrimage – the Hajj. This came to be known as the ‘farewell pilgrimage’. There in Mecca he delivered his celebrated sermon recalling the faithful to the fundamental tenets of Islam. It was then that he received the following Revelation, one of many of similar meaning: ‘Today have I perfected your religion for you, and have bestowed upon you the full measure of My blessings, and willed that Islam shall be your religion’ (5:3). Muhammad knew now that his mission was drawing to a close.

DEATH

On his return to Medina, Muhammad continued to oversee the community before falling ill. He insisted that all his material, emotional and spiritual debts be settled and prepared to depart this world. The final cycle of prophecy in the Abrahamic tradition had come to an end; it was now time for Muhammad to return to God. In 632, the eleventh year of the Hegira, Muhammad died in the arms of his wife Aishah. ‘Umar, his close Companion, in a state of near-collapse, announced that Muhammad would soon be resurrected and that he would personally kill anyone who dared to affirm that the Prophet was dead. Abu Bakr, the Prophet’s friend and a man usually known for his emotional disposition, pushed ‘Umar aside, displaying a sense of calmness and self-control. He stated: ‘If any amongst you used to worship Muhammad, then Muhammad has passed away. But if anyone of you used to worship God, then God is alive and shall never die.’2 And then he recited this verse or āyah, from the Qur’an:


Muhammad is no more than a Messenger: many were the Messengers that passed away before him. If he died or were slain, will you then turn back on your heels? If any did turn back on his heels, not the least harm will he do to God; and God will swiftly reward the grateful. (3:144)



After the Death of the Prophet

THE SUCCESSION: SUNNI AND SHI’A

Who would succeed Muhammad? There was no unanimously recognized prophetic tradition that gave a clear answer to this question. Tensions arose rapidly, as two opposing factions began to form. The first, supported by a majority (which would ultimately prevail), held that the Prophet had left no indication as to his successor’s identity, that by God’s will he had no son (daughters were not considered possible successors), and that a successor – a Caliph – must be selected by his community. The Caliph should be chosen for his moral pre-eminence, his integrity and his competence. The choice turned almost naturally to the Prophet’s faithful long-time friend Abu Bakr al-Siddiq, who had been appointed by the Prophet to lead the ritual prayers during his final illness. Those who had previously held this position were Sunni, who affirmed that they were following the Prophet’s path and tradition – known as the Sunnah – by holding strictly to what he had said, done or approved.

The other camp held that the succession should devolve upon one of the members of Muhammad’s family, and that his cousin and son-in-law, Ali, one of the first converts to Islam, should naturally become the first successor to Muhammad, as well as the Imam – the guide and religious leader – of the Muslims. They pointed to a saying of the Prophet that confirmed their choice: ‘I am the city of knowledge, Ali is its gate; so whoever desires knowledge, let him enter the gate.’ The Sunni consider this saying inauthentic, but it forms a part of the corpus of texts invoked by the ‘partisans of Ali’, as they were first known, to confirm Ali as the legitimate successor. Soon to become known as ‘Shi’a’ – the partisans – they rallied to the cause of Ali, and to his sons Hassan and Hussein.

The differences between Sunni and Shi’a were at first political, turning on the question of prophetic succession, but they rapidly mutated into a theological and philosophical dispute. The Caliph, whether elected or approved by the community of believers, received his legitimacy from below, while the Imam, as the leader among the Shi’a was known, was a religious figure, receiving authority from above, by virtue of his family ties, through the twin considerations of blood and knowledge. Their beliefs about succession were to lead to the absence of a clergy or formal hierarchy among the Sunni, while the Shi’a were to develop a defined structure of authority centred on the lineage of the first imams. This dispute was to mark indelibly the early history of Islam.3 The imams, descendants of Ali, are infallible in the eyes of the Shi’a and enjoy access to the hidden and secret meaning of the Qur’an; their role was that of teachers and guides, standing midway between mankind on the one hand and the Prophet and the Qur’an on the other. Two religious traditions thus took shape, with numerous differences concerning the classification and interpretation of the scriptural sources, religious authority, the role of reason, freedom and latitude in producing legislation, to name but a few.

What followed was a period of struggle between these two main groups over the spiritual direction of Islam. First to lead was Muhammad’s close friend Abu Bakr, who served as Caliph for two years (632–4) and before his death nominated ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab as his successor. ‘Umar’s reign lasted ten years before he was assassinated, and he was followed by Uthman ibn Affan (644–56), who was also killed. Ali, the first choice of the Shi’a and cousin of the Prophet, then assumed the mantle of Caliph, but his was a troubled reign that saw certain Muslim leaders, including the Prophet’s widow Aishah, demand that he punish Uthmân’s murderers, which Ali did not do.

Various splinter groups formed, one headed by a former scribe of Muhammad, Mu’awiyyah, that also called Ali’s legitimacy into question and rose against Ali in battle at Siffin in 658. They were defeated, and Mu’awiyyah called for arbitration, which Ali accepted. A group known as the Kharijites had supported Ali up until then, but they thought that he should have acted forcefully to crush the secession, and rebelled. Another group, the Ibadi, distanced themselves from Ali’s rule and, rejecting violence, settled in Oman, where even today they are in the majority, as well as in Zanzibar, which was an Omani colony.

After Ali’s murder at the hands of the Kharijites in 661, tensions were running high. Ali’s son Hassan succeeded him, but gave conditional recognition to the authority of Mu’awiyyah, who went on to found the Omayyad Empire in present-day Syria. Hassan died in 670 and his younger brother Hussein was killed at the battle of Karbala (in modern-day Iraq) in 680, in another battle waged over issues of succession. This tragic event – the end of the direct lineage from Muhammad – marked the historic beginning of the Shi’a tradition of Ashura (the Day of Remembrance) which invokes the death of Muhammad’s grandson Hussein as a quasi-foundational act.

This period is now known as the first major fitnah (the Arabic term for disorder, crisis, division and internecine strife) and includes the death of Muhammad’s last surviving male relative. Today, Sunnis represent approximately 85 per cent of the world’s Muslims, while the Shi’as account for 14 per cent – they form the majority in Iran, Iraq, Azerbaijan, Lebanon and Bahrain; the Ibadi make up 1 per cent, and are mainly to be found in Oman and Zanzibar.

EXPANSION

By 632, the year of Muhammad’s death, the entire Arabian Peninsula had come under Muslim control, and even during the ensuing internal unrest, territorial expansion continued apace. Within twenty-four years (632–656), under the first three Caliphs, territory under Muslim rule had expanded to Arabia, Palestine, Syria, Egypt, Libya, Mesopotamia and parts of Armenia and Persia. Even after the assassination of the third Caliph, Uthman, and despite the schism between Sunni and Shi’a, rapid expansion continued. It was driven by several factors: tension and divisions between the older, neighbouring empires, with their corruption and frequently authoritarian and intolerant rule often causing the conquering Muslims to be welcomed as liberators, though the southern Arabian tribes did attempt to rebel soon after Muhammad’s death.

The vigour of the Muslim armies and the simplicity of the legal structures they imposed on the freshly conquered lands – payment of taxes in return for military protection without having to change religion – quickly overcame the great but fragile empires that lay on their periphery. When Mu’awiyyah consolidated his authority and founded the Omayyad dynasty in 661, with Damascus as its capital, expansion accelerated; less than sixty years after the death of Muhammad, the territory of the new Muslim Empire stretched from the Indus River to the Iberian Peninsula, with Frankish leader Charles Martel halting the advance of the Muslim forces at the Battle of Tours.

The earliest Muslim conquests were by land, but by the early eighth century the Muslims had constructed a fleet and rapidly became a naval power that could control territory and access by sea, from southern Europe to India, while simultaneously monitoring every movement across broad expanses of Africa, the Mediterranean basin and Central Asia.

The explosive expansion of the first hundred years of Islam was halted by the resistance of the Franks in the west, and of the Byzantine Empire in the east, which repelled two major sieges of Constantinople, in 678 and 718. The speed of expansion was inversely proportional to the integrity of the new territories. The forces of conquest displayed religious and cultural flexibility, but were dependent on local administrators and institutions that they neither fully controlled nor understood and that were often hostile to them. Internecine strife between peoples, cultures and national groups, the privileges enjoyed by some and grave deficiencies in the protection of equality and social justice weakened the new empire from within.

OMAYYADS, ABBASIDS, OTTOMANS

The Omayyad dynasty was founded in 661 and was to endure for a century, undergoing the rapid expansion described earlier, as well as the civil wars that would ultimately undermine its authority and lead to its fall. The second fitnah followed on the heels of the death of Mu’âwiyyah, who had chosen his son Yazid as the next Caliph, thus inaugurating the principle of hereditary succession in the Sunni tradition. This new form of political organization did not at all correspond to the original position of the Sunni, who had opposed the principle of prophetic succession. It would have a profound impact on the course of legal and political thought in both the Sunni and Shi’a traditions.

But for all the inner turmoil that racked it, the Omayyed dynasty was powerful and flourished – commercially, intellectually and culturally – as it integrated a diversity of traditions while recognizing their right to exist and to develop. In the end it was a new coalition, known as the Abbasids and formed in direct challenge to the Omayyed Caliphate, which brought about the end of the dynasty in 750. When they seized power, the Abbasids massacred almost the entire Omayyed leadership. Only a few escaped with their lives. Among them was Abd al-Rahman, who refused to recognize Abbasid authority and, fleeing westward, established the Emirate of Cordoba in Spain in 756. There, in an isolated, truncated form, the Omayyed dynasty survived until 1009.

The Abbasid dynasty, which chose Baghdad as its capital, lasted for over five centuries. During its first two centuries, despite internal conflict, Islamic thought developed in virtually every field: the religious sciences, law, theology-philosophy, Greek-influenced philosophy and the experimental sciences, architecture and the arts. The reign of the celebrated Caliph Harun al-Rashid (786–809) was distinguished by an intellectual efflorescence that stretched over several decades. Despite internal political unrest and foreign threats, the dynasty was able to conserve its intellectual, cultural and scientific vigour until the end of his reign.

This period is now known as the ‘Golden Age of Islam’ for the contribution of its thinkers, scholars and artists to the flowering of knowledge and culture. But political unrest gradually undermined the creative energies that had been given free rein. The Seljuks, a Turkic tribe that had converted to Sunni Islam in the ninth century, captured Baghdad in 1050 and reconfirmed the founding Sunni character of the Abbasid Caliphate, following a period of domination by the Shi’a. The Mongol invasions were finally to bring the dynasty to an end in 1258; most of the Abbasid rulers were executed, imprisoned or enslaved. But the military created by the Abbasids, made up primarily of foreign-born soldiers known as Mamluks, escaped the Mongol repression and fled to Egypt, where they seized power and continued to rule as local representatives of Abbasid power.

The year 1299 marked the founding of what would become the Ottoman Empire at Bursa, in western Anatolia in modern-day Turkey, from whence it would expand into Eastern Europe. In 1453, the Ottomans – a Turkic tribe – captured Constantinople, sounding the death knell of the Christian Byzantine Empire. The Ottoman state gradually extended its authority over most of the Muslim-majority societies of the Middle East, reaching
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