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  NOTE ON ARABIC NAMES 

 Most Muslims are not Arabs, or Arabic speakers, and many Arabs 
are not (and never have been) Muslims. But because of the particular 
status of Arabic as the language of Islamic revelation, and the cen-
trality of Arabic- speaking peoples to Islam’s early history, reading the 
history of Islam means coming across many Arabic names. � is is not 
con� ned to the early and classical periods in which Islamic history is 
known to us mostly from sources originally written in Arabic, or to 
those parts of Muslim history that concern the modern Arab Middle 
East; it is common for converts to Islam today to adopt an Arabic 
name as a sign of their new Muslim identity. 

 Rather than consisting of just a forename and a surname, traditional 
Arabic personal names often have several elements. While a man’s per-
sonal name could be one word, such as Muhammad, Ali, Hasan or 
Husayn, it too could often be made up of several separate words, in-
cluding the Arabic word for God, Allah, or one of the names of God 
(such as al-Karim, the kind, al-Rahman, the compassionate, al-Qadir, 
the powerful) or the word al-Din (religion), and a word relating to 
this, such as Abd (slave), or (less modestly) Sayf (sword), Jalal (glory) 
or Zayn (beauty, adornment): Abd al-Karim, Abd- Allah, Sayf al-Din, 
Jalal al-Din. So “Abd al-Qadir,” for example, is one name: “Abdul” 
and “Qadir” are not separate names, although in Britain (Abdul) or 
France (Kader) today they are often used as standalone forenames. 
� is name would often be followed by a patronymic, Ibn (sometimes 
written Ben or Bin) or Bint, meaning  son  or  daughter of , and � nally 
 another name indicating a profession, an ancient clan a�  liation, a Copyrighted Material
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NOTE ON ARABIC NAMES

place name suggesting family origin, or a place where someone had 
been educated or lived part of their life. Many of these names, like 
Haddad (blacksmith) and Nahhas (coppersmith), Baghdadi (from 
Baghdad) and Masri (Egyptian), Huwaytat and Harb (ancient Ara-
bian tribal names), survive today as family names. 

 Women’s personal names did not completely follow this model of 
men’s names: an Abd al-Qadir would always be male, though some, 
especially elite, women, particularly in the Persianate and Indian 
Ocean worlds, might have names made of several elements on the 
Arabic model, like Khair un-Nisa (best among women) or Sa� yyat 
ud-Din (purity of the faith). Personal names were more often drawn 
instead from notable women of Islamic history or poetry, like Asma, 
Fatima, Zayneb, Aisha, or Layla, or words with conventional conno-
tations of femininity: Farida (pearl), Anissa (kind), Jamila (beautiful). 
� eir other names, though, worked the same way as men’s names, for 
example, Fatima Bint Muhammad al-Fihri (Fatima, daughter of Mu-
hammad, of the Fihr  family— an ancient clan from Mecca). On be-
coming parents, both men and women might acquire familiar names 
combining the word Abu (father) or Umm (mother) with the name 
of a � rst- born child, as in Abu Ammar (Ammar’s father) or Umm 
Kulthum (Kulthum’s mother). Abu might also be combined with a 
characteristic to make a nickname, as in Abu Nuzzara (the man with 
spectacles).  
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© Ismael Adnan Yacoob/Anadolu/Getty Images.    
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  INTRODUCTION 

 W hen Uqba Ibn Na�  reached the Atlantic Ocean, it’s said that 
he galloped straight into the sea. Uqba had been born only 

a few years before the death of the Prophet Muhammad, � fty years 
earlier. Now, in 681 CE, he led an Arab Muslim army that had set 
out from southern Tunisia and skirmished with Byzantine forces as 
far as Tangier. Facing the ocean and its distant horizon, we’re told, 
he rode his horse into the surf, raised his hands to the sky, and called 
out that he had carried Islam as far as there was land: if the sea had 
not prevented him, he would have ridden on to the ends of the earth, 
defending God’s religion and � ghting against unbelief. 

 � is is just one of many stories built up around Uqba’s adventures, 
which medieval Muslim writers compared to the exploits of Alexander 
the Great, but it carries particular signi� cance. For the historian Ibn 
al-Idhari, who recounted the story in Morocco six hundred years later, 
it was impor tant to point out both the universality of Islam, its valid-
ity as a message from the one God to all the world, and the particu-
lar importance of his own country,  al-maghrib al-aqsa — the farthest 
west— in the world that Islam had made. � is, the land where the sun 
set, was as far as it was imaginable to go. � e story of Sidi (“my lord”) 
Uqba neatly illustrated both Islam’s location and its limitlessness. 

 At the same time, the story also shows us that while Islam had its 
own history, to be told in its own terms and from the perspective of Copyrighted Material
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its believers, it was part of other histories too. Sidi Uqba rode into the 
Atlantic, not because it was as close as he could get to the ends of the 
earth, but because, having advanced as far as Tangier, he had decided 
against risking the crossing north into the Iberian Peninsula, where he 
would have overextended his supply lines and perhaps faced stronger 
opposition. In comparing him to Alexander the Great, Muslim writers 
were drawing on their own knowledge of earlier histories of legend-
ary conquest and universal empire. � e Greek and late Roman worlds 
into which Uqba rode embodied an ancient cultural inheritance that 
his chroniclers could also claim as their own. � ere are legendary tra-
ditions about his enemies too, especially the prophetess- queen Kahina 
and her son, Qusayla, leaders of the Amazigh (Berber- speaking) peo-
ples whom Uqba encountered in North Africa. Qusayla and Kahina 
both anchor the early history of Islam in a broader, multireligious 
context. Qusayla is said to have converted from Christianity to Islam 
before turning against Uqba. His mother, Kahina (“the Seer”), is var-
iously identi� ed as Christian or Jewish: North African traditions por-
tray her as a hero- queen who stubbornly resisted the Arab invaders but 
also foresaw their inevitable victory. Islam made its own world; but it 
was part of other worlds too. It was distinct, but it was connected.  1   

 In the years after it emerged from the Arabian Peninsula in the sev-
enth century CE, Islam became a global historical force in two ways. 
First, it had a geographically world- spanning reach. It arose in an an-
cient and interconnected world at the junction of Asia, Africa, and 
Europe, between the Mediterranean and the Indian Ocean. It would 
have a profound, transformative impact on that world, shaping it in 
new ways for over a thousand years to come. It would reach out from 
that world, across the lands and seas beyond, to all the corners of the 
earth. Second, culturally, it held a message believed by its adherents 
to be of universal signi� cance. � e preaching and leadership of the 
Prophet Muhammad, his followers believed, completed the revelation 
of the one true God ( Allah  is simply the Arabic word for God, used 
by Arabic- speaking Christians as well as Muslims). � eir religion was 
the “religion of Abraham” that God had previously revealed in part to 
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Jews and Christians: they, Muslims thought, had misunderstood or 
falsi� ed it. � e community of Muhammad’s followers, the  Muslims— 
in Arabic,  muslimun , “those who have submitted”— were those who 
truly submitted to the one God. � ey believed that Muhammad was 
the last of the prophets, completing a line of messengers from the Al-
mighty that had begun with Adam and extended through Abraham 
and Moses to Jesus, “the Son of Mary.” Like these earlier prophets, 
Muslims believed, Muhammad had been sent by God to warn people 
of His coming judgment and bring them to His mercy. � ey believed 
that the way of life preached by Muhammad was simply the one true 
religion: right guidance in life and hope after death for all humanity. 

 Sidi Uqba’s story illustrates these two sides of Islam’s global history. 
It presents Islam, like Christianity, as a missionary religion: as a rev-
elation from beyond time, true for all time, whose believers’ vocation 
is to bring its message to all the world. But it also shows Islam as 
existing in time and space: in particular places and in human history, 
in the Arabs’ incursions into the late Roman, or Byzantine, Empire, 
at a meeting point of cultures and geographies, between the people 
who already inhabited the late ancient Mediterranean world and the 
incomers making their place in it, and writing themselves into its his-
tory. In 683, two years after he reached the Atlantic, Sidi Uqba was 
killed at the southern edge of the Aurès Mountains, in what is now 
eastern Algeria. He and his companions were buried nearby, and three 
years later a mosque was built on the site of his tomb. � e mosque is 
one of the oldest in the world, its original structure a simple, elegant 
building with a beautiful, tapering white minaret and heavy cedar-
wood doors, its columns made of palm trunks encased in mortar. Sidi 
Uqba became part of the landscape. � e small town that grew around 
the mosque is still known by his name. 

    

 For most of Islam’s history, most Muslims have lived in places like 
Sidi Uqba, where life and the landscape were shaped by the coming 
and the consolidation of Islam. � ey lived under rulers who claimed Copyrighted Material
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to be Muslims, in states that could be called Islamic, and in societies 
where practices and norms understood to be Muslim were central to 
social life. � ere was a basic minimum of these on which all Muslims 
agreed. Five essential practices became known as the “pillars of the 
faith,” or of proper worship: the profession of belief, or bearing witness 
( shahada ), that “there is no god but God and Muhammad is the Mes-
senger of God”; the duty, for whoever had the means to accomplish it, 
of making the pilgrimage ( hajj ) to Mecca and engaging there in ritual 
devotions on the model established by the Prophet; performing the 
� ve daily prayers; fasting during daylight hours in the holy month (as 
reckoned by the lunar calendar) of Ramadan; and giving alms ( zakat , 
levied in the early Muslim state as a tax on income above a certain 
level) to the community for the support of the poor. In principle, all 
Muslims would accept that anyone observing these duties, and believ-
ing in the oneness of God, the Prophethood of Muhammad, and the 
judgment to come on the Last Day, was a fellow believer. 

 Beyond these essential practices of worship lay a more detailed body of 
ethical and legal norms. � ese included some basic duties that were 
owed both to God and to people (fair treatment of wives, widows and 
orphans; dietary rules, similar to those in Jewish law, like avoiding 
pork or meat with blood still in it; the practice of circumcision for 
males) and more complex rules about how to manage social life (in-
heritance, marriage and divorce, commercial transactions, crime and 
punishment, rules of warfare, and so on). Together, all of these were 
held to constitute the  shari‘a , the “way” laid down by God for human-
ity to follow. 

 Sharia provided Muslim states with a rule of law, and Muslim rul-
ers with the ability to claim they ruled legitimately. Wherever these 
Muslim practices and norms were upheld, there was  dar al-islam , the 
“house” or “the home of Islam.” Islamic lawyers and ethicists often 
taught that Muslims could only live well in such a Muslim space, un-
der Muslim sovereignty. Geographically, this world of Muslims came 
to stretch continuously from the Atlantic coasts of West Africa and 
Morocco through the Middle East to central Asia and India, then 
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across the Indian Ocean to the islands of Southeast Asia and the Pa-
ci� c. It touched the edges of Europe in Spain and the Balkans, and 
the coasts and the far western provinces of China. In all these very 
di� erent places, it shaped individuals, families, cultures, societies and 
states, and created a Muslim ecumene— a world of great diversity that 
was united by Islam. 

 But this Muslim space— what we usually think of as the Muslim 
world— was neither exclusive nor all- encompassing. Many Muslims 
lived in places such as the southeast European provinces of the Ot-
toman Empire, or in the Mughal Empire in South Asia, where Mus-
lims were not the only, nor the largest, religious community. Even in 
Islam’s historic heartlands in the Middle East, Muslims remained a 
minority for hundreds of years after the Arab conquests. Jews, Chris-
tians, Zoroastrians, Hindus and Buddhists— people of other religions 
and of none— lived in predominantly Muslim societies and under 
Muslim rulers. Among Muslims themselves, law, custom, and reli-
gious beliefs and practices were all richly varied. And perhaps above 
all, many other factors— ecology, economics, and politics; culture, 
language, and  livelihood— shaped their lives, and their Islam, as much 
as their religion itself did. Islam— whether understood as a religion, a 
cultural system, a model of political order, or all of these  combined— 
was never the single de� ning feature of Muslims’ societies, any more 
than Christianity was ever the only thing that de� ned life in what 
used to be called “Christendom.” Although Muslim writers on law 
and ethics (and, later, non- Muslim social scientists) often tried to pre-
scribe one, there was never a single model of an Islamic state, or of a 
Muslim society. 

 On the contrary, beyond the faith’s shared essentials, a variety of 
religious beliefs and practices, local histories and group identities were 
all understood as Muslim by those who held to them— although oth-
ers might consider them heretical or un-Islamic. Many di� erent rul-
ers’ claims about their right to rule, the way they should rule, and 
their wars against each other were made in the belief that they were 
the true Muslims, and that God was on their side. Even essentials such Copyrighted Material
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as prayer (the words used, the postures assumed) might vary in details 
between di� erent communities. How to determine the prescriptions 
of sharia was a much more complex, and contentious, question, one 
on which Muslim scholars would continually disagree. As for the  dar 
al-islam , it might be a mighty empire, or it might be a small commu-
nity of pious believers, living apart from others and seeing themselves 
(whatever anyone else said) as the only true Muslims in a sea of un-
belief. � ere was never complete agreement between Muslims about 
where Islam’s boundaries lay; there was never a single, homogenous 
Muslim world. 

 Fourteen hundred years after it � rst came into the world, Islam to-
day is a global force in other ways, and Muslims’ worlds have grown 
and diversi� ed even further. In 2010, the world’s Muslim population 
stood at 1.6 billion, or just under a quarter of its people. It was pro-
jected to grow to 2.8 billion by 2050: almost 30 per cent of the global 
population. In 2010, more than 60 per cent of the world’s Muslims 
lived in Asia. Indonesia was the most populous Muslim country, and 
the three major countries of the Indian subcontinent (India, Pakistan, 
and Bangladesh) between them accounted for almost a third of all 
the world’s Muslims. Only one- � fth of all Muslims lived in the faith’s 
historic “central lands” in the Middle East and North Africa. About 
the same number, another � fth of all Muslims or some three hundred 
million people, lived in countries where Islam was not the majority re-
ligion. By 2050, the most signi� cant proportional growth in Muslim 
populations is expected to be in Africa (which could become home to 
a quarter of the world’s Muslims), Europe (where European Muslims 
may become 10 per cent of the population), and North America (where 
Muslim Americans might make up 2 per cent of the entire popula-
tion). By the twenty- � rst century, the worlds of Islam— in the simple 
sense of places where Muslims live, and the ways they live their lives— 
 encompassed Jakarta, Indonesia, and Toledo, Ohio; Cape Town, 
South Africa, and Stockholm, Sweden. � ey connected the corners of 
the globe, from Australia to Canada, from Argentina to China. Along 
with the movement of people, ideas, goods, money, communications, 
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and technology, they have grown to encompass almost the entire geo-
graphical globe.  2   

 � is book is about these many worlds that Muslims have inhab-
ited: the cultures and communities, the states and societies, in which 
their lives were lived, and their place in a wider, shared and connected, 
global history. Understanding Islam in global history means explor-
ing what being Muslim has meant in these di� erent times and places, 
and how those meanings have changed. � is book tells that story. It 
explores how Islam came into being, and how being Muslim became 
modern. 

    

 � ere is an old and  well- known argument about Muslims and modern 
history, an argument often referred to as “Orientalism.” Nineteenth- 
century European thinkers, and twentieth- century writers after them, 
divided the world and its peoples into discrete units, civilisations de-
� ned by religious or racial belonging— and often folded religious af-
� liation, or culture, into what was then imagined as inherent racial 
identity. In the nineteenth- century age of European imperialism, this 
reordering of humanity into racial categories, and the narration of his-
tory as a tale of the rise and fall of their associated civilisations, became 
enormously popular. Like many ideas manufactured in the nineteenth 
century, it continues to shape many people’s thinking about the world 
today. 

 � is view of things assumed that there was a single, monolithic 
Muslim world, historically distinct from the rest of the world and, es-
pecially, separate from an equally monolithic Euro- American West. In 
this view, modernity— the modern world, modern values, and mod-
ern life— belonged exclusively to the West, and to its separate history 
and civilisation (meaning, essentially, that they were European, North 
American, and, implicitly, “white”). Islam and modernity, in contrast, 
did not seem to � t: if modernity was seen as a Western property, it 
was also a Western “challenge,” one that Muslims, allegedly, failed 
to meet. � is idea of “the Muslim world,” and the concomitant idea Copyrighted Material
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American, and, implicitly, “white”). Islam and modernity, in contrast, 
did not seem to � t: if modernity was seen as a Western property, it 
was also a Western “challenge,” one that Muslims, allegedly, failed 
to meet. � is idea of “the Muslim world,” and the concomitant idea Copyrighted Material
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of a “single, pure” West, became ideologically powerful, dominating 
understandings of world history and Islam for much of the twentieth 
century.  3   

 But despite its public prominence, it was largely discredited, at 
least among historians of Asia, Africa, and the Middle East, by newer 
scholarship that emerged between the 1970s and 1990s. It could, by 
then, be seen as just one aspect of a nineteenth- century version of his-
tory that Europeans in the age of empire had told to explain their 
world, and their control of it, both to themselves and to everyone else. 
(Impor tantly, it also obscured earlier, much more complex and often 
sympathetic, European understandings of Asia that had � ourished 
in the eighteenth century.) By the early 2000s, such versions of the 
West’s own history as a self- contained and superior civilisation were 
not taken seriously by most historians of Europe and the Americas 
either. Historians came to see modernity not as a simple set of wholly 
owned ideas and institutions, created in isolation by Western genius 
and exported to the rest of the world, but as a complex and contradic-
tory global condition, emerging over a much longer timescale in the 
entangled webs of Europe’s relations with the rest of the world, and 
setting the terms by which the world would be obliged to live.  4   

 � e “Orientalist” account of Islamic history seemed polemical and 
contrarian in the 1990s, when it was reasserted by more conservative 
scholars reviving the older vision of world history as civilisational 
competition and con� ict. In the aftermath of the Cold War, it was 
Islam above all that replaced communism as the nightmare enemy of 
their imagined, “single, pure” West. Meanwhile, some conservative 
Muslims, and especially  Islamists— adherents of Islam not only as a 
religious faith but as a political ideology— had embraced the � ipside 
of this vision. � ey also believed in a world divided into opposing 
civilisations; they imagined their version of a separate, self- contained, 
“authentic” Islam as the solution to all the modern world’s problems.  5   

 After the terror attacks of 9/11, this belief in inevitable antagonism 
between Islam and the West gained a much wider public. In the years 
that followed, it became even more insistent and more mainstream. 

INTRODUCTION

9

To neoconservative commentators, it is a bluntly realistic view, an 
honest way of “looking the world in the eye.” Some make a virtue of 
proclaiming it, believing themselves to be courageous warriors for free 
speech by doing so, and seeing themselves as defenders of an embat-
tled Western civilisation under attack from both Islamic aggression 
and liberal self- criticism. � is may be more self- promoting paranoid 
fantasy than historically informed, judicious realism, but that has not 
prevented it from selling well. � e volume of talk and writing in the 
news, politics, and punditry pushing myths and stereotypes about Is-
lam is immense. Much of it must practically write itself, so easy has 
it become for what the historian Mahmood Mamdani calls “culture 
talk” about Islam— the belief that the West creatively and diversely 
makes culture, but that Muslims are trapped in and de� ned by Islam 
as a single, unchanging culture— to replicate itself.  6   

 Orientalism has thus become part of the con� ict that it claims to 
explain: the more people believe its claims, the more it makes its own 
predictions come true. Rather than a statement of hard facts, it has in 
fact become one of the modern world’s most tenacious myths. Like 
other myths, it is a � ction that has real e� ects. It has been able to 
make its own predictions come true, in part, by demonising already 
vulnerable minorities and contributing to a climate of violence across 
the world, in� uencing disa� ected young Muslims, opportunistic pol-
iticians, and a wide range of opinion in the United States and Eu-
rope, from secularist leftists through mainstream conservatives to the 
extremes of the alt- right. It also � nds echoes in similar anti- Muslim 
rhetoric in other parts of the world, notably in communist China and 
Hindu- nationalist India. We will have to return to it, and to its ef-
fects on Muslim lives from border control in the United States to “re- 
 education” camps in Xinjiang and street violence in Delhi, at the end 
of our story. 

 � is book makes a di� erent argument. Modernity, as a shared and 
profoundly unequal condition, was made in a shifting pattern of rela-
tionships in the world economy and global politics, linking the Atlan-
tic world, Africa, Asia, and the Paci� c. Muslims did not stand outside Copyrighted Material
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this process. On the contrary, Islam’s place in the world has been part 
of how the world— with all its frictions and inequalities, its struggles 
and aspirations— became modern. And correspondingly, Islam as it 
exists today— and all the di� erent things it can mean— is a product of 
that modern world, a product of the uneven, connected global history 
of states and societies, trade and empire, war and capitalism, technol-
ogy and mobility, that made the world modern. � is book, then, is 
about how Islam, as a set of ideas, practices and laws, a vision of his-
tory and of the future, a way of living one’s life and of de� ning one’s 
place in the world, has been bound up with the other great world- 
historical forces with which it has interacted, shaping them and being 
reshaped by them, over the whole of its history. 

    

 From the perspective of its believers Islam is a timeless truth. Histori-
cal understanding, though, looks to what changes over time. Islam has 
always existed in particular times and places, and in the minds and 
actions of particular people. As the Islamic scholar Shahab Ahmed 
has written, Muslims have always, both at any one time and across 
time, “made Islam, thought Islam, and lived Islam in quite contrary 
ways.” Indeed, as he puts it, Islam has been “a human and historical 
phenomenon characterized and constituted, not merely by immense 
variety and diversity, but by the prodigious presence of outright con-
tradiction.” � e fact that some Muslims, and some interpretations of 
what Islam means, have created al-Qa‘ida or Daesh (Islamic State), 
while others resolutely oppose them, does not mean that any of their 
actions and beliefs show what Islam really is. What they do show is 
what Islam, for particular people in particular circumstances in the 
modern world, has come to mean. What we need to understand is 
how that has happened.  7   

 Being Muslim became modern not only in diverse but in contradic-
tory ways. From its emergence in the seventh century to its consolida-
tion across Eurasia in the twelfth century, Islam made its own world, 
but it was always part of other worlds too. It became a new religion, 
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but it claimed to be the only true religion there had ever been. Mus-
lims absorbed scienti� c and philosophical learning, economic and so-
cial institutions (like enslaved labour and veiled women) and cultural 
and political values (like the enjoyment of wine and the near- divinity 
of an emperor) from Greek, Latin, and Persian antiquity; and they 
created their own, new ways of learning and living, sometimes claim-
ing that nothing was legitimate besides the exact way of life followed 
by the Prophet Muhammad and his companions in seventh- century 
Arabia. � ey began as a persecuted community bound together for 
mutual defence; they built powerful, conservatively monarchical states 
whose rulers claimed to be God’s shadow on earth; they believed in 
the end of tyranny and the coming of justice and they repeatedly be-
came revolutionaries. 

 From the thirteenth century to the eighteenth, Islam reached out 
across oceans and deserts to create its own new worlds— much more 
peacefully, on the whole, than how Europeans created theirs— and 
while the world of Islam thus expanded, it also fragmented. � rough 
trade routes, navigation, migration, and cultural exchange, it created 
a network of early modern globalisation across Eurasia; and it broke 
apart into warring empires even before Europeans entered that net-
work and began to capture it. While Islam was still expanding geo-
graphically, across West Africa and Southeast Asia, in the eighteenth 
century, many of its thinkers began to worry that Muslims had lost 
their way, and needed radical reform if they and their societies were 
to be saved. Just as more people in more places than ever before were 
becoming Muslim, some reformers and revivalists began to claim that 
most Muslims were not really Muslim at all. 

 In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, Muslims’ worlds became 
disordered and reordered as never before. Europe’s comparative ad-
vantages in accumulating wealth, science, and organised violence rad-
ically unbalanced older, less uneven relations across the world, and 
those on the wrong side of the new, global imbalance of power found 
themselves subject to European guns and money— and excised from 
Europe’s own narrative of itself as the sole agent of modern history. Copyrighted Material
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Capitalism and the global market, the modern state and mechanised 
war, imperialism and colonial rule, nationalism and revolution, sci-
enti� c knowledge and religious revival, commodities and consumer-
ism, communication and migration all interacted with Islam through 
the ways Muslims experienced and participated in them, sometimes 
embracing their promises and possibilities, sometimes su� ering their 
e� ects of dispossession, displacement, and destruction. 

 Islam, and its interaction with these other world- historical forces, 
has shaped what being modern looks like for many people across the 
globe, from Bangladesh and Afghanistan to Britain and America. In 
telling this story, this book aims to bridge the very wide gap— which 
in recent years has become wider— between the rich and detailed spe-
cialist scholarship on Islam and global history, and the white noise of 
public debate, news and commentary about Islam and what it means 
in the world. As the faith or the cultural identity, the heritage of the 
past or the guide to the future, of a quarter of humanity, Islam mat-
ters in crucial ways to all of us, Muslim or non- Muslim, today. � is 
book explores worlds that have been part of making the wider world 
in which we all live, and the troubled present in which we are all, to-
gether, concerned.  

  Part 1 

  ISLAM IN THE WORLD  
   600– 1200 CE  
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 A WORLD AMONG OTHERS, A WORLD IN ITSELF 

 O utside the city of Mecca, in what today is Saudi Arabia, at the 
very top of the bare, rounded rock of Mount Hira, also called 

Jabal al-Nour, the “Mountain of Light,” there is a narrow cave a few 
metres deep. Here, Muslim tradition tells us, the archangel Gabriel 
revealed the � rst words of the Qur’an (the “Recitation”), a message 
direct from God, to a man named Muhammad. A merchant from 
Mecca, about forty years old, Muhammad (whose name means “the 
praised one”) had taken to seeking solitude and re� ection in the 
mountains around his hometown. It was here that angelic messengers 
began to speak to him. � e � rst revelation was an alarming injunction 
to “recite,” which at � rst Muhammad himself did not understand: 

    Recite! In the name of your Lord who created  
  Created humankind from a clot of blood  
  Recite! For your Lord is the Most Bountiful  
  Who taught by the pen  
  Taught humankind what it did not know.  1      

 Such short, fragmentary, and poetic revelations would multiply. 
� ey were joined by exhortations to social justice and fair dealing, Copyrighted Material
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scathing criticism of the abuse of power by the strong over the weak, 
reminders of God’s grace and compassion, evocations of God’s bless-
ings and the paradise that awaited believers, and warnings to Muham-
mad’s people, the polytheist Arabs of Mecca and its surroundings, that 
they should abandon their idols and worship only the one true God, 
or else face a terrible doom on the coming Day of Judgment. Soon, 
Muhammad’s preaching of this message would gain followers, � rst 
among his own family and then in the wider community of Mecca. 
Muhammad would become the Prophet of Islam. 

 In Islamic accounts of universal history, the beginning of God’s 
revelation to Muhammad was a moment in which divine truth 
touched the world, in a small place from which God’s great message 
went out to humanity. If we see it as an event in human history, rather 
than as an act of divine intervention, though, Islam— the religion 
that would grow from Muhammad’s message and that would de� ne 
his followers as Muslims— did not come into the world fully formed. 
Nor did it arise in an empty space. It was shaped by dramatic, world- 
shaking events, by conquest and conversion, by poets and princes 
and the stories they wanted told, as well as by the original message 
of the Prophet. It emerged in the world of late antiquity: in South-
west Asia and the eastern Mediterranean, between the third and the 
eighth centuries CE. � is was a world shaped by religious and politi-
cal plurality and competition, but where the competition was played 
out through claims to universal sovereignty and beliefs in one supreme 
creator God. It was dominated by the Roman and Persian Empires, 
competing claimants to rule over what they both thought of as all the 
known world. 

 Mecca was a place out on the edge of this world, far from its capital 
cities and distant from its concerns— but what happened there, in the 
early decades of the seventh century, would transform it. And if we 
want to understand how Islam came into the world, we need to begin 
with the world into which it came.  2   

    

A WORLD AMONG OTHERS, A WORLD IN ITSELF

17

 � e late Roman, or Byzantine, Empire had been ruled since the 
fourth century from the great city of Constantinople, modern Istan-
bul. Founded on the Bosphorus by the Emperor Constantine, whose 
toleration of Christianity allowed the church to expand, Constantino-
ple was the capital of an eastern Roman Empire that � ourished while 
the western empire fell apart. Its rulers and inhabitants thought of 
their state and society as continuous with that of classical Rome, al-
beit redeemed from what they now considered to have been classical 
Rome’s pagan polytheism. For all that they now mostly spoke and 
wrote in Greek, Aramaic, or Syriac rather than in Latin, they still had 
an emperor and a senate, and they still saw themselves as Romans. In 
Athens, at least until the sixth century, and in Alexandria for longer, 
they still discussed the philosophy of Plato and Aristotle, while at Ni-
caea (now Iznik, in Turkey) and Chalcedon (now, as Kadiköy, part of 
urban Istanbul) they debated the nature of Christ and the relationship 
between God the Father and the Son. 

 Long before the Great Schism that would split Christianity into 
separate eastern (later called Orthodox) and western (Roman Catho-
lic) churches in the eleventh century, the faith was already divided by 
deep theological rifts. Confessional con� ict became politically sensi-
tive, and the imperial government began to do something Roman em-
perors had never done before: endorse one true, or orthodox (literally, 
“correctly believing”), religion, and declare that deviations from it were 
heresies, forbidden and punishable. Among ordinary believers, most 
of whom could not read the Bible, let alone doctrinal disputations, ev-
eryday religion was more about community and locality than ideology 
and authority. But bishops and patriarchs competed to have their own 
doctrines endorsed by the state and recognised among the people. � e 
growing, centralised strength of the empire, indeed, meant that reli-
gious power was more impor tant than ever to the emperor. Since the 
end of the Julio- Claudian dynasty in the � rst century CE, Rome’s 
caesars had usually needed to be actively campaigning generals. But 
by the 400s, the eastern empire was more secure. � e emperor could 
rule from his palace in Constantinople and, as one historian vividly Copyrighted Material
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caesars had usually needed to be actively campaigning generals. But 
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rule from his palace in Constantinople and, as one historian vividly Copyrighted Material
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put it, “proclaim his status by presiding over Christian ceremonies, 
like a glorious spider at the centre of a web.” � e Roman Empire was 
now an empire of faith.  3   

 To the Romans’ east lay the Persian Empire, stretching from the Eu-
phrates and the Caucasus to the Oxus and the Indian Ocean. Its capital 
was Ctesiphon on the River Tigris, part of a network of cities on either 
side of the river, south of where Arab Muslims would later build Bagh-
dad. Here, in the “black land” between the Tigris and the Euphrates, 
was the empire’s wealthiest area, made rich by the productivity of the 
rivers’ fertile alluvial soils. Since the early third century CE, Persia had 
been ruled by the Sasanian dynasty, a family claiming the inheritance 
of Iran’s ancient rulers and the authority of divine kingship. Its mission 
was to reunite the peoples of Iran who had been divided between ri-
val claimants to the throne and defeated by invading Romans, whose 
armies had twice sacked Ctesiphon at the end of the second century. 

 Once, under the Achaemenid dynasty at the end of the sixth cen-
tury BCE, the Persian Empire had controlled all of the territory west-
ward from the Iranian plateau to the eastern Mediterranean, Egypt, 
and Anatolia. While the Sasanians could not equal such ambitions, 
like the inheritors of Rome they nonetheless had their own ideas of 
universal empire. � e Sasanian rulers took the title  shahanshah , “king 
of kings,” even styling themselves rulers “of Iran and non- Iran.” Iran, 
in the ideology of its rulers and priests, was the bastion of settled civil-
isation, against “Turan,” the nomadic world beyond. In the dynasty’s 
religion, Zoroastrianism, the principle of order always had to struggle 
against the opposing principle of chaos: the sacred � re had to be kept 
alight to keep at bay the darkness beyond. Zoroastrianism might also, 
in this period, have been developing a tendency towards monotheism, 
with the priesthood presenting the creator god, Ahura Mazda, as su-
preme over lesser deities that were being reimagined as angels, inter-
mediary beings between God and men. 

 Unlike Byzantine Christianity, Zoroastrianism was never made 
the o�  cial state religion. � e Sasanian Empire was religiously plu-
ral: Jews, Christians, Buddhists, and polytheists were all to be found 
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among its inhabitants. Sasanian shahs were commemorated for de-
fending “good religion” and stamping out heresy, but persecutions, 
when they occurred, were more likely to be politically than religiously 
motivated: Christians were attacked when there was war with Rome. 
But although there was no o�  cial religion, religion was tremen-
dously impor tant for politics. Under the Sasanians, Zoroastrianism 
was closely associated with the ruling dynasty, legitimating the shahs’ 
kingship and bene� ting from their protection. Each new king’s acces-
sion was marked by the kindling of a sacred � re, which would be kept 
alight throughout his reign. Sasanian coins illustrated the close ties 
between eternal and worldly power by displaying the throne of the 
shahs alongside the � re of the Zoroastrian priesthood.  4   

 � ese two great cultures and states— the “world’s two eyes,” in the 
words of the Persian Emperor Khusraw II to his Byzantine counter-
part, the Emperor Maurice, whose daughter he would marry— divided 
between them the lands of ancient, settled civilisation that stretched 
from the Mediterranean east across the Fertile Crescent to the Iranian 
plateau and beyond towards northwest India. North of both, across 
the Danube, the Black Sea, the Caucasus and the Caspian Sea, was 
another world of unsettled, roving nomads, a world that played by its 
own rules and that was always seen from the settled cities, by their 
kings and their scribes, as a threat. South was the great desert, the Sa-
hara, and the Indian Ocean. And between the two empires, tucked in 
the peninsula between the Red Sea with its Roman shipping, and the 
Persian Gulf with its communities of Christians, was Arabia, where 
sometime in the late sixth century the man who would become the 
Prophet Muhammad was born.  5   

    

 Arabia lay south of the Fertile Crescent, which arced between the 
wealthy cities of Roman Syria and Palestine to the west, and the heart of 
the Sasanian domains to the east. Mountains ringed this area in a semi-
circle to the north— from the eastern Mediterranean coastline up through 
the Taurus and Caucasus to the Zagros in the east. More mountains Copyrighted Material
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and rocky coastline divided it from the Indian Ocean to the south, 
from Yemen, facing Africa, in the southwest through to Oman, fac-
ing India, in the southeast. � e peninsula’s people spoke and wrote 
inscriptions mostly in Arabic, and their language had a rich and poetic 
oral literature. Material life, though, was hard. � inly inhabited, and 
mostly mountainous, rocky steppe and desert terrain, the region had 
fertile pockets where higher mountain rainfall, especially in Yemen, or 
oasis cultivation made farming and settled life possible. But within its 
circle of mountain and sea, the interior of Arabia was beyond the con-
trol of any state. Social and political order here was kept by the relative 
equality and reciprocal respect observed between tribes, and between 
their leaders, who held their positions by a combination of recognised 
merit, election, force of personality and, to a lesser extent, birth. 

 � e tribe was an agglomeration of extended families or clans who 
identi� ed themselves and their interests with each other, claiming de-
scent from a common male ancestor, whether real or (perhaps more usu-
ally) imagined. A tribe might be quite stable over a long period of time, 
but clan groups might also join or disappear from tribes, or confedera-
tions of tribes, at di� erent times. By necessity, if they followed a mostly 
nomadic lifestyle, they usually lived in much smaller groups. But the 
language and symbolism of common ancestry allowed people to claim 
rights and responsibilities towards each other, and to organise their re-
lations of marriage, inheritance, and solidarity. Alliances were essential 
for survival. An o� ence against one of the group would be an insult to 
all, and might be avenged  accordingly— tribal life was not lawless, but 
ruled by customary law. When violence led to death, retaliation was re-
quired unless blood money was accepted as redress. Organised violence 
in the form of retribution or raiding between tribal groups redistributed 
resources, including people who could be enslaved, and schooled men 
in the practices of warfare and the codes of masculinity. 

 � e tribe’s public life and culture was predominantly male and pa-
triarchal. Healthy male children who could grow up to be herdsmen 
and � ghters were prized; baby girls were sometimes killed. Female 
infanticide may not have been common, but it seems— because the 
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Qur’an speci� cally condemns it— that it occurred. Freeborn women 
might own property in their own right: the Muslim tradition would 
record that Khadija, Muhammad’s wife at the time of the � rst revela-
tions, had been a wealthy widow whose commercial interests Muham-
mad managed before he became her husband. A family’s virtue and 
propriety rested on the protection and relative seclusion of freeborn 
women, and the warrior virtues of free men. Women may have been 
present on the battle� eld, encouraging their men with drums and po-
etry, but it was especially when their brothers or husbands fell in battle 
that women gained a public voice, in elegies of ritual mourning and 
exhortation to blood vengeance.  6   

 Arabia was named after the  arab , the nomadic,  Arabic- speaking 
Bedouin: one such nomadic group, the Tayyi or Banu Tayy, would 
give Christian writers further north the Syriac word  tayyaye , which 
could mean “nomad,” and by which they named both Arabic-  speaking 
Christians and the Muslim Arab conquerors who would sweep out of 
the peninsula in the mid- seventh century. But most of Arabia’s inhab-
itants were probably settled in towns and oases, at least for part of the 
year. Perhaps only a small proportion of the region’s people were ac-
tually nomadic or semi- nomadic herders, and they lived in close con-
nection with the sedentary population. Raising camels or, especially 
in the north near Syria and Palestine, sheep and goats, and moving 
with their � ocks and herds following seasonal patterns of pasture and 
trade, they exchanged what they could raise or grow themselves with 
what they could obtain at markets from artisans, agriculturalists, and 
merchants settled in towns.  7   

 Such markets often depended for their security on religious norms 
that forbade violence in the vicinity of a shrine, or within the perim-
eter of a sacred enclave called a  haram . � e absence of any governing 
authority meant that shared respect for such norms— sometimes up-
held by a local religious family connected to a particular holy site and 
recognised as its guardians— was especially impor tant. Mecca, in the 
Hijaz, or “curtain,” the western edge of Arabia along the line of moun-
tains that separates the interior desert from the Red Sea, was one such Copyrighted Material
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place. A market and a sanctuary, it was a town whose signi� cance was 
both commercial and religious. As a trading town, its own economy 
seems to have included both bulk export trade in animals and ani-
mal products, especially leather that may have supplied the Byzantine 
army in Syria, and the mining and export of precious metals. It had 
come to be dominated by the Quraysh, an Arab tribe whose di� erent 
clans would become key players in the developing history of Islam. It 
was to one of these clans, the Hashim, that in or around the year 570 
CE, Muhammad was born. � e Quraysh had established themselves, 
perhaps a few generations before Muhammad’s time, as the guardians 
of the Ka‘ba, the shrine at the centre of Mecca’s holy sanctuary. It was 
probably thanks to the regional importance of the Ka‘ba that Mecca 
had grown into a signi� cant market town.  8   

 � e heart of one of Arabia’s most sacred enclaves, the Ka‘ba itself— 
a simple, cubic, stone- built structure— was an ancient holy place. In 
Muslim tradition it is associated with the biblical patriarch, Abraham, 
who with his son Ishmael is said to have built it as “the House of 
God.” � e idea of a single, supreme creator God clearly existed already 
in polytheistic Mecca: Muhammad would call on his hearers to return 
to the one God they already recognised, and not falsely to associate 
partners in divinity with Him. Before Muhammad’s time, Abraham 
was identi� ed in Arabia both as the progenitor of the Arabs, through 
his son Ishmael, and as the original monotheist. It was to Abraham 
that God had � rst revealed the true religion. It was Abraham who 
instituted the ritual worship of God through pilgrimage to the Ka‘ba. 
� e Qur’an, the recitation of God’s revelations to Muhammad, would 
repeatedly refer to Abraham as “the  hanif ,” meaning “one who turns.” 
 Hanif  came to connote one who shuns evil: one who is upright, sound 
in faith. When Muhammad began preaching, what he preached was, 
he said, “the faith of Abraham, the upright ( hanif  ) , who was not one 
of the polytheists.”  9   

 But the Ka‘ba had come to be sacred to several deities worshipped 
by the people of Arabia. Some of these were represented by idols kept 
in the sanctuary itself: in preaching a return to Abraham’s religion, 
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Muhammad would take particular exception to the presence of these 
idols in God’s House. � e � rst Muslims would pray towards Jerusa-
lem, the Holy City to the north that was already sacred to Jews and 
Christians, but while Muhammad was still alive the Muslims’ direc-
tion of prayer, the  qibla , would be changed to face Mecca and the 
Ka‘ba, marking the centrality of the ancient sanctuary to the emerg-
ing faith. 

 � e regional importance of pilgrimage to the Ka‘ba, and the safety 
that its sanctity guaranteed, made Mecca a pro� table marketplace. 
But the town itself had few other advantages. Set in a rocky, arid val-
ley, its people depended on wells for their water and on trade for their 
food. One place food came from was the large oasis town of Yathrib 
to the northeast, a very ancient settlement that dated back, perhaps, 
to the seventh century BCE. Set among irrigated � elds and date palm 
groves, Yathrib was inhabited by a mixed community of Jewish and 
polytheist families. It was from Yathrib, when Muhammad’s preach-
ing in Mecca had begun to gain him a reputation as a holy man, that a 
delegation came to ask him to arbitrate in a local dispute. 

 In Mecca, at the same time, Muhammad’s message had begun to 
arouse hostility among his own tribe, the Quraysh, and their allies. 
� e Ka‘ba and its associated markets were impor tant business inter-
ests, and Muhammad’s preaching against the deities revered there 
was unwelcome. Nor did the Meccans appreciate his dire warnings of 
judgment from God, laced with social criticism: 

    You show no kindness to the orphan  
  And do not urge one another to feed the poor  
  Greedily you eat up the inheritance of others  
  You love wealth fervently.  
  But when the earth is crushed to dust upon dust  
  And your Lord comes with the angels, rank upon rank  
  And when on that day Hell is brought forth, then will human-

kind remember  
  But what good will it do to remember?  10      Copyrighted Material
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 Fearing persecution, some of Muhammad’s earliest followers had 
already � ed from Mecca across the Red Sea, hoping to � nd sympathy 
and shelter with their fellow monotheists, the Christians of Axum in 
Ethiopia. In 622 CE, facing threats to his own safety, Muhammad de-
parted for Yathrib, accompanied only by his father-in-law Abu Bakr, 
who had been one of his � rst followers and companions. � is was the 
event that would become known as the  hijra , Muhammad’s “emigra-
tion” from a place of unbelief to a space that would be safe for true be-
lievers. � ere he joined other believers who had � ed from Mecca, and 
who would be known in Yathrib as the  muhajirun , the “emigrants.” 
Along with the Prophet’s supporters, or “helpers” ( ansar ) among the 
people of the town, they would become the � rst Muslim community. 

 Over the following years, Muhammad’s leadership of this commu-
nity, its growing strength and signi� cance, and his death there ten 
years after the hijra would transform the town to which they had 
come. One of Muhammad’s � rst documented acts was to declare part 
of Yathrib a  haram , a sacred enclave like that of Mecca, asserting the 
importance of the town, and both its and Muhammad’s independence 
from the Meccans. Soon, the town would cease to be called Yathrib. 
It became known instead as  madinat al-nabi , “the Prophet’s city,” or 
simply “the city,”  al-madina : Medina.  11   

    

 Over the centuries that followed, both Mecca and Medina would 
come to be revered as holy places to Muslims; their historical impor-
tance would come to equal that of Constantinople or Ctesiphon. In 
the seventh century, though, Mecca and Medina were still on the 
fringe of the late ancient imperial world. Arabia was ruled by none of 
its neighbours; nonetheless, it by no means existed in isolation. Both 
the Byzantines and the Sasanians had clients among the Arab popu-
lations on the fringes of their territories: the Ghassanids, or Jafnids, 
in the northwest (the area that today is the kingdom of Jordan) being 
allied with the Byzantines, and the Lakhmids, or Nasrids (in what is 
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now southwest Iraq), with the Persians. � ese groups created bu� er 
zones between the two empires, and between each of them and the 
Arabian interior, but imperial ambitions sometimes intruded more di-
rectly. � e Romans had sent an expedition through western Arabia to 
Yemen and maintained a garrison on the Farasan Islands in the Red 
Sea. � e Persians, correspondingly, found support among Jewish and 
polytheist communities as far away as Yemen. � e Byzantines consid-
ered the Christian kingdom of Axum in Ethiopia as an ally against 
Persia, but the Ethiopian kings had their own designs on southern 
Arabia. � e rulers of Yemen, ancient Himyar, where some Arab tribes 
had converted to Judaism in the fourth century, launched a persecu-
tion of local Christians in 523 CE, and two years later an Ethiopian 
Christian army invaded across the Red Sea in response. � e Ethio-
pian general, Abraha, set up his own kingdom in Yemen, built a great 
church at Sanaa, and marched northward, seeking to extend Ethio-
pian rule into Arabia. But under his sons, his kingdom fell apart. By 
560 CE, Ethiopian rule was replaced in Yemen by Sasanian in� uence. 

 Muhammad’s Arabia was thus a frontier zone between contending 
world empires. Trade routes between the Indian Ocean and the eastern 
Mediterranean skirted it and passed through it; imperial armies had 
never conquered it but were not unknown there. Jewish, Christian, and 
polytheist religions and their political associations both surrounded 
and inhabited it. Jewish groups, perhaps originally refugees from the 
Roman destruction of Jerusalem in the � rst century, had settled in the 
Hijaz. To both north and south there were Arab converts to Christian-
ity and Judaism, apparently well integrated into Arabian tribal society 
alongside the predominant polytheists in the desert and its towns. � e 
gods of Arab polytheism sometimes echoed, at least in their represen-
tation as statues, the gods and goddesses of ancient Greece and Rome: 
in the Syrian city of Palmyra, the Arabian goddess Allat was portrayed 
as Greek Athena. South of the Hijaz, the ancient Arabs’ belief in many 
gods may have been giving way, from the fourth century— at the same 
time as some Arabs in Yemen became Jewish, and Ethiopians in Axum 

Copyrighted Material



WORLDS OF ISLAM

24

 Fearing persecution, some of Muhammad’s earliest followers had 
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became Christian— to devotion to one supreme God, named in in-
scriptions as “al-Rahman,” the compassionate. � is would be one of 
the “beautiful names” of the one God proclaimed by Muhammad.  12   

 In this wider world beyond Arabia, the era in which Muhammad 
lived was dramatic. Indeed, there seemed to be nothing less than a 
world crisis raging across the sixth and seventh centuries, against the 
backdrop of which an imminent end of time and the advent of a Day 
of Judgment were all too vividly imaginable. Such images were part of 
Muhammad’s own preaching: 

    When the sky is torn asunder  
  And when the stars are scattered  
  And when the seas burst forth  
  And when the graves spill out  
  � en will each soul know what it has done and left undone.  13      

 � ey appear in Christian visions too. Monks and chroniclers of the 
seventh century saw world events as re� ecting divine judgment on sinful 
humanity, and when a destructive superpower war was followed within 
a few years by the Arab conquests, and then the turmoil of civil wars 
between the new rulers, it seemed to them too that the end was at hand. 
“� e end of the ages has arrived for us. . . .  Here are famines, earthquakes 
and plagues,” wrote the Syriac chronicler John Bar Penkaye in 687 or 
688. According to an apocalyptic text that survives from a few years later: 

  God shall send forth a mighty wind, the southern one, and there shall 
come forth from it a people. . . .  And there shall rise up from among 
them a warrior and one whom they call a prophet, and they shall be 
brought into his hands. . . .  And the South shall prosper, and by the 
hooves of the horses of its armies it shall trample down and subdue 
Persia and devastate Rome.  14    

 Historians with more secular sensibilities, too, have often de-
scribed this period in cataclysmic terms: as the fall of civilisation, the 
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beginning of dark ages. When we look at this crisis of the late ancient 
world in the longer term, what is surprising is perhaps not just the 
degree of change that came out of it but the extent to which much 
also remained largely as before. Sudden changes on the surface— who 
ruled, and in whose name— overlaid much slower and more gradual 
currents of transition and adaptation in the social and religious lives 
of ordinary people. It is clear, nonetheless, that these were times of 
tribulation. 

 � e � rst factor in the crisis was plague. � e sixth and seventh centu-
ries saw the world’s � rst recorded plague pandemic. (� e Black Death 
that began in the fourteenth century and lingered in the Mediterra-
nean until the nineteenth was the second; the third, centred in South 
and Southeast Asia, occurred in the � rst half of the twentieth century.) 
It is often referred to as the “Justinianic” plague, after the Roman Em-
peror Justinian during whose reign, in 541, the outbreak was recorded. 
(� e emperor himself contracted, and survived, the disease.) Cataclys-
mic though it might sound, the sixth- century plague was probably in 
fact much less destabilising overall than has sometimes been thought. 
Some estimates have claimed that between a third and two- thirds of 
the a� ected population, which would have stretched from the eastern 
Mediterranean through to southern France and Germany— anything 
from � fteen to one hundred million  people— may have died, but these 
assessments seem highly exaggerated. If there was a sudden, severe 
mid- sixth- century death toll in the eastern provinces of the Roman 
Empire, cities and their populations in Anatolia, Syria and Palestine 
seem to have recovered, and indeed grown rapidly, shortly afterwards. 
Without underestimating the su� ering the plague must have caused, 
arguments that it had a catastrophic and long- term impact seem to 
have overstated the extent of the pandemic, and underestimated states’ 
and societies’ capacity to adapt to it. 

 Other environmental factors, especially a cooling climate following 
a series of volcanic eruptions, again in the 530s and 540s CE, may 
have impacted agricultural production and the societies that depended 
on it (evidence in tree rings from the Alps to northern central Asia Copyrighted Material
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suggests that summers here became colder). It is unlikely, though, that 
the changing climate had a uniformly negative impact across the whole 
of the eastern Roman Empire. Regional microclimates across the east-
ern Mediterranean and southwest Asia were much too variable to have 
been a� ected in the same way by a “little Ice Age,” the severity of which 
is in any case unclear. But after centuries of agricultural expansion and 
increasing prosperity in the late Roman world, between the mid- 500s 
and the late 600s, plague and the changing climate do seem to have 
made life somewhat harder and livelihoods more precarious.  15   

 � e second, and certainly greater, crisis was a superpower war, a 
confrontation that pitted Persia against Rome and lasted twenty- � ve 
years. � e Roman- Persian con� ict from 603 to 628 was the ancient 
world’s “last great war,” the culmination of centuries of frontier war-
fare between the two empires. Sporadic con� ict had moved back and 
forth from Armenia in the north to Arabia in the south, without one 
of the combatants ever seriously threatening the other’s survival. � is 
time was di� erent. � e war broke out in 603, a few years before the 
� rst angelic messages came to Muhammad in Mecca, when a coup 
d’état in Constantinople overthrew the Emperor Maurice, and the 
Shah Khusraw II seized the opportunity, declaring that he would rein-
state a legitimate ruler over Byzantium. His troops overran the  richest 
Roman provinces in Syria and Egypt, occupied Jerusalem, carried 
o�  the relics of the True Cross, and threatened the heart of the empire 
in Anatolia. By 626 Constantinople was under siege by the Persians 
and their allies, and it seemed as though the seven- hundred- year- old 
Roman Empire might be near death.  16   

 To the Byzantines, Persia’s o� ensive threatened not only the in-
heritance of Rome but the empire of Christ on earth. For the � rst 
time, they declared a holy war in defence of the true faith, promising 
the martyr’s crown and direct entry into paradise for all those who 
fell in the struggle. Under their new emperor, Heraclius, a Roman 
army allied with Turkish- speaking nomads from the northeast staged 
a spectacular counterattack. Out� anking the Persians via the Black 
Sea, Heraclius’s troops crossed the Caucasus Mountains and marched 
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directly on Ctesiphon. In 628, with the enemy almost at his gates, 
Khusraw II was overthrown by a palace coup, and his successors ne-
gotiated peace with the Byzantines, giving up all the territory the Per-
sians had conquered over the previous two decades. � e fragments of 
the True Cross were returned in triumph to Jerusalem. 

 News of the war and of the Persians’ early victories in Syria had 
travelled south into Arabia, and was echoed in the revelations being 
recounted in Mecca by Muhammad: 

    � e Romans have been defeated  
  In a land close by  
  But after their defeat, they will triumph  
  Within a few years. Before and afterward, the matter rests with 

God. And on that day, the believers will rejoice  
  At victory from God. He makes victorious whomever He wills. 

He is the Almighty, the Merciful.  17      

 God was with the Romans, for now. But a new community of be-
lievers was coming into being, and they would come to see themselves 
as the inheritors of Rome, of Jerusalem, and of Persia too. 

    

 � e agreements made by Muhammad, his followers, and the people 
of Medina for the regulation of their life together survive in some of 
the very earliest pieces of documentary evidence in Islamic history. 
Yathrib and the other nearby oasis settlements had probably been un-
der some degree of Sasanian authority in the mid- sixth century. But 
when Muhammad arrived, there was no longer any external authority, 
and Yathrib’s di� erent factions seem to have been feuding with one 
another from their forti� ed tower houses. While he may have been 
called upon initially to act in the customary role of an arbiter of tribal 
disputes, Muhammad soon went much further, instituting a politi-
cal order in the town that both built on existing custom and created 
something dramatically new, even revolutionary. Copyrighted Material
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 What would become the community of Islam began as a set of al-
liances for mutual defence, drawn up in the recognised terms of Ara-
bian social norms. � ese have become known as the “Constitution of 
Medina.” � e Qurayshi emigrants from Mecca and the inhabitants of 
Yathrib were to “keep to their own tribal organisation and leadership,” 
each with their existing responsibilities to pay blood money, divided 
equitably between them, in case of feud, and to ransom prisoners ac-
cording to custom. � ey were to � ght together to defend themselves 
and each other against outside attack. � is recognised the existing 
rights, duties, and leadership of the di� erent groups who would now 
be living together in Medina. 

 But the Medinan agreements did something more. Muhammad 
also declared that the parties to the agreement, “the believers and the 
Muslims from the Quraysh and Yathrib, and those who follow them 
as clients, join them, reside with them, and strive along with them,” 
would from now on be “a single community, apart from other peo-
ple.” � is community’s cohesion, and loyalty to it, would take pre-
cedence for its members over family or tribal a�  liation. � ey would 
act together against anyone who rebelled, or who acted corruptly, 
unjustly, or treacherously against the community, “even if he is the 
son of one of them.” Blood relatives from outside the community 
could not be avenged against anyone within it. Conversely, anyone 
who joined the community and left their old tribal ties behind would 
bene� t instead from the community’s protection. � is was more than 
just the solidarity of a new kind of tribe; it was “the protection of 
God,” guaranteed by the leadership of God’s Prophet, Muhammad. 
And the community existed both for its own  self- defence against hos-
tile outsiders, especially the unbelieving Quraysh of Mecca, and for 
the purpose of o� ensively “� ghting in the path of God.” � eir blood 
that might be shed, and that might henceforward need to be avenged, 
would not be the blood of kin spilled in mere tribal feuds, but blood 
sacri� ce to a much higher purpose, one the Romans, in their holy war 
with Persia, would readily have recognised: “blood shed in the path 
of God.”  18   

A WORLD AMONG OTHERS, A WORLD IN ITSELF

31

 While Muhammad’s community existed for following and � ghting 
in God’s way, it was not yet composed exclusively of Muslims. Indeed, 
at this point, who exactly the � rst Muslims were and what they be-
lieved is not entirely clear. What is clear is that both polytheists who 
lived in Medina and, in what was perhaps a subsequent addition to the 
original pact, some of Yathrib’s existing Jewish community were also 
made part of this “single community” ( umma wahida ). In these doc-
uments, the Arabic word  umma , “community,” clearly already means 
a community bound together against “unbelievers” ( ku� ar ), but it in-
cluded polytheists ( mushrikun ) and Jews. � e word  umma  would only 
later come to denote the community of Muslims distinct from the 
followers of all other religions. 

 � e agreements made at Medina are especially impor tant because 
they show how, in the � rst years of Muhammad’s constitution of a new 
community, it was religiously inclusive, and the terms that would later 
de� ne belonging and belief were not clearly settled and demarcated. 
� e texts speak of  muslimun , literally “those who submit [to God],” 
which gives us the English word  Muslims , but also of  mu’minun , lit-
erally “the faithful,” or “believers.” � is term also later came to mean 
Muslims, but it originally perhaps referred to “the faithful covenant-
ers,” those who subscribed to the community’s covenant (or pact), 
pledging their faith to God, the Prophet, and one another.  19   � ey were 
faithful, that is, to their promise of mutual protection. Being part of 
this community did not necessarily imply a single set of beliefs. And 
indeed, over time, while the boundaries of belonging to the Muslim 
community would become much sharper, as in any human commu-
nity it would always be possible for di� erent people to be part of the 
community while believing di� erent things. 

 � is new social organisation revolutionised the kin- based, tribal 
 pattern of local con� ict and solidarity in Arabia. It created a new 
community of the faithful that was bound together by common ob-
ligations and driven to struggle together “in God’s path,” under Mu-
hammad’s leadership, against unbelief and God’s enemies. � is was a 
movement born out of its own late ancient context, and with universal Copyrighted Material
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