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Preface

The first time I ever discussed Islam with a Muslim at any length was with a Turk named Mehmet, whom I met in a bar. I was surprised by the enthusiasm with which Mehmet explained and defended Islam, given the setting in which I had met him. After all, everybody knows that Muslims don’t drink alcohol, and so I didn’t expect anyone I met in a bar to be much of a Muslim. But Mehmet was, definitely. He may not have been a very observant Muslim, but he was still a Muslim.

There are many books introducing Islam to Western readers, but none I know of will help a reader to understand Muslims like Mehmet. Introductions to Islam generally explain the religion as it is meant to be, and perhaps as it is for the very devout. What I hope to do here is explain Islam not just as it is meant to be, but also as it actually is—I cover Islam in theory, and Muslims in practice.

This book is written for Westerners whose lives bring them into contact with Muslims, whether in the Muslim world or at home. It is also written for non-Muslims who want to better understand the world’s most controversial major religion. I have assumed that the reader is a Christian or a Jew, as most probably will be. Followers of other religions and agnostics might try to put themselves in a religious position such as this.

Bridging the gap between the theory and practice of Islam is not an easy thing to do. In the first place, there is a lack of agreement about the theory. A Saudi Arabian religious scholar and an Iranian religious scholar would disagree on many things, if they ever spoke to each other. The variations in the theory of Islam, however, are insignificant in comparison to the variations in practice. There are so many Muslims in the world—Turks and Arabs, Iranians and Thais, and hundreds of other nationalities, including Americans. Some Muslims are research scientists, and some are illiterate peasants. Some are extremely devout, and some give their religion only an occasional thought. And yet all are, indisputably, Muslims. Their understandings of the world and their ways of living all have something in common. And that common ground brings us back to the theory of Islam, to the concept of how Islam is meant to be.

Like Mehmet, the Turk I met in the bar, this book sometimes defends Islam. Any attempt to explain Islam has to involve some element of defense. When I had my conversation with Mehmet, like most Westerners I knew more about Islam than I did about such religions as Zoroastrianism (which I knew I knew nothing about). But I now know that what I then thought I knew about Islam was not just hazy, but often plain wrong. Some Westerners question how an intelligent person could possibly be a Muslim. Part of the answer to that question is that no intelligent person could follow what the questioner understands by “Islam,” because Islam as understood by the questioner does not actually exist.

“But you must admit that Islam isn’t much of a religion for a woman,” an intelligent and well-educated Western friend once protested to me, “since it says that women don’t have souls.” At the time I had no idea where my friend had found this information. I have since discovered that it was once a well-established medieval slander, a cousin to the story of Jews mixing Christian blood into their Passover wafers. How it had survived to reach my friend, I still have no idea. Most Western misconceptions about Islam are less dramatic, but there are many of them, as well as many areas where Westerners in fact know very little (right or wrong), but do not realize it.

It is not just lack of information that makes Islam and Muslims hard for Westerners to understand. It is also the types of Islam that Westerners tend to encounter. It would be hard for Martians to make much sense of Christianity if what they saw of it was the activities of Catholic bombers from the Irish Republican Army during its most violent period, and some sermons on hell-fire delivered by a certain sort of Protestant preacher. The Muslim equivalents of each of these are what get the most air-time on Western television. Beyond this, there are also certain areas where Islam and Western practice really do differ fundamentally—on gender relations, for example. It is not the purpose of this book to argue about whether Muslim or Western conceptions are right, but rather to show how Islamic conceptions make sense to Muslims, so even if a Western reader disagrees, that reader can at least try to understand. It is a sound principle of religious studies that one should try to understand beliefs and practices in the terms in which they make sense to those who believe in and practice them.

This purpose means that the book is written as much as possible from a Muslim perspective.1 There are various theories among Western scholars, for example, about the origins of the Koran. Although interesting in their own right, few of them are of any help in understanding Islam or Muslims, since hardly any Muslims have even heard of them. What matters is not how the Koran actually came into being, but how Muslims think it came into being. What this book tries to convey is, in general, how Muslims see and understand things.

Different Muslims, of course, see and understand things differently. This book discusses groups of Muslims, but individuals are always individuals, even when they belong to groups. Italians, as a whole, eat a lot of spaghetti. That statement is true, but is of little use in predicting whether or not an individual Italian will eat a lot of spaghetti. An individual American I know likes reading about African wildlife. Again, that statement is true, but tells us nothing about Americans as a whole. This book tries to avoid this problem as much as possible by distinguishing between different types of Muslim, but even so it deals with groups, and therefore uses stereotypes. When it comes to understanding or dealing with individual Muslims, the reader is asked to remember that they are, above all, individuals.

The reader is also asked to remember that when I write of what is “Islamic” in this book I am referring to the theory of the religion of Islam, and when I write of what is “Muslim” I am referring to the practice of Muslim people. This distinction follows the usage in Arabic. In English, the two terms are not always used like this, so it is acceptable to say “Different Islamic peoples understand the Muslim religion differently,” but I will not use the two terms in this way.

This book’s treatment of Islam in theory is based on my own study of Islam and on a selection of the religious works which Muslims over the centuries have accepted as classics. My favorites have been Yahya bin Sharaf al-Nawawi’s Riyad al-Salihin, Ahmad ibm Naqib al-Misri’s Umda al-salik, and Muhammad al-Ghazali’s Ihya Ulum al-Din. As much as possible, I have tried to let the contents of these works dictate the contents of this book. What Muslims such as these consider important about Islam is probably what interested non-Muslims should be looking at too. I have sometimes departed from this principle, however: for example, in spending more time on violence and on relations with the non-Muslim world than the classic authors did. These topics interest Westerners today more than they interested classic Muslim scholars in the past.

For Islam in practice, I have drawn partly on the published work of other scholars, but principally on the years I have spent in Egypt, probably the single most influential country in the Muslim world. I have also drawn on fieldwork I have performed in a dozen other parts of the Muslim world, from Morocco to Iran and Malaysia, as well as in America and Europe. Finally, I have drawn on the many discussions about different aspects of Islam which I have had over the years with students at the American University in Cairo, where I have been teaching for almost twenty years. The students I have taught there are far from being typical Muslims. They are generally from wealthy families, reasonably well educated, and often remarkably well traveled. In short, they are close in many ways to the typical readers of this book (all of whom are likely to be wealthy by the standards of the Muslim world, whether or not they are by their own standards!).

Islam was once the religion of the Arabs, and Arabs are still the single largest single group of Muslims (though Indonesia is the largest Muslim country). I generally start from an Arab perspective, but as much as possible include the theory and practice of non-Arab Muslims as well.

Spelling is always a problem when dealing with Islam. There are a number of systems for writing Arabic words in the Latin script, but none are entirely satisfactory. I have used an informal system that attempts to approximate words’ actual pronunciations. Spellings according to the more formal system used by most scholars (and in many dictionaries and encyclopedias) are given in the glossary at the end of the book. I hope that the glossary itself will be useful.

I would like to thank all those who helped with this book, especially Brad Clough, Abdul Hayy Holdijk, Salima Ikram, Aleya Kerdany, Muhammad Legenhausen, Nur Ainah binte Mohammed Ali, and Yeşim Oruç. Their comments helped me eliminate some of the errors that resulted from my attempt to generalize about the wide diversity of Muslim experience, and they were all most appreciated. Any remaining shortcomings in the final book are my responsibility alone.

Mark Sedgwick

Cairo, December 2005
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A Cave in the Desert

What is Islam?

According to a book on the Iranian revolution published in the 1980s—a book that has now vanished into well deserved obscurity—the Ayatollah Khomeini was a paradoxical figure. He started a revolution, said this book, sitting on a prayer carpet but using a telephone. Since the 1980s, we have become used to the idea of Muslim revolutionaries using telephones. Osama bin Laden has often been pictured using his satellite phone, sitting outside a cave in Afghanistan or the wilder parts of North West Pakistan. The same contrast is there, though—between a hi-tech communications device and an ancient setting.

For most of his life, Osama bin Laden was more familiar with air-conditioned limousines and first-class departure lounges than with caves. He was, after all, a member of one of the richest families on earth, brought up in a luxury that most of us can only imagine. But his later cave setting matters. For Westerners who fear Bin Laden, the cave symbolizes the primitive and the barbaric, but for those Muslims who see Bin Laden as a hero, the cave means something quite different. Islam started in a cave, just as Christianity started in a stable. Going back to the cave is going back to the purity and simplicity and beauty of it all. The satellite phone he uses is an unimportant detail.

In the end, it is hard to say which matters more, the satellite phone or the cave. All religions are like this in some way, existing in the modern world but always referring back to the distant past, whether to a cave or to a stable. An American televangelist talks about life today, but also about the Palestine of two thousand years ago, or even about the Sinai a thousand or more years before that. And so this book will have to start in the past.

Islam and Monotheism

Islam is one of the world’s major religions, followed by just over one-fifth of humanity. It is either the major or the only religion in countries throughout the Arab world, in Iran (which is not part of the Arab world), in much of Asia, especially in Southeast Asia, and throughout Africa. There are Muslim minorities in America and Europe, and in almost every other country in the world as well.

As one might expect of such a widespread religion, Islam comes in many forms. There are big differences between the Christianity of a Texan executive, the Christianity of a subsistence farmer in Bolivia, and that of an Italian monk. There are similarly vast differences between various types of Muslim.

Islam is one of the world’s three major “monotheistic” religions, in which believers acknowledge and worship a single Creator, the other two being Judaism and Christianity. Islam may sometimes seem very different from Christianity, but the differences between Islam and Christianity pale into insignificance when either religion is compared to a religion such as Hinduism. Scholars are not even sure whether “religion” (in the sense that Westerners understand the word) is the right term to apply to Hinduism, or whether there is even one single thing that can properly be called “Hinduism.” These problems of definition do not occur with Islam.

Muslims, Christians, and Jews are all in full agreement on most of the basics, although they usually show little sign of this agreement. They agree that there is a single Creator who created the world and all that is in it, including human beings, starting with Adam. They agree that human beings have immortal souls, live only once, and should live their lives as their Creator wishes them to, as indicated in sacred scripture. After death, it is agreed, human beings will be judged by their Creator, but judged with mercy, and will ultimately be rewarded or punished for their intentions, acts, and omissions (though some Jews might differ here). To many readers of this book, this scheme will sound completely obvious. A Buddhist or a Hindu, however, would disagree with almost all of it.

Although in agreement on these basics, Muslims, Christians, and Jews disagree about details. Some of those details are of little significance: Jews and Christians maintain that it was Isaac whom Abraham did not in the end have to sacrifice, for example, while Muslims argue that it was another son, Ishmael. This particular difference does not have any important consequences, but other disagreements can matter more. Priests, for example, are essential for most Christians, once necessary but no longer significant for Jews, and out of the question for Muslims.

An important disagreement between these three religions is about the status of Jesus. For Christians, Jesus was the son of God; for Jews, Jesus was a human being who taught a religion of his own invention; for Muslims, Jesus was a human being who taught a religion revealed to him by God. Jesus changed nothing for the Jews, and everything for the Christians. For Muslims, Jesus changed some things, but the religion that had been established in his name was then in effect superseded by that revealed by God through another human being, Muhammad.1 For Jews, Muhammad taught a religion of his own invention, just as Jesus had; for Christians, Muhammad taught a religion of his own invention; for Muslims, Muhammad changed everything. I will return to Muhammad later in this chapter, after we have considered more similarities and differences between Islam and the other monotheistic religions.

Muslims, Christians, and Jews all share the same basic concepts of virtue and vice. The good person is one who believes, worships, and lives properly; the bad person is one who does not believe or worship, and lives improperly. Life is a trial—in the sense that it is difficult, and in the sense that we are all tempted by evil, by Satan (called “Shaytan” in Arabic). When it comes to defining “living properly,” though, there is an important difference between the monotheistic religions, since there is disagreement about the relationship between the letter of the law and the spirit of the law. For most Christians, what matters is the spirit, though the letter exists for certain purposes and should not be ignored. Few Christians would agree to a baptism performed by email. For Muslims and Jews, the spirit of the law exists and matters, but the letter of the law matters far more on a daily basis than it does for Christians. Muslims, like Jews, have precise rules on matters where Christians have no rules—on food, on ritual purification before prayer, or even on how to sleep. These rules are not ends in themselves. Taken together, they underpin “living properly.” They are not, however, just a means to an end. They are followed not only because they serve a purpose, but also—and most importantly—because they are God’s commands, and no devout person disobeys God. This is one of the aspects of Islam that many Westerners find hardest to understand.

Disagreements on details such as these—the status of Jesus and Muhammad, and whether the letter of the law is important or not—matter. Which matters more, the points of disagreement or the points of agreement, depends on perspective. Once, Christians emphasized the differences between Christianity and Judaism, but now it is the agreements that tend to be emphasized. The phrase “Judaeo-Christian” is very much in vogue. It is usually the differences between Islam and Christianity that are stressed these days, however. I will examine some of the reasons for this trend in chapter 12. Even so, some Westerners prefer “Abrahamic” to “Judaeo-Christian,” using a phrase that includes Islam by referring to the prophet whom all three monotheistic religions regard in much the same way.

The Early History of Islam

Just as the events of Jesus’s life matter to a Christian, and just as the history of Israel matters to a Jew, so the events of early Islam matter to a Muslim. These events, then, are important for us as we try to understand Islam.

The Prophet Muhammad was born in 571 A.D. in a town called Mecca on the west side of the Arabian peninsula, a poor desert region largely ignored by the rest of the world. Mecca was an important town locally because it had one of the few sources of water in the area, making it a standard stop for traders and travelers going north toward the Byzantine and Persian empires. Its people were Arabic-speaking polytheists, worshiping various idols, many of which were housed in its central temple, the Kaba or “cube.” The Meccans prospered from the trade that passed through their town, and also from pilgrims visiting the Kaba. These traders and pilgrims were predominantly nomads who eked out a living in the desert. They were poor, and had to be tough to survive in such hostile conditions. Like most nomads, they were organized into tribes, networks of related families who depended on each other for help and defense. Skirmishes between tribes were frequent, and military virtues were highly regarded.

The Arabian nomads had little time for scholarship or writing, but loved poetry, which they learned by heart and recited in the evenings or to lessen the tedium of long journeys by camel (the only effective form of long-distance transport in the desert from antiquity until the Second World War). Some of the poems current at the time of the Prophet’s birth still survive. They praise bravery and physical strength, hard drinking and amorous exploits, and—above all—the virtues of various beloved camels.

So many singers before me … Are there any songs not yet sung?

Do you, my sad soul, remember where she once lived?

Speak of her, tents in the fair valley of Jiwa!

Fair house of my true love Abla, blessing and joy to you!

Doubting, I paused in the pastures, seeking the tracks of her camel,

High on my swift-trotting mount, as tall as a citadel.

Like the other inhabitants of Mecca, the Prophet Muhammad was not himself a nomad. The lives of urban Meccans, however, were intimately linked to those of the nomads among whom they lived, and Muhammad spent part of his youth with nomads. The Meccans shared the tribal organization and the harsh values of their nomadic cousins.

Muhammad’s early life was unremarkable, save that he took little part in the generally popular amusements of drinking, gambling, and chasing after girls. Something of a recluse, he would sometimes meditate in a cave outside Mecca. It was in this cave that he first heard spoken to him the words: “Recite! Recite in the name of your Lord.” Muslims believe2 that the Prophet Muhammad did not actually hear these words directly from God, but rather that they were transmitted to him from God through the angel Gabriel. It is in this sense that he is a prophet—as a transmitter to humans of God’s word—not as a foreteller of the future.

Although initially unsure and frightened after this encounter, the Prophet Muhammad did recite what he heard through the angel, then and over the following twenty years. What he heard, or more precisely what was “revealed” to him, later became the text of the Koran. The Prophet explained the significance of the words he had been given to recite, and gathered a small group of followers, who like him turned away from idolatry and debauchery toward the worship of the one true God. This God was identified by those first Muslims as the one God who is worshiped by the Jews and the Christians, though from the first it was made clear to Muhammad in the revelations he received that Jesus was neither divine nor the son of God. Only God himself, it was stressed, was in any way divine. Jews and Christians were both known in Arabia at the time, though there were more Jews than Christians. The Muslims at first turned toward Jerusalem when they prayed, just as the Jews did, but later this was changed, and the Muslims turned toward the Kaba instead. Thus, although some Christians and Jews deny that the God of the Muslims is the same as their God, this view cannot be justified from a historical point of view. As one Muslim put it forcefully, saying that the Arabs worship “Allah” is like saying that the Mexicans worship “Dios” or that the Germans worship “Gott.”

At first, significantly more Meccans objected to Muhammad’s preaching than accepted it. To most, he was a trouble-maker spreading a dangerous new religion and insulting their own gods. Muhammad’s uncle was an important man and protected him from the general hostility (although he never himself became a follower of the new religion), but after this uncle’s death Muhammad’s small group of followers was subjected to various sorts of persecution. They eventually left Mecca and moved to a neighboring town, Yathrib. Yathrib was inhabited by different tribes from those found in Mecca, and was also a more religiously pluralistic society, partly because there was no Kaba and partly because many Jews had taken refuge there. Muhammad’s preaching was better received in Yathrib than it had been in Mecca, and his following grew. Many of Yathrib’s Jews initially inclined toward him, and practical agreements were reached between the Jews and the Muslims. Muhammad strengthened his position by means of such agreements and also by a number of marriages with women from important tribal factions.

As the Muslim community grew, the message of the Koran changed. In Mecca, the revelations that Muhammad received concentrated on generalities. It was explained that there is only one God, and that idols should not be worshiped. Muhammad’s followers were told to pray to God, not to commit adultery, and to remember that they faced heaven or hell after death. In Yathrib, the revelations became more detailed, as did Muhammad’s explanations of them. Regulations were introduced for such matters as the precise treatment of adulterers, the timing of prayer when traveling, and trusteeship arrangements for the inheritances of orphans.

The difference between the early and later revelations is often immediately obvious. Here is the beginning of a typical early, Meccan revelation:

When the heaven is split open

When the stars are scattered

When the seas swarm over

When the tombs are overthrown

Then a soul shall know its works, the former and the latter.3

A typical later revelation from the Yathrib period is much more prosaic (and usually in something closer to regular prose):

God will not take you to task for a slip in your oaths; but He will take you to task for such oaths as you swear in earnest. The expiation thereof is feeding ten poor persons with the average of that with which you feed your families, or clothing them, or setting free a slave.4

No translation of the Koran can convey anything of the power it has for Muslims who read it in Arabic. For these Muslims, even the most prosaic revelations are truly special and inspiring, just as the language of the classic versions of the Old Testament has extraordinary resonance for many Christians, but even more so. What reads a bit like a bureaucratic regulation in English is, for a Muslim who knows Arabic and is reading it in the original, beautiful.

Hostilities broke out between the Muslims and the Meccans, as they then often did between different groups in Arabia. The Muslims prevailed after six years and a number of skirmishes and battles. In 630, Mecca surrendered, and the victorious Muslims cleansed the Kaba of its idols, restoring it to its early purity—the Kaba was originally built as a temple for God by Abraham, not as a house for idols.

The victory of the Muslims over Mecca led to a substantial increase in Muhammad’s following, and within a year Mecca and the surrounding section of western Arabia was entirely Muslim. Most of the Jews of Yathrib had broken their earlier alliance with the Prophet, and had been expelled; some were killed. Yathrib had been renamed al-medina al-munawara, “the luminous city,” later abbreviated into plain “Medina,” the name by which it known today.

Slightly more than one year after this victory, however, the Prophet died, at the age of about 61, in the year 632. The death of the Prophet marked the end of the revelation of Islam. The community of Muslims almost fell apart after his death, but then recovered and expanded. I will cover this history later.

Islam as it exists today is based largely on what happened between that first revelation in a cave outside Mecca in 610 and the death of the Prophet in 632. The community that the Prophet established in Yathrib (Medina) has been the ideal for all Muslims ever since. It was a community that must have offered its members extraordinary spiritual experiences. It also required total commitment, in peace and in war, and was often under attack. References to warfare abound in the story of early Islam, rather as they do in the Old Testament.

The Islamic Ideal

Like the community of Medina, the life and teachings of the Prophet have been part of the ideal for all Muslims ever since. There are occasional references to the Prophet in the Koran, but what the Prophet did and said is recorded mostly in the hadith. The hadith are collected in books quite separate from the Koran, and are of entirely human composition (though a small number are classified as divinely inspired). The hadith exist in several versions, rather as the New Testament gives four versions of the life of Jesus.

For devout Muslims, the example of the Prophet Muhammad and of the community he established is to be followed as much as possible. This concept is expressed in the word sunna, “exemplary tradition.” Sunna has an opposite: bida, “innovation,” defined as what the Prophet did not do. There are two sorts of bida. Some bida are unproblematic, like driving a car, which the Prophet obviously did not do but to which there is no objection. Some bida, however, are clearly problematic, like naming a tree after one’s mother and making sacrifices to it on one’s mother’s birthday. The Prophet did not do this, and no Muslim should, either.

Attitudes toward bida vary. Many Muslims are relatively relaxed, and condemn bida only when they are as extreme as the tree example just given. Others, today mostly found in Saudi Arabia or in some way influenced by Saudi Arabia’s Wahhabi movement (discussed in chapters 2 and 10), are extremely tough on bida, railing against things that most other Muslims regard as entirely acceptable (like building a tomb over a grave), or even against things that no other Muslim would consider at all problematic. The most extreme example in this category was in the late 1920s, when the Saudi government tried to set up a telegraph system, only to have the most extreme Wahhabis cut down the telegraph lines on the grounds that they were bida. Of course the Prophet never sent a telegram, but the idea that no one else should either struck all other Muslims as ridiculous.

The hadith, then, are as important as the Koran for Muslims—in fact, as a source of Islam as it exists today, the hadith are even more important. The Koran underlines the importance of prayer, for example, but nowhere does it specify exactly when or how to pray. For those essential details, the Muslim has recourse to the hadith. Because the early Muslims often asked the Prophet very specific questions, the hadith often record very specific answers. The Koran occasionally gives specific instructions too, but more frequently it just gives general exhortations. In general, the big ideas come from the Koran, and the detailed rules come from the hadith.

The hadith do not have a single fixed form. There are many different collections of hadith reports, usually arranged by subject. A single hadith report may be very short—along the lines of “A man asked the Prophet whether it was allowed to keep dogs for hunting, and the Prophet said, ‘yes, it is’” Others are longer and more complicated. New collections of these reports continue to be compiled from the older versions even today. Some can be found on the internet.

The Koran itself has a completely different form and status. The Koran was not written by the Prophet or by any other human; it was dictated by God (in Arabic), and is of exclusively divine authorship. As such, it is quite unlike anything else in the world, a sort of chink in creation through which God Himself is almost visible. The Koran does not contain the record of the life or teachings of the Prophet, though it does include scattered references to him.

The Koran is a relatively short text. It is not organized like a normal book, since its chapters are arranged by length: the longest come first and the shortest come last. The shortest chapters, which may be a page or less in length, usually deal with one single theme and often resemble prayers. The longest chapters mix passages that resemble the shorter chapters with divine admonition and exhortation, with stories such as that of the flood, and on occasion with detailed instructions like that about expiation of oaths in the section quoted above.

To a Westerner used to reading “properly” organized books, the Koran is not easy reading—but then no Muslim really reads it like a regular book. In daily life, the Koran is more important for what it is than for what it says. People keep copies of the Koran in their cars or houses, possibly never even opening them. Used in this way, the Koran works rather as a crucifix does for some Christians. Others recite passages aloud or listen to recorded recitations made by professional reciters, very often not understanding a word—most Muslims are not Arabs, and do not know Arabic. Arab Muslims of course understand much of what they recite or hear, though the language of the Koran is different enough from modern Arabic for sections to be very hard to understand even for them. For all Muslims, even those who know Arabic, it is the presence and beauty of the Koran (in spoken form) that really matters.

This is not to say that no one ever reads the Koran for its contents. Scholars study it, as do some individuals. Scholars learn classical Arabic to study it properly, but translations exist for those who do not have the time or ability to learn this difficult language. These translations, however, are not the Koran itself. All a translator can do is reproduce some of the meaning of the contents of the Koran. All translators have to choose between possible meanings inherent in an original text from time to time, but the nature of Koranic Arabic means that a translator of the Koran has to make these choices all the time.5 Even more importantly, because God did not reveal the Koran in translation, the element of the divine that is present in the original text of the Koran—the little chink in creation through which God is almost visible—is not present in a translation. The original text is usually printed next to a translation; when it is not, as in most editions by Western publishers, the resulting book has no special value. To place a copy of such a translation in one’s car would have as little significance as putting any other paperback there.

The Koran, then, is very special. Each copy of the original is more like the actual tablets on which the Ten Commandments were given than like a copy of the Bible. No Muslim will ever treat a copy of the Koran with anything other than respect, and any Muslim who publicly admits to doubts about its divine authorship is in effect denying that they are Muslim. Quotations from the Koran are frequently prefaced by “God said …,” though an alternative formulation (which I recommend for the use of non-Muslims) is “It is written in the Koran that.…” Anyone who says “Muhammad wrote in the Koran that.…” is uttering a gross blasphemy.

The Spread of Islam

Two things had to happen after the death of the Prophet for Islam to become a major world religion. First, the Prophet’s followers had to use the raw materials of the Koran and hadith to build a formal religion through a process of interpretation which I will discuss in the next chapter. At the same time, Islam had to spread outwards from the small area of the western side of the Arabian peninsula where the whole of the early history of Islam had taken place.

Religions spread in two main ways: an individual can encounter a religion, learn about it, and convert to it; alternatively, a state can promote a new religion, encouraging or even obliging individuals to convert to it. Christianity first spread outside Palestine through individual encounters, and then spread further and faster after the Roman emperor Constantine converted to Christianity in 312 and gave the support of the Roman state to the new religion. Islam spread in the opposite order, first as a state-sponsored religion, and then through individual encounters.

Shortly after the death of the Prophet, between 633 and 644, armies of Arab Muslims conquered most of the world around them. In 633, Arabia lay beyond the fringes of two great competing empires, the very ancient Persian empire (based in what is now called Iran) and the more recent Roman empire. Two centuries earlier, the original Roman empire had split into two parts, a Western Empire based on Rome and an Eastern Empire based on Constantinople. The Western Empire was Catholic, Latin-speaking, and the origin of the modern West. At the time of the Prophet, it was in a state of collapse after waves of barbarian invasions. The Eastern Empire, known as the Byzantine empire, was Orthodox, Greek-speaking, and the origin of the slightly different Christian cultures of Russia, modern Greece, and the Balkans. Both the Byzantine and Persian empires were sophisticated, civilized, and militarily advanced. By 644, both had fallen like houses of cards before the Arab Muslim armies. The Byzantine empire lost over two thirds of its territory, but struggled on for another eight centuries until its final extinction at Ottoman hands in 1453; the Persian empire collapsed altogether.

Slowly over several centuries, the peoples inhabiting the formerly Persian and Byzantine territories conquered by the Arab Muslims adopted the language and religion of their conquerors, inter-married with them, and so gave rise to the Arab world and Iran as they exist today. That process is not entirely complete: there are still groups within the Arab world that retain their earlier religions (usually Christianity, but sometimes Judaism), and keep earlier languages alive. On language, but not on religion, the inhabitants of the former Persian empire compromised, coming to speak what is today called “Persian”—a language so full of Arabic words and phrases that it would be as incomprehensible to a Persian from before the Arab Muslim conquest as German is to a speaker of English.

These conquests made a big difference to how Islam was seen, both by Muslims and by outsiders. For Muslims, the conquests were a clear sign of divine favor: God was with them. For outsiders, the conquests established Islam as a religion of war, spread by the sword. This view did not trouble Muslims until relatively recently, when it became necessary to defend Islam against modern Western views of it as a religion of violence. During the late nineteenth century, several explanations emerged in response to these views. One favorite explanation sees the conquests as defensive, which is hardly convincing given the immense territories conquered. Another explanation stresses that it was the political power of the Arab Muslims that was spread by the sword, not the religion of Islam. Non-Muslims were well treated by their conquerors and allowed to practice their own religions. In fact, they often had more freedom of worship and were generally better treated than they had been under their former rulers. From a historical point of view, this second explanation is a lot more plausible than the first. There is actually some evidence that the early Arab Muslim conquerors even discouraged conversions to Islam. They may have preferred to collect tribute from non-Muslim subjects than to accept conquered peoples as their equals. If this attitude did exist, it disappeared after a century or two. Like Christianity and unlike traditional Judaism, Islam today welcomes converts.

Some people have sought an explanation for these conquests other than divine favor. The standard alternative explanation given by Western historians is that the Persian and Byzantine empires had exhausted themselves in wars against each other, and had lost the loyalty of their subjects through bad administration and religious persecution. It is also worth noting that this is hardly the only case in history in which armies of nomads conquered apparently more sophisticated empires. That is what happened to the Western Roman empire at the hands of the barbarians, and what would happen to the remains of the Muslim empire in 1258 at the hands of the Mongols. What tends to happen after such conquests is that the conquering nomads fall apart within a few generations of their victory. From a historian’s point of view, then, the really interesting question is not how the Arab Muslims conquered most of the world around them, but how they managed to keep united afterwards. This was probably because they shared an ideal beyond mere conquest—that of Islam. Perhaps it was also because the Arab Muslim leaders of the eighth century were also unusually talented.

For three centuries, the conquered territories were administered as a single, great, centralized Muslim empire.6 This empire was a worthy successor to the Roman and Persian empires—rich, powerful, and sophisticated, with no possible rival closer than China (which was a long way away, separated by high mountains and cruel deserts). The Muslim empire has almost no significance from a strictly religious point of view, but has left memories of former greatness with Muslims today. The Muslim empire is today sometimes seen as the “golden age” of Islam. Few Muslims know much in detail about its history, however. That is perhaps fortunate, since the empire was actually more a golden age of Muslim civilization than of the religion of Islam (that was Medina under the Prophet). The civilization of the empire was Muslim in the sense that its rulers and elites were Muslim, but neither the rulers nor most of the elites were particularly devout. As well as producing great Islamic religious scholarship, the empire excelled in an unusual area of technology where it has never been surpassed: wine fountains.

Islamic scholarship and wine fountains were two extremes. The empire saw a flowering of the arts and sciences in many other areas related neither to piety nor to pleasure: architecture, satire, administration, hydraulic engineering, philosophy, medicine, poetry, astronomy, and mathematics. The English word “algebra” is a word of Arabic origin, as is “alcohol” a word which was probably first used in English in a scientific, medical context. Europeans looked to the Muslim world for expertise in all these areas until after the Renaissance. In fact, the modern West owes to the civilization of this great Muslim empire its original discovery of not only algebra and “Arabic” numerals, but a wide variety of devices. The astrolabe (the ancestor of the sextant), paper, carpets, variolation (the ancestor of immunization), and even Aristotle reached the West through the Muslims. So, unfortunately, did the plague. None of these, of course, have anything directly to do with the religion of Islam.

The Muslim empire finally broke apart, as even the greatest empires do sooner or later, bringing to an end the period of the Arab Muslims as a superpower. The empire became a series of smaller states, many of which were then overrun by outsiders, notably the then barbaric Mongols. The Mongols destroyed the civilization of the Muslim empire, just as earlier barbarians had destroyed the civilization of the Roman empire. For centuries, Muslim history becomes—like European history during the Middle Ages—a mass of small battling states and rulers. None of these produced the wealth or the political stability that had once supported the cultural and scientific achievements of the old empire, and much that had once been known was forgotten. Although the imperial astronomers had known that the earth circled the sun, later astronomers believed that the sun circled the earth. Another great empire, the Ottoman empire, did emerge from the chaos to rule much the same areas as the Muslim empire had, but it never included Persia, and was more distinguished for its military than its cultural or scientific achievements. The Ottomans conquered their way up to Hungary, and came close to conquering the rest of Europe towards the end of the European Middle Ages, but when science and culture again revived, it was in Europe, not in the Ottoman empire. The symbolic contribution of the Ottomans to world civilization is not algebra, but military music.

Though Islam first spread out of the Arabian peninsula in the wake of conquering armies as the religion of a powerful and sophisticated state, it later spread through encounters between Muslim preachers and followers of other religions, usually not monotheistic ones. This is how Islam spread among the Turks, the Africans, the Malays and the Indonesians. In all these cases, its fortunes were secured once it became the religion of the local state, as it usually did. Even before this occurred, it probably helped that the Muslim preachers and traders who spread Islam were seen as the representatives of a more powerful and sophisticated civilization, rather as Christian missionaries were often seen in nineteenth-century Africa.

It is wrong to think of Islam as a religion spread by the sword, then. On the whole, Islam spread peacefully, like most other religions, even though Muslim rulers often acquired territory by conquest, just as non-Muslim rulers did. The early conquests of the Arab Muslims and the achievements of the Muslim empire ended with the invasions of barbarian Mongols, but still matter today as reminders to Muslims of the divine favor they once enjoyed, and as a troubling contrast to the position of Muslim states in the modern world.

Where Muslims Live Now

At the time of writing, there are about 6.3 billion people on earth. About 22 percent of these (1.4 billion) are Muslim. 1.3 billion of the 1.4 billion Muslims live in a belt of land stretching half way round the earth, from West Africa through North Africa and the Middle East, on through Central Asia and Iran, south across the Indian subcontinent to Indonesia. Outside this belt, significant numbers of Muslims are found in Russia and China—about 20 million in each country. Then there are about 25 million Muslims living in the West: some 5 million in North America, and some 20 million in Western Europe. One or two percent of the population of most prosperous European countries is Muslim, and about 7.5 percent of the French population is Muslim—one French person in fifteen. Islam started off in the Arab world, but today only one of the eight countries with the largest Muslim populations, Egypt, is Arabic-speaking (see table 1, overleaf).


Map of the Muslim population of the world
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Table 1: Countries with Muslim populations over 50 million.






	Country

	Muslims
(millions)

	Total Population
(millions)




	Indonesia

	204

	   231




	Pakistan

	143

	   148




	India

	124

	1,034




	Bangladesh

	119

	   136




	Egypt

	  69

	     73




	Turkey

	  67

	     67




	Iran

	  66

	     68




	Nigeria

	  65

	   130





The world’s largest Muslim country is now Indonesia. The next three largest Muslim country are the three main parts of the Indian subcontinent (Pakistan, India, and Bangladesh). More than a quarter of the world’s Muslims live in these three countries and neighboring Afghanistan, even though most Indians are Hindu rather than Muslim.

As table 2 shows, the territories of the old Muslim empire (the Middle East and North Africa, i.e., the Arab world plus Turkey and Iran) now come second after the Indian subcontinent. Despite this, the Middle East and North Africa is still







	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	






Summary









1 That does not mean that it is written from a pious or devout Muslim perspective—it is not. It deals with how things are, not with how things should be.
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