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  1
Worlds in Contact

Arabia, Byzantium, and Sasanian  Persia on the Eve of Islam



Persia on the Eve of Islam: Diplomacy, Law, and Alliances in Late Antique Arabia
The caravan bells of late antique Arabia did not ring in isolation. From Yemen's incense groves to the basalt plains of Syria, camels traced routes that touched two rival empires whose diplomacy was as highly cultivated as their courts were splendid. Beyond the dunes lay Constantinople, where rigid ceremony and hierarchy structured every imperial audience, and Ctesiphon on the Tigris, where Sasanian fire-temples burnt beside massive brick palaces vaulted like inverted ships. Between these two poles stretched an intricate web of federate tribes, markets, caravanserais, and sacred enclosures (ḥarams), each governed by its own protocols of oath and protection. On the eve of Islam, Arabia stood not at the world's isolated margins but at its geopolitical hinge—an environment where truce, sanctuary, arbitration, and proxy alliances were already well understood and where a new political language could plausibly take root (Al-Ṭabarī 1997; ‘Alī 1993). 
In the sixth and early seventh centuries, Byzantium and Sasanian Persia refined a deeply shared repertoire of diplomatic arts. Negotiating across these desert frontiers was never an improvisation: envoys travelled under explicit legal guarantees, diplomatic gifts functioned as highly coded political messages, truces were meticulously recorded in writing, and volatile borderlands were managed through client polities. Justinian's so-called "Eternal Peace" of 532 CE with Khosrow I Anushirvan arranged for structural tribute, the formal treatment of political deserters, and the legal status of Christian communities living under Persian rule (Bilgic-Kavak 2025). Although the term "eternal" proved historically optimistic, the very attempt at such perpetuity reveals an overarching confidence in written international covenants.
Procopius, chronicling these shifting dynamics from Constantinople, spoke routinely of Arab "phylarchs"—federate tribal leaders recognised by a formal treaty and sustained by imperial stipends. On the Persian side, the Lakhmid kings at al-Ḥīrah held a parallel, institutionalised status. Both great empires relied on these proxy relations because direct administrative rule over the harsh desert frontier was logistically impractical; mobile Arab confederations could police vital caravan corridors far more efficiently than distant imperial garrisons ever could (Procopius 2014; ‘Alī 1993).
A telling example of Arab agency within these imperial frameworks is the celebrated Day of Dhū Qār, remembered in classical Arabic tradition as a pivotal tribal victory over a Sasanian-backed force in the early seventh century. Whether one views that memory as precise military history or as a powerful epic motif, its prominent presence in early chronicles underscores a growing consciousness that Arab confederations could actively set terms with empires rather than merely receive them (Landau-Tasseron 1996). Al-Ṭabarī preserves detailed notices of Ghassanid–Lakhmid duels, of envoys formally received and dismissed, and of complex truce-making that hinged on the exchange of political hostages and solemn oath formulas (Al-Ṭabarī 1997). In these historical pages, we glimpse a distinct diplomatic rhythm: words first, weapons second; if weapons were drawn, they were followed by financial compensation and renewed diplomatic words.
Arabia's own internal political culture provided a complementary grammar to this imperial statecraft. The desert was an intricate lawscape as much as a landscape, organised around patrilineal lineage, mutual defence, and a rigid moral economy of collective honour. Well-established mechanisms existed specifically to interrupt the destructive cycle of tribal vendetta. Solemn oath-taking (ḥilf) bound disparate clans together with ritual solemnity; sanctuary (ḥaram) suspended all forms of violence at sacred sites and during designated sacred months; and guest-right and protection (jiwār) allowed even a bitter enemy to claim absolute inviolability by entering a tent or seeking a notable's shield. Furthermore, the practice of arbitration (ḥakam) appointed an elder or a highly respected outsider to weigh complex claims, his final verdict backed by sacred oaths and by the collective dignity of the tribal lineages who swore to enforce them. These customs were pervasive rather than occasional, and their strict observance was heavily policed by public opinion and the practical requirement of blood compensation. Diyah—highly structured financial compensation for injury or death—provided a critical exit from perpetual feuding: paid by the offender's paternal lineage group (‘āqilah), it effectively converted blood into numbers and camels into lasting peace (‘Alī 1993).
Mecca's sacred enclosure epitomised how religious practice and political utility intertwined to produce an enduring architecture of regional safety. The Ka‘bah stood within a defined ḥaram in which weapons were laid down and the hunting of animals was strictly forbidden. Four months of the year—Rajab, Dhū al-Qa‘dah, Dhū al-Ḥijjah, and Muḥarram—were customarily observed across the peninsula as times when merchant caravans could move and regional markets convene without fear of military reprisal. "War abhors the sacred months," as an old tribal proverb distilled it. During these peaceful seasons, the great annual fairs—such as ‘Ukāẓ near Ṭā’if, Majannah, and Dhū al-Majāz—blended commerce with high culture. Poets recited masterpieces before designated judges, brokers concluded large-scale commercial deals, genealogists arbitrated insults, and tribal chiefs negotiated strategic alliances under the tacit, divine guarantee of the sanctuary. The market judge's formal pronouncement, once recited publicly, carried the full force of a binding, enforceable settlement (‘Alī 1993).
Trade fortified and reinforced these legal norms. The Quraysh of Mecca are historically remembered for their highly organised summer and winter caravans—moving north toward Byzantine Syria and south toward Yemen and the Red Sea—transporting leather, textiles, frankincense, and processed goods. Credit mechanisms, including deferred payments and sophisticated profit-sharing arrangements closely resembling muḍārabah, were completely routine. In the north, these caravans threaded the historic King's Highway and its alternative desert tracks toward Petra, Gaza, Basra, and Damascus. In the south, the overland route running from Ma’rib and Najrān to Mecca intersected directly with thriving maritime traffic at Aden, Jeddah, and various ports along the Red Sea and the Persian Gulf. Byzantine gold solids and Sasanian silver drachmas circulated widely throughout the peninsula as both valid currency and high-status jewellery; their presence in diverse Arabian hoards testifies to centuries of sustained economic interchange (Shahîd 2009). Diplomatic gifts and formal correspondence moved along these exact same commercial arteries. A handsome sword, a fine silk cloak, a vial of pure musk, or a mare of excellent stock—these were highly intelligible diplomatic tokens, whether exchanged in a mobile Ghassanid tent or inside a grand Constantinopolitan hall.
The Red Sea basin maintained its own distinct, highly charged diplomacy. Abyssinia's Aksumite kings frequently projected military power across the strait, allying closely with Byzantium to counter expanding Sasanian influence. Around 525 CE, the Aksumite king Kaleb launched a major intervention in Yemen to depose the Himyarite ruler Dhū Nuwās, whose severe persecution of local Christian communities had destabilised the region and alarmed the Mediterranean superpower (Daghiri, 2024). Following this conquest, the general Abraha established an autonomous Aksumite-backed regime in San‘ā’, rebuilt the monumental Ma’rib dam, and sought to aggressively channel regional pilgrimage and trade toward his capital. The vivid memory of his subsequent military expedition against Mecca—the famous "Year of the Elephant"—survived deeply in Arabian historical lore, irrespective of its disputed historical minutiae (Ibn Hisham 2020). Decades later, a decisive Persian counter-intervention under Khosrow I and his generals completely displaced the Aksumites in Yemen, embedding Sasanian officers and permanent garrisons in key South Arabian cities. Thus, within a single generation, southern Arabia experienced both Christian and Zoroastrian imperial tutelage, serving as an enduring reminder that the peninsula's political autonomy was always interconnected with broader imperial goals (Robin 2012).
Byzantine and Sasanian imperial chancelleries served as highly sophisticated laboratories for ritualised diplomacy. The Byzantines enveloped foreign envoys in a dense, intimidating etiquette that dictated precisely who bowed to whom, what exact garments must be worn, and how imperial gifts were to be presented. The empire's elaborate court ceremonial, later codified in bureaucratic treatises, already projected a calculated politics of awe designed to frame the emperor as both a temporal sovereign and a liturgical presence. Sasanian protocol was differently adorned but equally rigid. The Sasanian kings carefully counted their bandaka (loyal dependants) and highly prized the strategic exchange of noble hostages as diplomatic surety. In both imperial traditions, guaranteeing absolute physical protection for foreign envoys was treated as a fundamental moral and political imperative. If a messenger were injured, it invited immediate military retaliation—not merely because imperial honour had been slighted but because the primary instrument of international negotiation had been broken. Late antique sources meticulously describe the widespread exchange of official interpreters, the employment of imperial scribes competent in Greek, Syriac, Middle Persian, and Arabic, and the formal delivery of state correspondence that was securely sealed and witnessed.

Arbitration in a War-Torn Oasis

The wealthy agricultural oasis of Yathrib (later known as Medina) was historically dominated by two powerful, competing Arab tribes, the Aws and the Khazraj, alongside several prominent Jewish clans—including the Qurayẓah, the Naḍīr, and the Qaynuqā‘—who farmed productive date-palm estates and maintained strong trade ties to northern markets. Decades of escalating ancestral rivalry recently culminated in the devastating Battle of Bu‘āth, leaving internal tribal wounds raw and all centralised authority completely fragmented. Various reports preserved in the Sīrah (prophetic biography) literature and local Hijazi traditions indicate that leading families had long relied on professional arbiters to resolve high-stakes murders, complex land disputes, and volatile cases of tribal insult (Ibn Hisham 2020). Whenever an impartial outsider commanded wide moral respect, his legal verdict could fundamentally reorder fractured communal loyalties. In this highly unstable social landscape, the arrival of a neutral, external mediator promised not only spiritual guidance but also a mechanism for structural political consolidation. The very composition of Yathrib's pluralistic society—with its intricate web of written and unwritten compacts among sub-tribes and clients—conditioned its inhabitants to think naturally in terms of covenant, arbitration, and collective security (Preiser-Kapeller, Reinfandt, and Stouraitis 2020).
To speak of sanctuary and oaths in pre-Islamic Arabia is to speak of sacred time just as much as sacred space. The sacred months functioned as structural calendars of conciliation. During these interludes, armies paused, markets threw open their gates, and vital news—including political gossip, oral poetry, and formal tribal grievances—circulated safely across the peninsula. In these brief periods of peace, tribes that would otherwise maintain a hostile distance could safely interact. A deliberate breach of this sanctuary was remembered, widely cited, and carried severe legal and social consequences across multiple generations, as encapsulated in a famous classical maxim: 'Perjury eats the patrimony' (Alī 1993). The physical majesty of the Ka‘bah encoded this shared regional sensibility in stone. Its hereditary custodianship conferred immense social honour and political responsibility; its communal rituals—such as pilgrim circuits (ṭawāf) and sacrificial rites—were structural invitations to regional civility. Similarly, in Mecca's Dār al-Nadwah (the oligarchic council house), tribal elders routinely debated matters of common commercial concern. While the councillors' authority was strictly persuasive rather than directly coercive, their collective advice exerted massive social force; a well-crafted consensus could successfully forestall imminent bloodshed.
Inter-Arab alliances mapped directly onto religious affiliations, which their respective imperial hinterlands heavily shaped. Ghassanid Christianity adhered to the Miaphysite (Monophysite) theological strain, aligning them closely with Antiochene and Alexandrian ecclesiastical figures; conversely, Lakhmid Christianity leaned heavily toward the Church of the East (Nestorianism), a branch officially scorned by Constantinople but frequently tolerated by the Sasanian court at Ctesiphon. Meanwhile, Jewish communities scattered across the northern oases were fully integrated by law, custom, and marriage into local Arab clans while successfully retaining their distinct religious traditions and autonomous judicial tribunals. South Arabian inscriptions clearly reveal that Jewish rulers used biblical names and monotheistic state symbols even as they negotiated complex treaties with their Christian and pagan neighbours (Robin, 2012). Furthermore, Arabia nurtured unique individuals remembered in the Arabic tradition as ḥanīfs—independent monotheistic seekers who completely eschewed idol worship but refused to adhere to any established, formal religious community (Ibn Hisham 2020). This internal religious ferment significantly heightened moral and ethical discourse across the peninsula. In such a diverse milieu, ethical language and pragmatic political practice became thoroughly mingled: to be a legitimate, just chief increasingly implied having God or the gods validating one's rule.

A Truce on the Frontier
Chronicles preserve vivid vignettes of Syriac- and Arabic-speaking tribal chiefs meeting at remote desert wells or strategic caravan waystations to declare temporary truces (hudnah) designed to enable merchant caravans to pass unmolested and nomadic shepherds to water their flocks. A mutually agreed neutral ground would be designated, elders would solemnly recite traditional formulae invoking God, and respected tribal guarantors would stake their entire reputations on the peace. Such pacts might be as brief as the short span between two local markets or as long as an entire agricultural season. When a truce was broken, the accepted remedy was not total tribal annihilation but systematic renegotiation, sweetened by diplomatic gifts and secured by the exchange of hostages—young men of high birth placed in a rival's camp as living bonds of fidelity. The long-term sociological effect of these practices was to routinise international negotiation and to successfully translate raw, destructive enmity into a highly manageable competition governed by clear rules.
If peace had rules in late antique Arabia, war certainly did too. Even tribal raiding (ghazw), the endemic, low-level competition for livestock and personal honour, was never a chaotic free-for-all. Certain vulnerable targets were strictly taboo, certain times were legally off-limits, and specific acts of violence—such as bodily mutilation—were universally regarded as deeply disgraceful. Oral poetry strictly policed battlefield conduct by highly praising magnanimity (muruwwah) and mercilessly lampooning treachery: a chief who spared non-combatants or fiercely protected a suppliant could expect his praise to echo across the peninsula's campfires. Conversely, news of perfidy travelled faster than camels. "He broke the bread and spilt the salt" remained among the worst social charges imaginable—a damning metaphor for violating the sacred laws of hospitality. In such an intense honour-shame economy, diplomatic capital—a pristine reputation for keeping one's sworn word—possessed a highly quantifiable political value.
The physical infrastructure of this pre-Islamic diplomacy was thoroughly practical. Stone cisterns and water wells dotting the vast steppe—such as the desert outpost at Qaṣr Burqu‘—served as vital communication nodes where regional news could be rapidly exchanged and regional truces aired. Watchfires lit on high ridges relayed defensive signals across vast distances. Couriers moved swiftly on dromedaries between federated tribal camps and imperial Roman or Persian outposts. Markets functioned effectively as regional post offices; a travelling poet could easily carry an important diplomatic letter tucked securely into his saddlecloth. The very fact that both great empires maintained permanent embassies in each other's capitals, even during periods of open warfare, entrenched a regional habit of continuous talking. Persian and Roman envoys enjoyed strict diplomatic immunity even when their respective sovereigns were actively at war; they were to be detained and escorted, never executed. A surviving Byzantine account of a failed negotiation near Dara in the 530s CE notes the intense wrangling over exactly where to meet, who should speak first, and who sat physically higher—highly coordinated diplomatic theatre that signified sovereignty claims but also reflected a shared, deep-seated expectation that political theatre was always preferable to total bloodshed.
All of these traditional systems were strained to their absolute breaking points by the catastrophic, apocalyptic Roman–Sasanian War of 602–628 CE. Khosrow II's armies swept deep into the Levant, capturing Jerusalem and famously carrying the True Cross to Ctesiphon before invading Egypt. The Byzantine emperor Heraclius, after years of staggering setbacks, launched a brilliant series of counter-campaigns that penetrated the Sasanian heartland itself. The utter exhaustion of both superpowers was economic just as much as military; tax regimes tightened aggressively, regional currencies were heavily debased, and vital stipends paid to Arab federates grew highly irregular. In the face of such a systemic crisis, desert partners rapidly recalculated their loyalties. With imperial stipends late and military protection thin, Arab federates sought local alternatives. Some withdrew entirely to their geographic tribal cores; others experimented with wider, unprecedented regional alliances. This heavily destabilised frontier put a premium on local initiative and on leaders who could independently deliver security without relying on distant imperial paymasters. It is precisely here, in the unstable interstices of a collapsing great-power world order, that one can best discern the immense creative potential of Arabia's indigenous legal norms.
Two specific vignettes, preserved across entirely different literary genres, beautifully crystallise this world. First, a foreign envoy arriving at a federated camp exhibits a distinct blemish on his cheek—a public sign of physical humiliation suffered at a rival's court. He steadfastly refuses to touch food until his political message is heard, declaring, "I eat no salt until I am answered." "Hospitality was never a mere snack; it was a binding, legal seal on international proceedings. Second, a powerful chief formally assures a vulnerable petitioner of protective jiwār before even hearing the details of his case. He steps dramatically out of his tent and shouts to the camp: "Bear witness, O men!" Publicity was the ultimate protection; secrecy bred political suspicion. These highly ritualised gestures, commonplace to near-contemporary observers, would have been instantly legible to anyone walking from the Najd to the gates of Damascus.
Surviving sources from this transformative period—whether written in Greek, Syriac, or classical Arabic as preserved in later historical compilations—consistently echo the distinct cadences of this shared diplomacy. Procopius's use of the term "phylarch" inherently signals a treaty-bound, internationally recognised status. Al-Ṭabarī, drawing on early eighth-century historical materials, describes envoys riding continuously between Ctesiphon and al-Ḥīrah, recording an Arab king reminding a Persian general that "oaths bind both the living and the dead" (Al-Ṭabarī 1997). Ibn Hisham's Sīrah, while primarily concerned with the life of the Prophet Muhammad, nevertheless meticulously preserves memories of earlier pre-Islamic compacts like the Ḥilf al-Fuḍūl (The Alliance of the Virtuous) because they provided the essential moral vocabulary for a later universal project (Ibn Hisham 2020). The fragmentary but highly convergent nature of these diverse sources is itself profoundly significant: they demonstrate the existence of a shared regional language of diplomacy that different cultures spoke with their own unique accents.
In this vibrant late antique environment, the foundational elements that later Islamic statecraft would elevate—such as safe-conduct (amān), covenant (‘ahd), communal consultation (shūrā), and the strict protection of non-combatants—were by no means intellectual novelties. They were deeply rooted, recognisable regional principles simply awaiting structural re-articulation and universalisation. When a future Medinan document (the Constitution of Medina) would knit disparate oasis clans and Jewish tribes into a single, unified political community under terms of mutual defence, mandatory arbitration, and religious autonomy, it would do so using a socio-legal dialect already half-familiar to all its signatories. When a major future truce (the Treaty of Ḥudaybiyah) would grant safe passage for unarmed pilgrims across deeply hostile territory, it would closely resemble the traditional market truces of ‘Ukāẓ expanded to an imperial scale. When diplomatic letters would cross vast deserts to distant emperors, they would travel along physical roads long beaten by caravans and appeal directly to ideas—the absolute sanctity of envoys and the legal seriousness of seals—that the recipient monarchs fully recognised.
On the eve of Islam, then, "worlds in contact" was not a literary metaphor but a daily, lived reality. Arabia was not only traversed by valuable merchant caravans but also shot through with sophisticated, indigenous rules governing how bitter enemies might talk, how strangers might be safely sheltered, and how volatile disputes might be successfully contained. Byzantium and Persia provided grand models of diplomatic protocol and imperial bureaucracy; the Ghassanids and Lakhmids offered real-world examples of sophisticated Arab statecraft nested inside imperial frameworks, while the wealthy oases and busy markets of the Hijaz revealed how sacred time and sacred space could structurally underwrite economic security. There was ample room in this complex world for a new voice—provided it could speak covenant to the tribes, justice to the markets, sanctuary to the pilgrims, and binding law to the empires.
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From Oath to Order

Pre-Islamic Covenants and the Ethics of Alliance



The Pre-Islamic Moral Grammar and the Foundations of Islamic Diplomacy
In the decades before Islam, the Arabian Peninsula possessed neither a central state nor a single legal code. Yet it was not lawless. A compact but intricate moral grammar governed relations among tribes, markets, and sanctuaries (Hallaq 2005). Hospitality and revenge, generosity and exacting honour, while defusing imminent violence (Ibn Hishām), coexisted in a web of orally transmitted norms that provided predictability in a harsh environment (Izutsu, 2002). It is remarkable that early Islam emerged. To understand why the Prophet’s diplomatic achievements proved so enduring, one must first examine the instruments of order already at work in pre‑Islamic Arabia: the pact (hilf), protection (jiwar), and compensation (diyah) (Schacht 1964). Each served as a building block for peace in a society where kinship was paramount, written codes were rare, and the seasons of war and trade alternated with the sacred hush of truce (Crone 1987). These elements were subsequently retained, reframed, and universalised within the Prophet’s covenantal ethics (Al-Azm 2011). 
 The Moral Grammar of the Jāhiliyya
The desert demanded alliances. Sparse resources, long caravan routes, and the constant risk of raiding (ghazw) made it necessary to stitch together temporary solidarities that could outlast a single season (Hoyland 2001). The hild, a sworn pact between clans or tribes, bound partners to mutual aid in defence and restitution (Watt, 1953). Its forms varied: some were commercial arrangements to secure caravans; others were defensive coalitions to deter predatory neighbours (Ibrahim, 1990). The ritual of oath‑taking drew on a shared sacral imagination: hands dipped in perfume or in the blood of a sacrificed animal; invocations made before tribal idols or at the Kaaba; and a public meal that sealed the compact (Goldziher, 1967). A pact might be concluded in the majlis of a notable patron whose house served as a neutral forum. Memory—anchored in the sharpened tongues of poets—was the ultimate archive and court of appeal (Sells 1989). “We pledge to stand as one body" – a pact could be recited in verse: “our honour is one, our vengeance one” (Alī 1970). In the absence of a sovereign, reputation and the threat of public shame enforced compliance (Izutsu 2002).
The engine of reconciliation, however, was compensation—diyah (Coulson, 1964). Retaliation (qisās) was the default instinct of a society organised around agnatic ties, or 'asabiyyah' (Ibn Khaldūn 1967). Yet vendettas impoverished everyone. Blood money transformed private vengeance into a collective calculus of camels, gold, or goods, effectively shifting conflict from the spear’s edge to the negotiator’s tongue (Hallaq 2005). The pre-Islamic poet Zuhayr ibn Abī Sulmā, recalling the long war between ‘Abs and Dhubyān, praised two chieftains who laid down their swords and paid a series of compensations to end the feud (Zuhayr ibn Abī Sulmā 1964). The amount had ritual regularities—most famously, the 100 camels for intentional homicide—and its payment was typically spread over time to make it feasible (Alī 1970). Kin groups (the ‘āqilah) shared the burden, further socialising responsibility and curbing rash young men whose bravado often sparked wars (Crone 1987). Such settlements rarely produced abstract justice in the modern sense; they produced something more vital for a pastoral economy: a path back to grazing, markets, and marriage (Hoyland 2001).
Other norms buttressed this moral toolkit. The four sacred months—Dhu al‑Qa‘dah, Dhu al‑Hijjah, Muharram, and Rajab—suspended raiding and opened arterial fairs such as ‘Ukāz and Dhū al‑Majāz, where poets competed, merchants negotiated, and arbiters (hukkām) resolved disputes (Kister 1980). Sanctuary zones (haram), above all Mecca, offered asylum in a way that exceeded even individual jiwar; within the haram, shedding blood was strictly taboo, and the Ka'bah's precincts amplified the shame of broken oaths (Serjeant 1972). Quraysh’s commercial hegemony, referred to in the Qur’ān as their ilāf (customary pacts) in Surah Quraysh (106:1–4), relied on a lattice of understandings with tribes along Syrian and Yemeni routes, buying safe passage through gifts and reciprocal favours (Kister 1965). Arbitration, finally, allowed inimical tribes to submit a dispute to a mutually respected judge (‘Alī 1970). Omen readings and the words of soothsayers (kuhhān) sometimes coloured the arbitration, but the core remained deliberation, precedent, and public consent (Fahd 1966). The choice of a neutral third party, combined with an acceptance ritual involving both parties, gave the decision the binding force of communal honour (Hallaq 2005).

 The Prophet's Inheritance and Transformation
The young Muhammad grew up inside this order. Mecca’s council house (Dār al-Nadwah) existed before him; he observed how elders convened to decide on matters of war, marriage alliances, and trade (Ibn Hishām 1955). Before his prophethood, he famously arbitrated the dispute over who would place the Black Stone (al-Hajar al-Aswad) during the Ka‘ba’s reconstruction (Ibn Hishām 1955). By asking each tribal chief to hold a corner of a single cloth and then placing the stone with his hands, he satisfied collective honour and defused imminent violence (Ibn Hishām 1955). More telling, perhaps, is his participation, as a young man, in the Hilf al-Fuḍūl (“Pact of the Virtuous”), formed in the house of ‘Abdullāh ibn Jud‘ān when Meccan notables pledged to defend the rights of any wronged person in Mecca, native or outsider (Ibn Hishām 1955). Ibn Hishām preserves a report in which the Prophet later recalled: “I witnessed in the house of ‘Abdullāh ibn Jud‘ān a pact such that I would not exchange it for red camels; and if I were invited to the like of it in Islam, I would answer” (Ibn Hishām 1955). This memory is crucial: the Prophet did not repudiate the ethical content of the old order; he purified and universalised it (Ramadan 2007).

 Jiwar Transformed: From Patron's Favour to Legal Duty
Consider Jiwar through this lens. Two episodes from the Sīra reveal its ethical freight and its subsequent transformation. When the early Muslims endured persecution in Mecca, some migrated to Abyssinia under the Christian Negus’s protection—a trans-tribal refuge that proved stable because it was sustained by the Negus’s public ethics as a sovereign (Ibn Hishām 1955). Others sought jiwār in Mecca. Abu Bakr, at one point, obtained protection from Ibn al-Dughunnah to remain in the city; the arrangement faltered when Quraysh insisted he pray privately, and Abu Bakr chose to return the protection rather than compromise his faith (Al-Bukhārī 1987). Later, after a bruising visit to Ṭā’if, Muhammad returned to Mecca under the jiwar of Muṭ‘im ibn ‘Adī, who escorted him into the city sword in hand (Ibn Hishām 1955). The Prophet would recall this favour at Badr, stating that if Muṭ‘im ibn ‘Adī were alive today and spoke to him about the captives, he would release them for his sake (Al-Bukhārī 1987). Jiwar here functions as a moral currency recognised by all, even in times of war (Khadduri 1966).
Islam preserved the institution but re‑anchored it scripturally. The Qur’ān enjoins, "And if any one of the polytheists seeks your protection, then grant him protection so that he may hear the words of Allah. Then deliver him to his place of safety” (Qur'an 9:6). The frame is universal: protection is not a private favour granted to a client but an obligation grounded in divine command, limited by just aims, and completed by a safe return (Abdel Haleem 2005). The Prophet further generalised the authority to grant safe conduct (amān), stating that the protection granted by the Muslims is one, and even the least of them may grant protection on behalf of all (Muslim 1972). Consequently, a woman's or a commoner’s promise could bind the entire community—an unmistakable widening of moral agency (Khadduri 1966). In practice, this principle became the backbone of later Muslim envoy law: emissaries were inviolable, truces were respected, and even enemies could travel under letters of safe conduct because aman, unlike jiwar, did not depend on the power of a single patron but on the conscience of a polity (Hamidullah 1986).

 The Constitution of Medina: Hilf Constitutionalised
The case of Hilf displays a similar metamorphosis. Islam did not outlaw alliances; it fused them into a constitutional ethic (Serjeant 1964). The Constitution of Medina (Ṣaḥīfat al‑Madīnah), concluded soon after the Hijra, functioned as a multilateral hilf, binding the Muhājirūn and Anṣār with the Jewish clans of Medina and allied tribes into “one community (ummah wāḥidah) distinct from all other people” (Ibn Hishām 1955). It codified mutual defence, stipulated just process for homicide (with diyah obligations spread across confederates), and explicitly recognised the religious autonomy of the Jewish signatories, stating that the Jews have their religion and the Muslims have theirs (Lecker 2004). Pre-Islamic pact logic—encompassing mutual aid, shared compensation, and third-party arbitration—was reworked into a civic charter that elevated covenant over blood (Watt 1956).
In doing so, it broke decisively with the default assumption that legitimacy emanated exclusively from common ancestry (Black 2011). Belief and charter now generated new solidarities without erasing older obligations outright; the constitution retained functional reference to clans and their ‘āqilah but placed them under an overarching meta-pledge to God and His Messenger (Lecker, 2004).

 Economic Life and the Scaling of Covenant
Economic life clarified the stakes. Caravans needed more than swords; they required predictable corridors (Ibrahim 1990). Quraysh had pioneered route pacts, exchanging tribute and hospitality for safe passage (Crone 1987). Islam scaled these practices by replacing tribute with law (Hamidullah 1977). Letters of safe conduct from the Prophet and, later, from the caliphs, gave provincial notables and merchant groups a stake in order without personal subservience (Hamidullah 1987). When an enemy is inclined to peace, the Qur’ān instructed, "Incline to it also” (Qur'an 8:61). Treaties and tax arrangements—such as the jizyah for non-Muslim communities under Muslim rule—did not sprout from a desiccated pragmatism but from a systemic habit of turning raw force into covenant (Khadduri 1955).
The old techniques, such as peace in the sacred months and the inviolability of the sanctuary, were folded into an international ethic (Kister 1980). Now the months of truce could be extended by a negotiated hudna; the sanctuary ethic became a model for neutral spaces, such as garrison towns that prohibited arbitrary confiscation and obliged protection (Donner 1981).

Ethics, Virtue, and the Deeper Continuity
We should not romanticise the pre‑Islamic past. Its peacemaking instruments were powerful but fundamentally parochial (Goldziher 1967). Women’s agency in pacts and protections, while not entirely absent, was heavily limited; weaker tribes suffered if their patrons wavered, and arbitrations could be skewed by omen and coercion (Lichtenstädter 1935). Yet its moral vocabulary—especially muruwwa (manly virtue) and ḥilm (forbearing wisdom)—already prized forbearance over rashness (Izutsu, 2002). The poets routinely praised peacemakers who paid compensation and shamed warmongers who broke their pledges (Sells 1989). These native values created an opening for Islam’s sharper insistence that oaths were not mere ornaments of honour but solemn bonds answerable to God (Rahman 1980). “And fulfil the covenant. The covenant will be questioned” (Qur'an 17:34) exhorted a society that already knew the devastating cost of breaking them.

 Hilf al‑Fuḍūl and the Prophet’s Ethical Memory
The Pact of the Virtuous arose when a Yemeni merchant from the tribe of Zabīd was cheated of his goods by a powerful Meccan, al-’Ās ibn Wā’il (Ibn Hishām 1955). Disgusted by this violation of guest rights and market fairness, several clans—among them the Banū Hāshim and Banū Taym—swore to stand with the wronged against the oppressor until the stolen goods were returned (Ibn Hishām 1955). They met in the house of ‘Abdullāh ibn Jud‘ān, a wealthy notable, and declared their compact by pouring water over the Black Stone, drinking together, and calling the almighty forces as witnesses (Alī 1970). Long after, Muhammad would praise the pact by name and declare, “If I were called to its like in Islam, I would respond” (Aḥmad ibn Ḥanbal 1950).
The remark is more than nostalgia. It reveals the Prophet’s methodology: sift the old for what aligns with justice, then re-root it in tawḥīd (monotheism) and the rule of law (Ramadan 2007). Under Islam, the defence of the weak is not a discretionary act that displays the magnanimity of the strong; it is a standing obligation backed by divine command (Abou El Fadl 2002). In this way, the Prophet inverted the axis of prestige: not the violator, but the defender of rights becomes the true exemplar of honour (Izutsu 2002).

Language, Covenant, and the New Universalism
Language registered the shift. Pre-Islamic Arabs spoke of ‘ahd (pledge) and mīthāq (compact), but their oaths were plural—sworn by the gods, the idols, or tribal ancestors (Lewis 1988). The Qur’ān condensed oaths into a singular covenant with the One: oaths are “fastened” in God’s name and backed by His cross-examination on the Day of Account (Wansbrough 1977). Verse after verse urges restraint in oath-making, fidelity in pledge-keeping, and respect for treaties even with hostile others—unless the other side clearly breaks them (Qur'an 16:91–92 and 9:7–8). The Prophet’s letters to regional rulers and tribal chiefs overflow with the phrase “the guarantee (dhimmah) of God and His Messenger” (Hamidullah 1987). This approach was more than rhetoric; it relocated the sanction from the fear of public shaming to an interiorised piety and a trans‑tribal legal consciousness (Safi 2001). Even when Muslims negotiated with those outside their faith community, the impulse was to shift relationships from a private bond to a public covenant administered by witnesses and scribes (Khadduri 1966).
Islam’s universalism did not flatten difference; it structured it (Hodgson 1974). The dhimmah system, which would crystallise in the Rashidun period, retained the pre‑Islamic intuition that different groups could live under shared rules while keeping internal autonomy (Cahen 1945). But it codified the terms—tax levels, protections, and recourses—so that justice did not depend on a protector’s shifting mood (Bosworth 1982). The roots of this policy lie in the Prophet’s practice. When delegations (wufūd) arrived in Medina from tribes across Arabia, he received them with ceremonial hospitality, listened to grievances, and concluded written agreements, often sealed by gifts and reciprocal pledges (Ibn Sa'd, 1968). In a sense, the old marketplace pacts were nationalised (Ibrahim 1990). Kin‑ties did not disappear; they were subordinated to a moral order capacious enough to include Jews, Christians, and allied tribes under one civic canopy (Watt, 1956).

 From Oath to Order
The tension between ‘asabiyya and covenant never completely vanished, as later civil strife would show (Donner 1998). But even civil strife was channelled through the habits learned in the earlier order: envoys were inviolate, truces negotiated, and compensations paid (Hawting 2000). These were not mere tactics. They reflected a conviction that conflict, like drought, is cyclical but not fate: humans can learn to anticipate, dampen, and reroute it through objective norms (Safi 2001). The Prophet’s refounding of the oath did not eliminate passion; it chastened it (Izutsu 2002). “The believers are bound by their conditions,” says a classic prophetic tradition, “except a condition that makes lawful what is unlawful or unlawful what is lawful” (Al-Tirmidhī 1998). Such maxims display the new centre of gravity: consent, condition, and moral limit—law, in short (Hallaq, 2005).
Poetry, our best window into the pre-Islamic conscience, is full of men boasting of sudden raids, but it also scolds reckless oaths and praises ḥilm (Lyall, 1885). In the Mu‘allaqāt, Zuhayr derides those whose tongues bind them in foolish promises and exalts the men who bear the costs of peace (Zuhayr ibn Abī Sulmā 1957). This moral dialectic made Islam audible to its first listeners (Goldziher 1967). When the Qur’ān declared that “God commands justice and excellence” (Qur'an 16:90), it resonated with an existing valuation scheme. When it forbade betrayal (ghadr) and urged believers to repay evil with better, it challenged the honour reflex but did not offend the native sense that there is nobility in forbearance (Rahman, 1980). The Prophet’s diplomacy tuned these strings: he negotiated from strength but conceived strength as the willingness to restrain and to bind oneself before asking others to bind themselves (Khadduri 1955).
From this vantage point, the Prophet’s achievement can be framed as a movement “from oath to order.” Pre-Islamic Arabia possessed oaths—highly charged, locally enforceable, and indispensably pragmatic (Hoyland 2001). Islam preserved their best instincts but re‑anchored them in a theology of covenant and a jurisprudence of public order (Hallaq 2005). Hilf was not abolished; it was instead constitutionalised (Serjeant 1964). Jiwar was not discarded; it was instead universalised (Hamidullah 1977). Diyah was not replaced; it was instead standardised and situated within a system that prioritised reconciliation over vendetta while keeping deterrence credible (Coulson 1964). Markets and sanctuaries, once protected by shifting patronage, came under the protection of a state-like authority whose legitimacy lay in scripture, consent, and habit (Donner 1981).
The rise of early Islam had two implications. First, the Prophet did not need to invent a diplomatic culture from a vacuum; he inherited a moral toolkit, refined it, and then scaled it across widening concentric circles—from clan to city, city to region, and region to empire (Watt 1956). This scenario explains the speed with which the Islamic polity integrated diverse groups: the practices felt familiar, but the reference points had shifted from tribal pride to divine mandate (Hodgson 1974). Second, the reframing allowed what had been situational to become principled (Safi 2001).
The same logic that moved Meccan notables to defend a wronged Yemeni merchant now animated a charter that guaranteed Jewish worship in Medina, then a capitulation treaty that protected Christian churches in Jerusalem, and later, correspondence with emperors that made safe conduct a minimum baseline of civility (Hamidullah 1987). The cultural muscle built by Hilf, Jiwar, and Diyah exercised itself on a far larger theatre (Khadduri, 1966).
It is tempting to draw straight lines from the past to the present, but the continuities of concern are more important. Contemporary diplomats worry about credible commitments, safe passage, neutral venues, and proportional remedies (Bull 1977). Pre-Islamic Arabia, and then Islam, grappled with exactly these problems, albeit with camels and verse rather than cargo planes and communiqués (Al-Azm 2011). The Prophet’s reframing offers a lesson without anachronism: stable order emerges when communities convert private honour into a legal duty; when the thirst for redress yields a public covenant; when protection ceases to be a personal favour and becomes a legal duty; and when the thirst for redress yields to measured compensation under shared rules (Abou El Fadl 2002). The early Muslims called this 'aman' (Schacht 1964). They built an empire on it (Donner 1981).
In tracing this genealogy, we see that Islam’s diplomatic genius lay not only in what it said but also in what it remembered—an ethic already latent in market pacts and guest rights, clarified by revelation, and enforced by a community for whom oath‑keeping had become worship (Izutsu 2002). The desert’s old wisdom—restrain your wrath, protect your guest, pay the blood price—did not die; it found a home under a new sky of meaning (Goldziher 1967). From oath to order: that is the arc along which a people learnt to turn courage into covenant and covenant into civilisation (Hodgson, 1974).
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