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Preface





The subject of this book is the history of the Arabic-speaking parts of the Islamic world, from the rise of Islam until the present day. During some periods, however, I have had to go beyond the subject: for example, when I consider the early history of the caliphate, the Ottoman Empire, and the expansion of European trade and empire. It would be possible to argue that the subject is too large or too small: that the history of the Maghrib is different from that of the Middle East, or that the history of the countries where Arabic is the main language cannot be seen in isolation from that of other Muslim countries. A line has to be drawn somewhere, however, and this is where I have chosen to draw it, partly because of the limits of my own knowledge. I hope the book will show that there is sufficient unity of historical experience between the different regions it covers to make it possible to think and write about them in a single framework.


The book is intended for students who are beginning to study the subject and for general readers who wish to learn something about it. It will be clear to specialists that, in a book with so large a scope, much of what I say is based upon the research of others. I have tried to give the essential facts and to interpret them in the light of what others have written. Some of my debts to their work are indicated in the bibliography.


Writing a book which covers such a long period, I have had to make decisions about names. I have used the names of modern countries to indicate geographical regions, even when those names were not used in the past; it seemed simpler to use the same names throughout the book, rather than change them from period to period. Thus ‘Algeria’ is used for a certain region in North Africa, even though the name came into use only in modern centuries. In general, I have used names which will be familiar to those who read mainly in English; the word ‘Maghrib’ is probably familiar enough to be used rather than ‘North-west Africa’, but ‘Mashriq’ is not and so I have used ‘Middle East’ instead. I have called the Muslim parts of the Iberian peninsula Andalus, because it is simpler to use one word than a phrase. When I use a name which is now that of a sovereign state in writing about a period before that state came into existence, I employ it to refer to a certain region roughly defined; it is only when I write of the modern period that I intend it to refer to the area included within the frontiers of the state. For example, throughout most of the book ‘Syria’ refers to a certain region which has common features, both physical and social, and on the whole has had a single historical experience, but I use it only to refer to the state of Syria once it has come into existence after the First World War. I need scarcely say that such uses do not imply any political judgement about which states should exist and where their frontiers lie.


The main geographical names used are shown in Map 1.



















Preface (2012)





When Albert Hourani died in 1993 he left a substantial body of work with more than a hundred essays and several path-breaking books culminating in this History of the Arab Peoples.1 A scholar of unrelenting productivity, he had trained and inspired a generation of students through his academic writings and by the selflessness and care with which he guided their research. A gentle and modest man, he seemed to epitomize the qualities that are sought, but not always found, in the university teacher: a passion for his subject, a relentlessly enquiring mind, always open to new ideas, elegance in argument, politeness in debate.


I never had the privilege of being one of his graduate students, many of whom have gone on to distinguished careers on both sides of the Atlantic. But I had the pleasure of knowing him towards the end of his tenure at Oxford and during his retirement in London. My publisher had sent him the typescript of Islam in the World, a book I had written while working as a journalist with the BBC in London. Dispensing with the convention of the anonymous reader’s report, he called me personally. I can still remember my joy on receiving that phone call: ‘I like your book: would you like to come down to Oxford to go through it with me?’ In several sessions my manuscript received the kind of expert probing normally reserved for the dissertations of his graduate students. Albert did not merely check the book for inaccuracies. He wanted it to succeed on its own terms, by gently plugging the inevitable gaps in my reading. One of his less friendly critics likened him to the pasha of Middle East studies who presided over a network of patron–client relationships of the kind described in his writings on Ottoman-Arab society. A more appropriate analogy would be that of the Sufi shaykh or master, who seeks to guide his young murids (followers) towards greater truth and understanding.


Albert Hourani was born in Manchester in 1915, the fifth of six children in a family of cotton merchants from Marjayoun in what is now Lebanon. His grandfather had converted to Protestantism from the Greek Orthodox Church. His father Fadlo had been educated at the Syrian Protestant College before moving to Manchester in 1881 to work in the cotton-export business. Cotton and woollen goods from Manchester were found throughout the Ottoman Empire and North Africa, while the city was home to communities of mostly Levantine immigrants – Muslims, Christians and Jews – who established businesses there. The Hourani household contained a rich blend of Anglo-Levantine cultures. As Albert’s brother Cecil would write in his memoir:




… to my earliest memories in Manchester there were two faces: the one Near Eastern, Lebanese, full of poetry, politics and business; the other partly Scottish Presbyterian, full of Sunday church-going and Sunday school, partly English through an English nanny and a succession of English and Irish cooks and maids.


Nothing epitomized this dichotomy more than the diet on which we were raised: on Saturdays, when my father lunched at home with his Lebanese and Syrian fellow businessmen and clients from abroad, we ate the food of the Lebanese villages – kibbe, and the traditional dish of Saturday, mujaddara or Esau’s pottage; on Sundays there was an English roast, followed by apple pie or milk pudding.2





Fadlo Hourani was a keen member of the Liberal party and Manchester’s social clubs. In 1946 – well into his eighties – he became the Honorary Consul for Lebanon in Northern England, a position that gave him official standing in the city where he spent most of his life. Earlier in his career he had suffered from ethnic discrimination: when he tried to place Albert and his elder brother George in one of Manchester’s best private schools he was told that ‘only English boys’ were accepted. He responded by founding a school of his own – the Didsbury Preparatory School – which, though small, had a mixed intake of Levantine, English and Sephardic Jewish pupils. At 14 Albert was sent to Mill Hill School near London, the first ‘public’ (fee-paying) boarding school that was not a Church of England foundation. Founded by Nonconformists in 1807, Mill Hill fostered a culture of tolerance and individual freedom. Hourani was a happy and diligent student. Mill Hill would leave a lasting imprint on his mind and sensibility.


In 1933 Hourani went to Magdalen College, Oxford, where he read ‘PPE’ (Philosophy, Politics and Economics). The course gave him a solid grounding in English and European liberal thought from Locke and Mill to Descartes and Kant. It also stimulated his interest in the history of ideas. In his final year, however, he became more absorbed in history, and particularly the history of the Middle East. His interest had been stimulated from holiday visits to Marjayoun and through his father’s friendship with Philip Hitti, the doyen of Arab historians working in the West. He started working for a Ph.D. in Middle East History at Oxford (where little teaching in the subject was available), but soon abandoned the project. Instead he spent his grant money on travelling to Beirut, where he obtained a job as a lecturer at his father’s old college, now renamed the American University of Beirut (AUB).


Many years later he explained how his years in Beirut would exercise a decisive influence on his intellectual outlook:




They gave me my first experience of Mediterranean sunlight, after the half-light of the north of England. It was important to get to know my extended family, or rather my two families, those of my father and of my mother. I learned something about myself, and also about the nature of family ties in the Mediterranean world: the ways in which ties of blood or connection could give a depth and solidity to all kinds of human relationship, and the values of honour and shame about which social anthropologists were to write so much later.3





Two important figures who impressed him at the AUB were Charles Malik (later to become Lebanon’s foreign minister and one of the founding voices of the United Nations, who helped draft the Universal Declaration of Human Rights) and Qustantyn Zurayk, a lecturer in Islamic History and an inspiration to the younger Arab nationalists. By now Hourani had acquired enough Arabic to follow Zurayk’s ‘eloquent and judicious course on Islamic history’ which he modestly described as being ‘the nearest approach I ever had to any formal training in the subject’. Hourani’s interest in Arab nationalism was roused by readings of T. E. Lawrence’s Seven Pillars of Wisdom and George Antonius’s Arab Awakening. He absorbed many of the insights contained in these seminal and influential books. However he would come to question Lawrence’s view of the Arab movement as ‘too simplistically heroic’ and he found himself challenging many of Antonius’s assertions about the primordial character of Arab identity. Both writers, he felt, had ideas about the Arab nation that neglected or undervalued the centuries of Ottoman rule.


During the Second World War Hourani worked as an analyst in the British Foreign Office’s Research Department, headed by the historian Arnold Toynbee. He shared many of Toynbee’s views about the Middle East and the betrayal of the promises Britain had made to the Arabs during the First World War. His superior in the Middle East section was Hamilton Gibb, whom Hourani would eventually succeed at the new Centre for Middle Eastern Studies established by Gibb after the war at St Antony’s College, Oxford. He found Gibb’s style of detached, scholarly writing especially appealing. Hourani’s wartime and post-war duties gave him direct experience of diplomacy in fraught and difficult times. In 1942 he was sent to the Middle East on a mission of inquiry, and on the basis of a report he had written was offered a position in the office of the British Minister in Cairo where he remained until 1945. He met some of the leading personalities of the day, including Glubb Pasha, the British officer who built up and commanded the beduin Arab Legion in Transjordan, and David Ben Gurion, the Zionist leader who would become Israel’s first Prime Minister, with whom he had a ‘long and pleasant’ conversation. In due course the reports he wrote for the Foreign Office became the first drafts of published books: Syria and Lebanon (1946), Great Britain and the Arab World (1946) and Minorities in the Arab World (1947).


Towards the end of the war Hourani and his colleagues became increasingly preoccupied by the situation in Palestine and the problem it posed for Britain as the mandatory power facing the conflicting pressures of Jewish immigration and Arab resistance. Inevitably his sympathies lay with the Palestinian Arabs who feared dispossession and loss of their lands as the Zionist movement gained increasing momentum with the revelations of the Nazi horrors emerging from Eastern Europe. In 1945 he met Musa ‘Alami, ‘the most intelligent and interesting of the Palestinian Arab leaders’ and who persuaded him to join the Arab Office in Jerusalem, an organization aimed at countering Zionist propaganda by explaining the Arab case. For the first and only time in his career he was employed as a propagandist. Although Zionist lobbyists regarded him as their most formidable opponent, Hourani disliked his role. Looking back on this phase of his life he would write:




I did not like this kind of work, however, and I do not think I was good at it. I did not enjoy the company of politicians and disliked the way in which they thought; I also found it difficult to accept the endless repetitions of political discourse, and the necessity to suppress so many nuances of meaning in order to make a point effectively. I closed this chapter of my life with relief, and have never re-opened it.4





In the turmoil of the 1948 Arab–Israeli war and the creation of Israel (an event known in Arab parlance as al-naqba – the catastrophe) the Arab Office was closed down, and Hourani returned to Oxford, where he remained until his retirement in 1984. Although he continued to write about Palestine for some years, by the end of the 1950s he had abandoned policy-oriented writing for the more detached, analytical scholarship he so admired in Sir Hamilton Gibb. He evidently thought that scholarship aimed at policy-making was likely to be compromised intellectually and morally. But it is also clear that the naqba deeply affected him on a personal level. ‘Baudelaire said the heart has one vintage only,’ he wrote in 1957. ‘If so, mine will be marked for ever by what happened in Palestine.’ About this time Hourani was received into the Roman Catholic Church.


I suspect that it may have been the trauma of Palestine that affected his capacity to look unflinchingly at more negative aspects of Arab history: the violence and passions afflicting Arab-Islamic societies, aspects of cruelty such as the nineteenth-century slave-markets, the impact of patriarchal habits on women and the murderous treatment sometimes accorded to individuals who challenged powers that – like those of medieval Europe – regarded themselves as the bearers of divine authority. For all its analytical elegance there is a certain blandness about the Olympian detachment with which he views the flux and reflux of historical events.


The Arab defeat in Palestine also increased his natural scepticism. The inability of the Arab states to challenge the establishment of Israel and to mount an effective defence of the Palestinians was symptomatic of the underlying structural problems – the competition between rival networks dominated by mutually antagonistic leaders – at variance with their public rhetoric. Hourani never subscribed to the belief that the calls for Arab unity made by ‘Abd al-Nasir and echoed by other Arab leaders throughout the 1950s and 1960s would one day be realised.


Before addressing the structural issues that surface, decisively and compellingly, in his History of the Arab Peoples, Hourani made a highly influential excursion into the realm of ideas. His renowned study of Arabic Thought in the Liberal Age 1798–1939 (1962) was an elegantly written exploration of the responses of Christian and Muslim intellectuals to the challenge of nineteenth- and twentieth-century colonialism and the impact of European thought. Although he would later criticize his own book for giving insufficient attention to the rejection of European ideas, the influence of Arabic Thought has been far-reaching. The late Hisham Sharabi, a leading Palestinian-American scholar, regarded it an indispensable reference for any study of modern Arab intellectual history. Sharabi was a major contributor to the 2002–5 United Nations Arab Human Development Reports (AHDR), an unprecedented exercise in critical self-analysis undertaken by Arab intellectuals in the early years of the twenty-first century. The legacy and spirit of Hourani are evident in this remarkable collective enterprise on which I have drawn extensively in the Afterword to this edition.


Arabic Thought, however, was only the beginning of an intellectual journey, not even its mid-point. Ensconced at St Antony’s College in Oxford (a graduate-only school) Hourani immersed himself in Arab-Ottoman history for a work that he never completed. For a considerable period when he was supervising graduates and involved in university administration, essays were his chosen genre. One of them, ‘Ottoman Reform and the Politics of Notables’, probed the phenomenon of disorder in the nineteenth-century Ottoman cities, which he found to be rooted in the growing tension between a centralizing bureaucracy and older methods of social control. The idea of a ‘specific politics of notables’ inspired many dissertations and has been widely accepted by scholars. His work on the Ottoman period was never wasted: it forms an important strand in the History of the Arab Peoples.


A major new influence came with his visit to the University of Chicago in 1962, and his exposure to the work of social scientists and anthropologists, as well as the Annales school of French historians he encountered through his former pupil André Raymond. Most importantly, however, for the genesis of this book, were Hourani’s encounters with the Quaker historian Marshall Hodgson, perhaps the greatest scholar of Islam ever produced by America, whose three-volume Venture of Islam (1974) was printed posthumously after Hodgson’s tragically early death at the age of 46. It was his reading of Hodgson’s Venture that brought Hourani to a deeper understanding of Ibn Khaldun (1332–1406), the great Arab savant and philosopher of history whose Muqaddima – Prologmenon – contains a remarkably percipient analysis of Arab societies during the high Middle Ages, and one that, suitably adapted, holds up remarkably well today.


In the Prologue to the History of the Arab Peoples and in several sections of the text of this book Hourani pays tribute to Ibn Khaldun and particularly to his concept of ‘asabiyya, ‘a corporate spirit oriented towards obtaining and keeping power’. ‘Asabiyya or ‘clannism’ is a force that informs the patriarchal family order that still underpins the structure of power in many Arab societies. ‘Asabiyya, in its virulent twentieth-century versions, where ‘clannism’ is reinforced by modern systems of surveillance and torture, is being challenged, almost everywhere, by the uprisings known in the West as the ‘Arab Spring’. Despite the falls of the regimes in Tunisia, Egypt, Libya and Yemen, it is far from clear if ‘clannism’ is really on the wane or that new forms will fail to arise. In general, social identities rooted in family or clan tend to be more durable than those based in the formalities of a public office. Despite the overlay of modern systems of government and administration ‘asabiyya has proved a remarkably persistent phenomenon.


In the past a ruler with ‘asabiyya was well placed to found a dynasty, since urbanites tended to lack this quality. When dynastic rule was stable and prosperous, city life would flourish. But in Ibn Khaldun’s time every dynasty bore within itself the seeds of decline, as rulers degenerated into tyrants, or became corrupted by luxurious living. In due course power would pass to a new group of hardy rulers from the margins. Hourani pointed out that since the early 1960s, there had been remarkably little change in the general nature of most Arab regimes or the direction of their policies. The groups that remained in power from the time of decolonization until well into the twenty-first century were mostly in place by 1970. This period of political stability – now being challenged throughout the Arab region – seems surprising when we consider the extraordinarily rapid changes and the degree of social turbulence that lay beneath the surface: the exploding populations, the rapid pace of urbanization, the transformation of the countryside, and the continuous eruptions of armed conflicts, from the Western Sahara to Palestine, the Levant and the Gulf. Hourani explained the paradox with a powerful nod to Ibn Khaldun:







To borrow and adapt an idea from Ibn Khaldun, it could be suggested that the stability of a political regime depended upon a combination of three factors. It was stable when a cohesive ruling group was able to link its interests with those of powerful elements in society, and when that alliance of interests was expressed in a political idea which made the power of the rulers legitimate in the eyes of society, or at least a significant part of it. [p. 448]





Hourani recognized that in the twentieth century the cohesion of regimes depended on factors – such as the use of modern bureaucratic methods and manipulation and coercion by intelligence and security services – that had not been available in the past. Moreover the power of modern government now extended into areas where its writ had often been ignored, such as mountainous regions, deserts and steppes (what Moroccan rulers used to call the ‘lands of insolence’). But in modern Arab politics the ‘asabiyya of the ruling group remained an important factor. In some countries, such as Egypt and Tunisia, this was fronted through the mechanism of the one-party state on the Eastern European model that affirmed the leader’s legitimacy and acted as a transmission belt or channel for authority while actually serving the interest of the ruler, his family and coterie of friends and clients; in others, such as Syria or Iraq before the American invasion, the party was controlled by an inner group bound largely by pre-existing ties of kinship buttressed by sectarian solidarity. In others, as in Saudi Arabia and the Gulf monarchies, it is the ruling family, bound by blood as well as by common interests, that defines the state: l’état c’est nous.


Hourani was not the first modern writer to have found in Ibn Khaldun an impressive guide to Arab-Islamic history with its manifold confusions and daunting complexities. In addition to Hodgson, the anthropologist and philosopher Ernest Gellner, author of The Plough and the Sword, drew freely on the Arab writer in his writings on Muslim society in North Africa. Neither Hodgson nor Gellner, however, could match Hourani in knowledge of the original sources, the breadth of reading and, above all, the facility with which he translated complex ideas into transparently readable English.


Hourani, of course, cannot have been expected to foresee that a generation of activists not yet born when he wrote his History, would challenge and in some cases overcome the political inertia of decades to regenerate the Arab social and political landscape, using sophisticated media awareness backed by sheer physical and moral courage. But his analysis will surely illuminate their struggle, not least by delineating the formidable obstacles they face in confronting the time-honoured phenomenon of ‘asabiyya in its multiple modern guises. Specialists will continue to admire this book for the depth of its scholarship; the general reader for making the history of the Arabs so freshly accessible.




 





Malise Ruthven


February 2012




1 For a full consideration of Albert Hourani’s contribution to Middle East scholarship, see Abdulaziz A. Al-Sudairi, A Vision of the Middle East: An Intellectual Biography of Albert Hourani (London, 1999).


2 Cecil Hourani, An Unfinished Odyssey: Lebanon and Beyond (London,  1984), p. 3.


3 Albert Hourani, ‘Patterns of the Past’, in Thomas Naff (ed.), Paths to the Middle East: Ten Scholars Look Back (Albany, New York, 2000), p. 31.


4 Ibid., p. 35.
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Note on Spelling





Words or names which have a familiar English form are used in that form. For transliteration of other Arabic words or names I have used a simple system based upon that of the International Journal of Middle East Studies:




no diacritical marks are used;


the letter ‘ayn is indicated by‘, and hamza is indicated by’, but only when it comes in the middle of a word (in pronouncing words, those who are not concerned with their Arabic form can ignore both these signs);


for plurals of words I have added an s, except for the plural of ‘alim, which is given as ‘ulama;


doubled vowels in the middle of a word are indicated by -iyya or -uwwa;


diphthongs are indicated by -aw or -ay;


al-is prefixed the first time an Arabic name is used, but omitted later (e.g. al-Ghazali, Ghazali);





Turkish names and words are normally spelled in their modern Turkish form.



















Note on Dates





From early Islamic times, Muslims have dated events from the day of Muhammad’s emigration from Mecca to Madina in AD 622: this emigration is known in Arabic as the hijra, and the usual way of referring to Muslim years in European languages is by the use of the initials AH.


A year according to the Muslim calendar is not of the same length as a year according to the Christian calendar. The latter is measured by a complete revolution of the earth around the sun, which takes approximately 365 days, but the former consists of twelve months each of which corresponds to a complete revolution of the moon around the earth; the length of a year measured in these terms is approximately 11 days less than that of a solar year.


Information about ways of converting Muslim into Christian dates, or vice versa, can be found in G. S. P. Freeman-Grenville, The Muslim and Christian Calendars (London, 1977).


Christian era dates are used, except when the context makes it important to indicate the Muslim date or century.


For rulers, dates of accession and death (or deposition) are given; for other persons, dates of death and birth. When the date of birth is not known, that of death alone is given (e.g. d. 1456); when the person is still alive, only the date of birth is given (e.g. b. 1905). When the date is known only approximately, c. is used (e.g. c. 1307–58).



















Prologue





In the year 1382 an Arab Muslim scholar who served the ruler of Tunis asked his permission to make the pilgrimage to Mecca, and having received it took ship for Alexandria in Egypt. In his fiftieth year he was leaving, as it turned out for ever, the countries of the Maghrib in which he and his ancestors had played an important and varied part.


‘Abd al-Rahman ibn Khaldun (1332–1406) belonged to a family which had gone from southern Arabia to Spain after it was conquered by the Arabs, and settled in Seville. When the Christian kingdoms of northern Spain expanded southwards the family left for Tunis. Many families with a tradition of culture and state service did the same, and they formed in the cities of the Maghrib (the western part of the world of Islam) a patriciate whose services were used by local rulers. Ibn Khaldun’s great-grandfather played a part in the court politics of Tunis, fell from favour and was killed; his grandfather was also an official, but his father abandoned politics and service for the retired life of a scholar. He himself received a careful education in the manner of the time, from his father and from scholars teaching in the mosques and schools of Tunis or visiting the city, and he continued his studies when in early manhood he lived in other cities, for it was part of the tradition he inherited that a man should seek knowledge from all who could impart it. In his autobiography he gives the names of those whose lectures he heard and the subjects they taught: the Qur’an, regarded by Muslims as the Word of God revealed in the Arabic language through the Prophet Muhammad; the Hadith, or traditions of what the Prophet had said and done; jurisprudence, the science of law and social morality formally based upon Qur’an and Hadith; the Arabic language without which the sciences of religion could not be understood; and also the rational sciences, mathematics, logic and philosophy. He gives details of the personalities and lives of his teachers, and tells us that most of them, as well as his parents, died in the Black Death, the great plague which swept the world in the middle of the fourteenth century.


At an early age Ibn Khaldun’s mastery of language and knowledge of jurisprudence drew him into the service of the ruler of Tunis, first as a secretary and later in more responsible and therefore insecure posts. There followed twenty years of varying fortune. He left Tunis and took service with other rulers in the Maghrib; he went to Granada, capital of the last surviving kingdom of Muslim Spain, won favour there, was sent on a mission to the Christian ruler of Seville, his ancestral city, but fell under suspicion and departed hurriedly for Algeria. Once more he held office, transacting government business in the morning and then teaching in the mosque. He played a part in drawing Arab or Berber chiefs of the steppes and mountains into political allegiance to the rulers he served, and the influence he gained with them was useful when, as happened again and again in his life, he fell out of favour with his master. At one such time he spent four years (1375–9) living in a castle in the Algerian countryside under the protection of an Arab chieftain. They were years when he was free from the world’s business and spent his time writing a history of the dynasties of the Maghrib, set within a broad framework.


The first part of this history, the Muqaddima (Prolegomena), has continued to attract attention until today. In it Ibn Khaldun tried to explain the rise and fall of dynasties in a way which would serve as a touchstone by which the credibility of historical narratives might be judged. The simplest and earliest form of human society, he believed, was that of the people of the steppes and mountains, growing crops or rearing livestock, and following leaders who had no organized power of coercion. Such people had a certain natural goodness and energy, but could not by themselves create stable governments, cities or high culture. For that to be possible, there had to be a ruler with exclusive authority, and such a one could establish himself only if he was able to create and dominate a group of followers possessing ‘asabiyya, that is to say, a corporate spirit oriented towards obtaining and keeping power. This group could best be drawn from the energetic men of the steppe or mountain; it could be held together by the sense of common ancestry, whether real or fictitious, or by ties of dependence, and reinforced by common acceptance of a religion. A ruler with a strong and coherent group of followers could found a dynasty; when its rule was stable populous cities would grow up and in them there would be specialized crafts, luxurious ways of living and high culture. Every dynasty, however, bore in itself the seeds of its decline: it could be weakened by tyranny, extravagance and the loss of the qualities of command. Effective power might pass from the ruler to members of his own group, but sooner or later the dynasty might be replaced by another formed in a similar way. When this happened, not only the ruler but the whole people on whom his power had rested, and the life they had created, might disappear; as Ibn Khaldun said in another context, ‘when there is a general change of conditions, it is as if the entire creation had changed and the whole world been altered’.1 The Greeks and Persians, ‘the greatest powers of their time in the world’,2 had been replaced by the Arabs, whose strength and cohesion had created a dynasty of which the power stretched from Arabia to Spain; but they in their turn had been replaced by Berbers in Spain and the Maghrib, and by Turks further east.


The turning fortunes of rulers carried with them those of their servants. When he left for Alexandria, Ibn Khaldun was starting on a new career. He did not make the pilgrimage at this time, although he was to do so later, but went to Cairo, which struck him as a city on a different scale from those he had known: ‘metropolis of the world, garden of the universe, meeting-place of nations, ant-hill of peoples, high place of Islam, seat of power’.3 Cairo was the capital of the Mamluk sultanate, one of the greatest Muslim states of the time, covering Syria as well as Egypt. He was presented to the ruler, won his favour, and received first a pension and then a position as teacher in one and then another of the royal schools. He sent for his family to come to him from Tunis, but they were all drowned on the sea-journey.


Ibn Khaldun lived in Cairo until his death. Much of his time was spent in reading and writing, but the pattern of his earlier life repeated itself in those alternations of influence and disfavour which he blamed on his enemies but which may have had causes in his own personality. Several times the ruler appointed him as judge in one of the principal courts, but each time he lost or left the position. He went with the sultan to Syria and visited the holy places of Jerusalem and Hebron; he went there a second time when Damascus was besieged by Timur (Tamerlane), one of the great Asian conquerors, who had created an empire which stretched from northern India to Syria and Anatolia. He had conversations with Timur, in whom he saw an example of that power of command, securely based on the strength of his army and people, which could found a new dynasty. He was not able to save Damascus from pillage, but secured a safe passage for himself back to Egypt; on the way, however, he was held up and robbed in the hills of Palestine.


Ibn Khaldun’s life, as he described it, tells us something about the world to which he belonged. It was a world full of reminders of the frailty of human endeavour. His own career showed how unstable were the alliances of interests on which dynasties relied to maintain their power; the meeting with Timur before Damascus made clear how the rise of a new power could affect the life of cities and peoples. Outside the city, order was precarious: a rulers’ emissary could be despoiled, a courtier fallen out of favour could seek refuge beyond the range of urban control. The death of parents by plague and children by shipwreck taught the lesson of man’s impotence in the hands of fate. Something was stable, however, or seemed to be. A world where a family from southern Arabia could move to Spain, and after six centuries return nearer to its place of origin and still find itself in familiar surroundings, had a unity which transcended divisions of time and space; the Arabic language could open the door to office and influence throughout that world; a body of knowledge, transmitted over the centuries by a known chain of teachers, preserved a moral community even when rulers changed; places of pilgrimage, Mecca and Jerusalem, were unchanging poles of the human world even if power shifted from one city to another; and belief in a God who created and sustained the world could give meaning to the blows of fate.




Notes


Notes have been kept to a minimum. For the most part they refer to direct quotations, but a few references are also given to other books where I have followed them closely. Where I know of a reliable English translation of a text, I have either quoted it or else used it as a basis for my translation. References to the Qur’an are to the translation by A. J. Arberry, The Koran Interpreted (London, 1955); the first figure given refers to the sura (chapter) and the second to the aya (verse).


1. ‘Abd al-Rahman Ibn Khaldun, Muqaddima (Cairo, n.d.), p. 33; English trans. F. Rosenthal, The Muqaddimah (London, 1958), Vol. 1, p. 65.


2. Ibid., p. 163; English trans. Vol. 1, p. 330.


3. Ibn Khaldun, al-Ta‘rif bi Ibn Khaldun, ed. M. T. al-Tanji (Cairo, 1951), p. 246; French trans. A. Cheddadi, Ibn Khaldun: le voyage d’occident et d’orient (Paris, 1980), p. 148.






















PART I


THE MAKING OF A WORLD


(Seventh–Tenth Century)





In the early seventh century a religious movement appeared on the margins of the great empires, those of the Byzantines and Sasanians, which dominated the western half of the world. In Mecca, a town in western Arabia, Muhammad began to call men and women to moral reform and submission to the will of God as expressed in what he and his adherents accepted as divine messages revealed to him and later embodied in a book, the Qur’an. In the name of the new religion, Islam, armies drawn from inhabitants of Arabia conquered the surrounding countries and founded a new empire, the caliphate, which included much of the territory of the Byzantine Empire and all that of the Sasanian, and extended from central Asia to Spain. The centre of power moved from Arabia to Damascus in Syria under the Umayyad caliphs, and then to Baghdad in Iraq under the ‘Abbasids.


By the tenth century the caliphate was breaking up, and rival caliphates appeared in Egypt and Spain, but the social and cultural unity which had developed within it continued. A large part of the population had become Muslims (that is to say, adherents of the religion of Islam), although Jewish, Christian and other communities remained; the Arabic language had spread and became the medium of a culture which incorporated elements from the traditions of peoples absorbed into the Muslim world, and expressed itself in literature and in systems of law, theology, and spirituality. Within different physical environments, Muslim societies developed distinctive institutions and forms; the links established between countries in the Mediterranean basin and in that of the Indian Ocean created a single trading system and brought about changes in agriculture and crafts, providing the basis for the growth of great cities with an urban civilization expressed in buildings of a distinctive Islamic style.






















CHAPTER 1


A New Power in an Old World





THE WORLD INTO WHICH THE ARABS CAME


The world of Ibn Khaldun must have seemed everlasting to most of those who belonged to it, but he himself knew that it had replaced an earlier one. Seven hundred years before his time, the countries he knew had had a different face, beneath the sway of ‘the two greatest powers of their time’.


For many centuries the countries of the Mediterranean basin had been part of the Roman Empire. A settled countryside produced grain, fruits, wine and oil, and trade was carried along peaceful sea-routes; in the great cities, a wealthy class of many origins shared in the Greek and Latin culture of the empire. From the fourth century of the Christian era, the centre of imperial power had moved eastwards. Constantinople replaced Rome as the capital city; there the emperor was the focus of loyalty and the symbol of cohesion. Later there appeared what has been called a ‘horizontal division’ which was to remain in other forms until our own time. In Germany, England, France, Spain and northern Italy, barbarian kings ruled, although the sense of belonging to the Roman Empire still existed; southern Italy, Sicily, the north African coast, Egypt, Syria, Anatolia and Greece remained under direct imperial rule from Constantinople. In this shrunken form, the empire was more Greek than Roman. (In its later phases it is more commonly called ‘Byzantine’ than Roman, after the former name of Constantinople, Byzantium.) The emperor ruled through Greek-speaking civil servants; the great cities of the eastern Mediterranean, Antioch in Syria and Alexandria in Egypt, were centres of Greek culture and sent members of local élites into the imperial service.


Another and a deeper change had taken place. The empire had become Christian, not just by formal decree of the ruler but by conversion at different levels. The majority of the population was Christian, although pagan philosophers taught in the school of Athens until the sixth century, Jewish communities lived in the cities, and memories of the pagan gods still haunted the temples turned into churches. Christianity gave a new dimension to the loyalty felt towards the emperor and a new framework of unity for the local cultures of those he ruled. Christian ideas and images were expressed in the literary languages of the various regions of the empire as well as in the Greek of the cities: Armenian in eastern Anatolia, Syriac in Syria, Coptic in Egypt. Tombs of saints and other places of pilgrimage might preserve, in a Christian form, the immemorial beliefs and practices of a region.


The self-governing institutions of the Greek cities had disappeared with the expansion of the imperial bureaucracy, but bishops could provide local leadership. When the emperor left Rome, the bishop of the city, the Pope, could exercise authority in a way impossible for the patriarchs and bishops in the eastern Roman cities; they were closely linked with the imperial government, but they could still express local feelings and defend local interests. The hermit or miracle-working saint, too, living on the edge of the city or settled land in Anatolia or Syria, could act as arbiter of disputes or spokesman of the local population, and the monk in the Egyptian desert gave an example of a society differing from that of the secular urban world. Beside the official Orthodox Church, there grew up others which differed from it in doctrine and practice and which gave expression to the loyalties and opposition to central authority of those whose language was other than Greek.


The main doctrinal differences concerned the nature of Christ. The Council of Chalcedon in 451 had defined the second person of the Trinity as possessing two natures, divine and human. This was the formulation accepted by the main body of the Church, whether in the east or west, and supported by the imperial government. It was only later and gradually, and mainly over the question of authority, that there took place a division between the Church in the Byzantine territories, the Eastern Orthodox Church with its Patriarchs as heads of its priesthood, and those in western Europe who accepted the supreme authority of the Pope in Rome. There were some communities, however, which held that Christ had only a single nature, composed of two natures. This, the Monophysite doctrine, was held by the Armenian Church in Anatolia, by most Egyptian Christians (known as ‘Copts’ from the ancient name for Egypt), and by many of the indigenous, Syriac-speaking Christians of Syria (known as Syrian Orthodox, or ‘Jacobites’ from the name of their most prominent theologian). Others again made a sharper division between the two natures, in order to maintain the full humanity of Jesus, and thought of the Word of God as dwelling in the man Jesus from his conception; this was the doctrine of those commonly known as Nestorians, from the name of a thinker identified with the doctrine; their Church was most important among the Christians in Iraq, beyond the eastern frontier of the Byzantine Empire. In the seventh century, a further group appeared, as a result of an attempt at compromise between the Orthodox and Monophysite positions: the Monotheletes, who held that Christ had two natures but one will.


To the east of the Byzantine Empire, across the Euphrates river, lay another great empire, that of the Sasanians, whose rule extended over what are now Iran and Iraq, and stretched into central Asia. The land now called Iran or Persia contained a number of regions of high culture and ancient cities inhabited by different ethnic groups, divided from each other by steppes or deserts, with no great rivers to give them easy communications. From time to time they had been united by strong and lasting dynasties; the latest was that of the Sasanians, whose original power lay among the Persian-speaking peoples of southern Iran. Theirs was a family state ruled through a hierarchy of officials, and they tried to provide a solid basis of unity and loyalty by reviving the ancient religion of Iran, traditionally associated with the teacher Zoroaster. For this religion, the universe was a battle-ground, beneath the supreme God, between good and evil spirits; the good would win, but men and women of virtue and ritual purity could hasten the victory.


After Alexander the Great conquered Iran in 334–33 BC and drew it into closer ties with the eastern Mediterranean world, ideas from the Greek world moved eastwards, while those of a teacher from Iraq, Mani, who tried to incorporate all prophets and teachers into a single religious system (known as Manichaeism) moved westwards. Under the Sasanians the teaching associated with Zoroaster was revived in a philosophical form, with more emphasis on the dualism of good and evil, and with a priesthood and formal worship; this is known as Mazdaism or Zoroastrianism. As a state Church, Mazdaism supported the power of the ruler, regarded as a just king who preserved harmony between the different classes of society.


The Sasanian capital lay not in the plateaux of Iran but at Ctesiphon in the fertile and populous area of central Iraq, watered by the Tigris and Euphrates rivers. Besides Zoroastrians and followers of Mani, Iraq had Christians of the Nestorian Church, who were important in the service of the state. This area was also the main centre of Jewish religious learning, and a refuge for pagan philosophers and medical scientists from the Greek cities of the Mediterranean world. Various forms of the Persian language were widespread; the written form used at the time is known as Pahlavi. Widespread too was Aramaic, a Semitic language related to Hebrew and Arabic and current throughout the Middle East at the time; one of its forms is known as Syriac.


The two empires included the main regions of settled life and high culture in the western half of the world, but further south, on either side of the Red Sea, lay two other societies with traditions of organized power and culture maintained by agriculture and by trade between the Indian Ocean and the Mediterranean. One was Ethiopia, an ancient kingdom with Christianity in its Coptic form as the official religion. The other was Yemen in south-western Arabia, a land of fertile mountain valleys and a point of transit for long-distance trade. At a certain stage its small local states had been incorporated in a larger kingdom, which had grown weak when trade declined in the early Christian era but revived later. Yemen had its own language, different from Arabic which was spoken elsewhere in Arabia, and its own religion: a multiplicity of gods were served by priests in temples which were places of pilgrimage, votive offerings and private, but not communal, prayer, and also centres of great estates. In later centuries Christian and Jewish influences had come down from Syria on the trade-routes or across the sea from Ethiopia. In the sixth century, a centre of Christianity had been destroyed by a king attracted to Judaism, but invasions from Ethiopia had restored some Christian influence; both the Byzantines and the Sasanians had been involved in these events.


Between the great empires of the north and the kingdoms of the Red Sea lay lands of a different kind. The greater part of the Arabian peninsula was steppe or desert, with isolated oases having enough water for regular cultivation. The inhabitants spoke various dialects of Arabic and followed different ways of life. Some of them were nomads who pastured camels, sheep or goats by using the scanty water resources of the desert; these have traditionally been known as ‘beduin’. Some were settled cultivators tending their grain or palm trees in the oases, or traders and craftsmen in small market towns; some combined more than one way of life. The balance between nomadic and sedentary peoples was precarious. Although they were a minority of the population, it was the camel-nomads, mobile and carrying arms, who, together with merchant groups in the towns, dominated the cultivators and craftsmen. Their ethos of courage, hospitality, loyalty to family and pride of ancestry was also dominant. They were not controlled by a stable power of coercion, but were led by chiefs belonging to families around which there gathered more or less lasting groups of supporters, expressing their cohesion and loyalty in the idiom of common ancestry; such groups are usually called tribes.


The power of tribal leaders was exercised from oases, where they had close links with merchants who organized trade through the territory controlled by the tribe. In the oases, however, other families were able to establish a different kind of power through the force of religion. The religion of pastoralists and cultivators seems to have had no clear shape. Local gods, identified with objects in the sky, were thought to be embodied in stones, trees and other natural things; good and evil spirits were believed to roam the world in the shape of animals; soothsayers claimed to speak with the tongue of some supernatural wisdom. It has been suggested, on the basis of modern practice in southern Arabia, that gods were thought of as dwelling in a sanctuary, a haram, a place or town set apart from tribal conflict, serving as a centre of pilgrimage, sacrifice, meeting and arbitration, and watched over by a family under the protection of a neighbouring tribe.1 Such a family could obtain power or influence by making skilful use of its religious prestige, its role as arbiter of tribal disputes, and its opportunities for trade.


Throughout this Near Eastern world, much was changing in the sixth and early seventh centuries. The Byzantine and Sasanian Empires were engaged in long wars, which lasted with intervals from 540 to 629. They were mainly fought in Syria and Iraq; for a moment the Sasanian armies came as far as the Mediterranean, occupying the great cities of Antioch and Alexandria as well as the holy city of Jerusalem, but in the 620s they were driven back by the Emperor Heraclius. For a time too Sasanian rule extended to south-western Arabia, where the kingdom of Yemen had lost much of its former power because of invasions from Ethiopia and a decline in agriculture. The settled societies ruled by the empires were full of questionings about the meaning of life and the way it should be lived, expressed in the idioms of the great religions.


The power and influence of the empires touched parts of the Arabian peninsula, and for many centuries Arab pastoral nomads from the north and centre of the peninsula had been moving into the countryside of the area now often called the Fertile Crescent: the interior of Syria, the land lying west of the Euphrates in lower Iraq, and the region between Euphrates and Tigris in upper Iraq (the Jazira) were largely Arab in population. They brought with them their ethos and forms of social organization. Some of their tribal chiefs exercised leadership from oasis towns and were used by the imperial governments to keep other nomads away from the settled lands and to collect taxes. They were able therefore to create more stable political units, like that of the Lakhmids with its capital at Hira, in a region where the Sasanians did not exercise direct control, and that of the Ghassanids in a similar region of the Byzantine Empire. The people of these states acquired political and military knowledge, and were open to ideas and beliefs coming from the imperial lands; Hira was a Christian centre. From these states, from Yemen, and also by the passage of traders along the trade-routes, there came into Arabia some knowledge of the outside world and its culture, and some settlers from it. There were Jewish craftsmen, merchants and cultivators in the oases of Hijaz in western Arabia, and Christian monks and converts in central Arabia.


THE LANGUAGE OF POETRY


There appears also to have been a growing sense of cultural identity among the pastoral tribesmen, shown in the emergence of a common poetic language out of the dialects of Arabic. This was a formal language, with refinements of grammar and vocabulary, which evolved gradually, perhaps by the elaboration of one particular dialect, or perhaps by a conflation of several. It was used by poets from different tribal groups or oasis towns. Their poetry may have developed out of the use of rhythmic, elevated and rhymed language for incantations or magical spells, but that which has come down to us is in no sense primitive. It is the product of a long cumulative tradition, in which not only tribal gatherings and market towns, but the courts of Arab dynasties on the fringes of the great empires played a part, in particular that of Hira on the Euphrates, open as it was to Christian and Mazdaean influences.


The poetic conventions which emerged from this tradition were elaborate. The poetic form most highly valued was the ode or qasida, a poem of up to 100 lines, written in one of a number of accepted metres and with a single rhyme running through it. Each line consisted of two hemistiches: the rhyme was carried in both of them in the first line, but only in the second in the rest. In general, each line was a unit of meaning and total enjambment was rare; but this did not prevent continuity of thought or feeling from one line to another, and throughout the poem.


Poetry was not written down, although it could have been, because writing was known in the peninsula: inscriptions in the languages of southern Arabia go back for centuries. The earliest Arabic inscriptions, in Aramaic script, can be dated to the fourth century, and later an Arabic script was evolved; apart from inscriptions, writing may well have been used in long-distance trade. Poems, however, were composed to be recited in public, either by the poet himself or by a rawi or reciter. This had certain implications: the sense had to be conveyed in a line, a single unit of words of which the meaning could be grasped by listeners, and every performance was unique and different from others. The poet or rawi had scope for improvisation, within a framework of commonly accepted verbal forms and patterns, the use of certain words or combinations of them in order to express certain ideas or feelings. There may therefore have been no single authentic version of a poem. As they have come down to us, the versions were produced later by philologists or literary critics in the light of the linguistic or poetic norms of their own time. In the process of doing so, they may have introduced new elements into the poems, changing the language to suit their ideas of what was correct and even forming qasidas by combining shorter pieces. In the 1920s two scholars, one British and one Egyptian, built upon these undoubted facts a theory that the poems were themselves the products of a later period, but most of those who have studied the subject would now agree that in substance the poems do come from the time to which they have traditionally been ascribed.


Among scholars and critics of a later period, it was common to refer to certain poems, among the mass of those which have survived, as supreme examples of the ancient Arabian poetry. These came to be called the Mu‘allaqat or ‘suspended poems’, a name of which the origin and meaning are obscure; the poets who wrote them – Labid, Zuhayr, Imru’l-Qays and some half-dozen others – were regarded as the great masters of the art. It was customary to call the poetry of this time the diwan of the Arabs, the register of what they had done, or the expression of their collective memory, but the strong imprint of the personality of the individual poet was also there.


Later critics and scholars were accustomed to distinguish three elements in the qasida, but this was to formalize a practice which was loose and varied. The poem tended to begin with the evocation of a place where the poet had once been, which could also be an evocation of a lost love; the mood was not erotic, so much as the commemoration of the transience of human life:




The abodes are deserted, the places where we halted and those where we camped, in Mina; Ghawl and Rijan are both abandoned. In the flood-courses of Rayyan the riverbeds are naked and worn smooth, as writing is preserved on stone. The blackened dung lies undisturbed since those who stayed there departed: long years have passed over it, years of holy and ordinary months. Springs which the stars have caused to flow have fed them, and they have been nourished by the waters of thunder-clouds: heavy downpours and light showers, the clouds of night, those that cover the sky at morning, and the evening clouds whose voices answer each other.2





After this, there may come a journey on camel-back, in which the poet speaks of the camel, the countryside and the hunting of animals, and, by implication, of the recovery of his strength and confidence when tested against the forces of nature. The poem may culminate in praise of the poet’s tribe:




A house with a high roof has been built for us, and young and old alike try to reach its height … They are those who fight when the tribe is in distress, its knights and its arbiters. They are like the spring for those who seek their help, or for widows whose year of mourning is long. They are such a tribe, envy cannot harm them and none of their people are so unworthy as to go with the enemy.3





Beneath the praise and boasting, however, can sometimes be heard another note, that of the limits of human strength in the face of all-powerful nature:




I am tired of the burdens of life; make no mistake, whoever lives to fourscore years grows tired. I know what is happening today and what happened yesterday, but I cannot tell what tomorrow will bring. I have seen the Fates stamp like a camel in the dark; those they touch they kill, and those they miss live on to grow old.4





MUHAMMAD AND THE APPEARANCE OF ISLAM


By the early seventh century there existed a combination of a settled world which had lost something of its strength and assurance, and another world on its frontiers which was in closer contact with its northern neighbours and opening itself to their cultures. The decisive meeting between them took place in the middle years of that century. A new political order was created which included the whole of the Arabian peninsula, the whole of the Sasanian lands, and the Syrian and Egyptian provinces of the Byzantine Empire; old frontiers were erased and new ones created. In this new order, the ruling group was formed not by the peoples of the empires but by Arabs from western Arabia, and to a great extent from Mecca.


Before the end of the seventh century, this Arab ruling group was identifying its new order with a revelation given by God to Muhammad, a citizen of Mecca, in the form of a holy book, the Qur’an: a revelation which completed those given to earlier prophets or messengers of God and created a new religion, Islam, separate from Judaism and Christianity. There is room for scholarly discussion about the way in which these beliefs developed. The Arabic sources which narrate the life of Muhammad and the formation of a community around him are later in date; the first biographer whose work we know did not write until more than a century after Muhammad’s death. Sources written in other languages fully attest to the conquest of an empire by the Arabs, but what they say about the mission of Muhammad is different from what the Muslim tradition says, and still needs to be studied and discussed. On the other hand, there seems little reason to doubt that the Qur’an is substantially a document of seventh-century Arabia, although it may have taken some time to assume its definitive literary form. Moreover, there seem to be elements in the traditional biographies and histories which are not likely to have been invented. Undoubtedly such writings reflect later attempts to fit Muhammad into the Near Eastern pattern of a holy man, and the Arabian pattern of a man of noble descent; they reflect also the doctrinal controversies of the time and place where they were composed – Iraq in the eighth century. Nevertheless, they contain facts about Muhammad’s life, his family and friends which could scarcely have been invented. It seems best therefore to follow the traditional account of the origins of Islam, although with caution. To do so has an advantage: since that account, and the text of the Qur’an, have remained living without substantial change in the minds and imaginations of believers in the religion of Islam, to follow it makes it possible to understand their view of history and of what human life should be.


The most obscure part of the life of Muhammad, as the biographers narrate it, is the early one. They tell us that he was born in Mecca, a town in western Arabia, perhaps in or near the year 570. His family belonged to the tribe of Quraysh, although not to its most powerful part. Members of the tribe were traders, who had agreements with pastoral tribes around Mecca and also relations with Syria as well as south-western Arabia. They are also said to have had a connection with the sanctuary of the town, the Ka‘ba, where the images of local gods were kept. Muhammad married Khadija, a widow engaged in trade, and looked after her business for her. Various anecdotes recorded by those who later wrote his life portray a world waiting for a guide and a man searching for a vocation. A seeker after God expresses his wish to be taught: ‘O God, if I knew how you wished to be worshipped I would so worship you, but I do not know’. Jewish rabbis, Christian monks and Arab soothsayers predict the coming of a prophet: a monk, met by Muhammad on a trading journey to southern Syria, ‘looked at his back and saw the seal of prophethood between his shoulders’. Natural objects saluted him: ‘Not a stone or tree that he passed but would say, “Peace unto you, O apostle of God!”’5


He became a solitary wanderer among the rocks, and then one day, perhaps when he was about forty years old, something happened: some contact with the supernatural, known to later generations as the Night of Power or Destiny. In one version, an angel, seen in the form of a man on the horizon, called to him to become the messenger of God; in another, he heard the angel’s voice summoning him to recite. He asked, ‘What shall I recite?’ and the voice said:




Recite: in the name of thy Lord who created, created man of a blood-clot.


Recite: and thy Lord is the most bountiful, who taught by the pen, taught man what he knew not. No, indeed: surely man waxes insolent, for he thinks himself self-sufficient. Surely unto thy Lord is the returning.6





At this point there occurred an event known in the lives of other claimants to supernatural power: the claim is accepted by some to whom it is told, and this recognition confirms it in the mind of him who has made it. Those who responded were few in number, and included his wife Khadija: ‘Rejoice, O son of my uncle, and be of good heart. By Him in whose hand is Khadija’s soul, I hope that thou wilt be the prophet of His people’.


From this time Muhammad began communicating to those who adhered to him a succession of messages which he believed to have been revealed by an angel of God. The world would end; God the all-powerful, who had created human beings, would judge them all; the delights of Heaven and the pains of Hell were depicted in vivid colours. If in their lives they submitted to God’s Will, they could rely on His mercy when they came to judgement; and it was God’s Will that they should show their gratitude by regular prayer and other observances, and by benevolence and sexual restraint. The name used for God was ‘Allah’, which was already in use for one of the local gods (it is now also used by Arabic-speaking Jews and Christians as the name of God). Those who submitted to His Will came eventually to be known as Muslims; the name for their religion, Islam, is derived from the same linguistic root.


Gradually there gathered around Muhammad a small group of believers: a few young members of the influential families of Quraysh, some members of minor families, clients of other tribes who had placed themselves under the protection of Quraysh, and some craftsmen and slaves. As support for Muhammad grew, his relations with the leading families of Quraysh became worse. They did not accept his claim to be a messenger of God, and they saw him as one who attacked their way of life. ‘O Abu Talib,’ they said to his uncle, who was his protector among them, ‘your nephew has cursed our gods, insulted our religion, mocked our way of life, and accused our forefathers of error.’ His situation grew worse when his wife Khadija and Abu Talib died in the same year.


As his teaching developed, its differences from accepted beliefs became clearer. The idols of the gods and ceremonies connected with them were attacked; new forms of worship were enjoined, in particular regular communal prayer, and new kinds of good works. He placed himself more explicitly in the line of prophets of the Jewish and Christian tradition.


Finally his position became so difficult that in 622 he left Mecca for an oasis settlement 200 miles to the north, Yathrib, to be known in future as Madina. The way had been prepared by men from Yathrib who had come to Mecca for trade. They belonged to two tribes and needed an arbiter in tribal disputes; having lived side by side with Jewish inhabitants of the oasis, they were prepared to accept a teaching expressed in terms of a prophet and a holy book. This move to Madina, from which later generations were to date the beginning of the Muslim era, is known as the hijra: the word has not simply the negative meaning of a flight from Mecca, but the positive one of seeking protection by settling in a place other than one’s own. In later Islamic centuries, it would be used to mean the abandonment of a pagan or wicked community for one living in accordance with the moral teaching of Islam. The early biographers have preserved the texts of agreements said to have been made between Muhammad and his adherents on the one side and the two main tribes, together with some Jewish groups, on the other. It was an agreement not unlike those made in modern south Arabia when a haram is set up: each party was to keep its own laws and customs, but the whole area of the haram was to be one of peace, disputes were not to be settled by force but judged by ‘God and Muhammad’, and the alliance would act together against those who broke the peace.


From Madina, Muhammad began to gather a power which radiated throughout the oasis and the surrounding desert. He was soon drawn into an armed struggle with Quraysh, perhaps for control of the trade-routes, and in the course of the struggle the nature of the community was shaped. They came to believe that it was necessary to fight for what was right: ‘when Quraysh became insolent towards God and rejected His gracious purpose … He gave permission to His apostle to fight and protect himself’. They acquired the conviction that God and the angels were fighting on their side, and accepted calamity when it came as a trial by which God tested believers.


It was in this period of expanding power and struggle that the Prophet’s teaching took its final form. In the parts of the Qur’an which are thought to have been revealed then, there is a greater concern with defining the ritual observances of religion and with social morality, the rules of social peace, property, marriage and inheritance. In some regards specific injunctions are given, in others general principles. At the same time the teaching becomes more universal, directed to the whole of pagan Arabia and by implication to the whole world, and it separates itself more clearly from that of the Jews and Christians.


The development of the Prophet’s teaching may have been connected with changes in his relations with the Jews of Madina. Although they had formed part of the original alliance, their position became more difficult as Muhammad’s claim for his mission expanded. They could not accept him as a genuine messenger of God within their own tradition, and he in turn is said to have accused them of perverting the revelation given to them: ‘you have concealed what you were ordered to make plain’. Finally some of the Jewish clans were expelled and others killed.


It may have been a sign of the breach with the Jews that the direction which the community faced in prayer was changed from Jerusalem to Mecca (qibla), and a new emphasis was placed on the line of spiritual descent which bound Muhammad to Abraham. The idea that Abraham was the founder of a high monotheistic faith and of the sanctuary at Mecca already existed; now he was seen as neither a Jew nor a Christian, but the common ancestor of both, and of Muslims too. This change was also connected with a change in Muhammad’s relations with Quraysh and Mecca. A kind of reconciliation of interests took place. The merchants of Mecca were in danger of losing their alliances with tribal chiefs and their control of trade, and in the city itself there was a growing number of adherents to Islam; an agreement with the new power would remove certain dangers, while the community of Muhammad for its part could not feel safe so long as Mecca was hostile, and it needed the skills of the Meccan patricians. Since the haram at Mecca was thought to have been founded by Abraham, it could be accepted as a place to which pilgrimage was allowed, although with a changed meaning.


By 629 relations had become close enough for the community to be permitted to go to Mecca on pilgrimage, and next year the leaders of the city surrendered it to Muhammad, who occupied it virtually without resistance and announced the principles of a new order: ‘every claim of privilege or blood or property is abolished by me except the custody of the temple and the watering of the pilgrims’.


Madina still remained his capital, however. There he exercised authority over his followers less by regular government than by political manipulation and personal ascendancy; of the several marriages he made after Khadija’s death, some, although not all, were contracted for political reasons. There was no elaborate administration or army, simply Muhammad as supreme arbiter with a number of deputies, a military levy of believers, and a public treasury filled by voluntary gifts and by levies on tribes which submitted. Beyond the towns, Muhammad’s peace stretched over a wide area. Tribal chiefs needed agreements with him because he controlled the oases and markets. The nature of the agreements varied; in some cases there was alliance and renunciation of conflict, in others acceptance of the prophethood of Muhammad, the obligation of prayer and the regular giving of financial contributions.


In 632 Muhammad made his last visit to Mecca, and his speech there has been recorded in the traditional writings as the final statement of his message: ‘know that every Muslim is a Muslim’s brother, and that the Muslims are brethren’; fighting between them should be avoided, and the blood shed in pagan times should not be avenged. He said too that he would fight until all men should confess, ‘There is no god but God’.


Later that year he died. He left more than one legacy. First was that of his personality as seen through the eyes of his close companions. Their testimony, handed down mainly by oral transmission, did not assume its definite shape until much later, and by that time it was certainly swollen by accretions, but it seems plausible to suggest that from an early time those who had known and followed Muhammad would have tried to model their behaviour upon his. In the course of time there evolved a type of human personality which may well be to some extent a reflection of his. Mirrored in the eyes of his followers, he appears as a man searching for truth in early life, then bemused by the sense of some power falling upon him from on high, eager to communicate what had been revealed to him, acquiring confidence in his mission and a sense of authority as followers gathered around him, an arbiter concerned to make peace and reconcile disputes in the light of principles of justice believed to be of divine origin, a skilful manipulator of political forces, a man not turning his back on habitual modes of human action but trying to confine them within limits which he believed to have been ordained by the Will of God.


If an image of Muhammad was gradually elaborated and transmitted from one generation to another, so was that of the community he founded. As pictured by later ages, it was a community which revered the Prophet and held his memory dear, trying to follow his path and strive in the way of Islam for the service of God. It was held together by the basic rituals of devotion, all of which had a communal aspect: Muslims went on pilgrimage at the same time, fasted throughout the same month and united in regular prayer, the activity which marked them off most clearly from the rest of the world.


Above all, there was the legacy of the Qur’an, a book which depicts in language of great force and beauty the incursion of a transcendent God, source of all power and goodness, into the human world He has created; the revelation of His Will through a line of prophets sent to warn men and bring them back to their true selves as grateful and obedient creatures; God’s judgement of men at the end of time, and the rewards and punishments to follow from it.


Orthodox Muslims have always believed that the Qur’an is the Word of God, revealed in the Arabic language through an angel to Muhammad, at various times and in ways appropriate to the needs of the community. Few non-Muslims would entirely accept this belief. At most, some of them would think it possible that in a sense Muhammad received inspiration from outside the human world, but would maintain that it was mediated through his personality and expressed in his words. There is no purely rational way in which this difference of belief can be resolved, but those who are divided by it can agree on certain questions which might legitimately be asked about the Qur’an.


First is the question of when and how it took its final form. Muhammad communicated the revelations to his followers at various times, and they recorded them in writing or kept them in their memories. Most scholars would agree that the process by which different versions were collected and a generally accepted text and arrangement established did not end until after Muhammad’s death. The traditional account is that this happened  during the time of his third successor as head of the community, ‘Uthman (644–56), but later dates have been suggested, and some Muslim sects have accused others of inserting into the text material not derived by transmission from the Prophet.


A more important question is that of the originality of the Qur’an. Scholars have tried to place it in the context of ideas current in its time and place. Undoubtedly there are echoes in it of the teaching of earlier religions: Jewish ideas in its doctrines; some reflections of eastern Christian monastic piety in the brooding on the terrors of judgement and the descriptions of Heaven and Hell (but few references to Christian doctrine or liturgy); Biblical stories in forms different from those of the Old and New Testaments; an echo of the Manichaean idea of a succession of revelations given to different peoples. There are also traces of an indigenous tradition: the moral ideas in some ways continue those prevalent in Arabia, although in others they break with them; in the early revelations the tone is that of the Arabian soothsayer, stammering out his sense of an encounter with the supernatural.


Such traces of the past need cause no anxiety to a Muslim, who can regard them as signs that Muhammad came at the end of a line of prophets who all taught the same truth; to be effective, the final revelation might use words and images already known and understood, and if ideas or stories took a different form in the Qur’an, that might be because adherents of earlier prophets had distorted the message received through them. Some non-Muslim scholars, however, have drawn a different conclusion: that the Qur’an contains little more than borrowings from what was already available to Muhammad in that time and place. To say this, however, is to misunderstand what it is to be original: whatever was taken over from the religious culture of the age was so rearranged and transmuted that, for those who accepted the message, the familiar world was made anew.
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CHAPTER 2


The Formation of an Empire





THE SUCCESSION TO MUHAMMAD:


THE CONQUEST OF AN EMPIRE


When Muhammad died, there was a moment of confusion among his followers. One of their leaders, Abu Bakr, proclaimed to the community: ‘O men, if you worship Muhammad, Muhammad is dead; if you worship God, God is alive.’ Beneath God there was still a role to be filled: that of arbiter of disputes and maker of decisions within the community. There were three main groups among the followers of Muhammad: the early companions who had made the hijra with him, a group linked by intermarriage; the prominent men of Madina who had made the compact with him there; and the members of the leading Meccan families, mainly of recent conversion. At a meeting of close associates and leaders, it was one of the first group who was chosen as the Prophet’s successor (khalifa, hence the word ‘caliph’): Abu Bakr, a follower of the first hour, whose daughter ‘A’isha was wife to the Prophet.


The caliph was not a prophet. Leader of the community, but not in any sense a messenger of God, he could not claim to be the spokesman of continuing revelations; but an aura of holiness and divine choice still lingered around the person and office of the early caliphs, and they did claim to have some kind of religious authority. Abu Bakr and his successors soon found themselves called upon to exercise leadership over a wider range than the Prophet. There was a universalism implicit in Muhammad’s teaching and actions: he claimed universal authority, the haram which he established had no natural limits; in his last years military expeditions had been sent against the Byzantine frontier lands, and he is supposed to have sent emissaries to the rulers of the great states, calling on them to acknowledge his message. When he died, the alliances he had made with tribal chiefs threatened to dissolve; some of them now rejected his prophetic claims, or at least the political control of Madina. Faced with this challenge, the community under Abu Bakr affirmed its authority by military action (the ‘wars of the ridda’); in the process an army was created, and the momentum of action carried it into the frontier regions of the great empires and then, as resistance proved weak, into their hearts. By the end of the reign of the second caliph, ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab (634–44), the whole of Arabia, part of the Sasanian Empire, and the Syrian and Egyptian provinces of the Byzantine Empire had been conquered; the rest of the Sasanian lands were occupied soon afterwards.


In the space of a few years, then, the political frontiers of the Near East had been changed and the centre of political life had moved from the rich and populous lands of the Fertile Crescent to a small town lying on the edge of the world of high culture and wealth. The change was so sudden and unexpected that it needs explanation. Evidence uncovered by archaeologists indicates that the prosperity and strength of the Mediterranean world were in decline because of barbarian invasions, failure to maintain terraces and other agricultural works, and the shrinking of the urban market. Both Byzantine and Sasanian Empires had been weakened by epidemics of plague and long wars; the hold of the Byzantines over Syria had been restored only after the defeat of the Sasanians in 629, and was still tenuous. The Arabs who invaded the two empires were not a tribal horde but an organized force, some of whose members had acquired military skill and experience in the service of the empires or in the fighting after the death of the Prophet. The use of camel transport gave them an advantage in campaigns fought over wide areas; the prospect of land and wealth created a coalition of interests among them; and the fervour of conviction gave some of them a different kind of strength.


Perhaps, however, another kind of explanation can be given for the acceptance of Arab rule by the population of the conquered countries. To most of them it did not much matter whether they were ruled by Iranians, Greeks or Arabs. Government impinged for the most part on the life of cities and their immediate hinterlands; apart from officials and classes whose interests were linked with theirs, and apart from the hierarchies of some religious communities, city-dwellers might not care much who ruled them, provided they were secure, at peace and reasonably taxed. The people of the countryside and steppes lived under their own chiefs and in accordance with their own customs, and it made little difference to them who ruled the cities. For some, the replacement of Greeks and Iranians by Arabs even offered advantages. Those whose opposition to Byzantine rule was expressed in terms of religious dissidence might find it easier to live under a ruler who was impartial towards various Christian groups, particularly as the new faith, which had as yet no fully developed system of doctrine or law, may not have appeared alien to them. In those parts of Syria and Iraq already occupied by people of Arabian origin and language, it was easy for their leaders to transfer their loyalties from the emperors to the new Arab alliance, all the more so because the control over them previously held by the Lakhmids and Ghassanids, the Arab client-states of the two great empires, had disappeared.


As the conquered area expanded, the way in which it was ruled had to change. The conquerors exercised their authority from armed camps where the Arabian soldiers were placed. In Syria, these for the most part lay in the cities which already existed, but elsewhere new settlements were made: Basra and Kufa in Iraq, Fustat in Egypt (from which Cairo was later to grow), others on the north-eastern frontier in Khurasan. Being centres of power, these camps were poles of attraction for immigrants from Arabia and the conquered lands, and they grew into cities, with the governor’s palace and the place of public assembly, the mosque, at the centre.


In Madina and the new camp-cities linked to it by inland routes, power was in the hands of a new ruling group. Some of its members were Companions of the Prophet, early and devoted followers, but a large element came from the Meccan families with their military and political skills, and from similar families in the nearby town of Ta’if. As the conquests continued others came from the leading families of pastoral tribes, even those who had tried to throw off the rule of Madina after the Prophet’s death. To some extent the different groups tended to mingle with each other. The Caliph ‘Umar created a system of stipends for those who had fought in the cause of Islam, regulated according to priority of conversion and service, and this reinforced the cohesion of the ruling élite, or at least their separation from those they ruled; between the newly wealthy members of the élite and the poorer people there were signs of tension from early times.


In spite of its ultimate cohesion, the group was split by personal and factional differences. The early Companions of the Prophet looked askance at later converts who had obtained power; claims of early conversion and close links with Muhammad might clash with claims to the nobility of ancient and honourable ancestry. The people of Madina saw power being drawn northwards towards the richer and more populous lands of Syria and Iraq, where governors tried to make their power more independent.


Such tensions came to the surface in the reign of the third caliph, ‘Uthman ibn ‘Affan (644–56). He was chosen by a small group of members of Quraysh, after ‘Umar had been assassinated for private vengeance. He seemed to offer the hope of reconciling factions, for he belonged to the inner core of Quraysh but had been an early convert. In the event, however, his policy was one of appointing members of his own clan as provincial governors, and this aroused opposition, both in Madina from the sons of Companions and from the Prophet’s wife ‘A’isha, and in Kufa and Fustat; some of the tribes resented the domination of men from Mecca. A movement of unrest in Madina, supported by soldiers from Egypt, led to ‘Uthman’s murder in 656.


This opened the first period of civil war in the community. The claimant to the succession, ‘Ali ibn Abi Talib (656–61), was of Quraysh, an early convert, a cousin of Muhammad and married to his daughter Fatima. He found himself faced with a double opposition. The kin of ‘Uthman were against him, but so were others who disputed the validity of his election. The struggle for power in Madina was carried into the camp-cities. ‘Ali established himself as caliph in Kufa, the dissidents in Basra; he defeated them, but was now faced with a new challenge from Syria, where the governor, Mu‘awiya ibn Abi Sufyan, was a close kinsman of ‘Uthman. The two forces met at Siffin on the upper Euphrates, but after fighting for a time they agreed on arbitration by delegates chosen from the two sides. When ‘Ali agreed to this, some of his supporters abandoned him, for they were not willing to accept compromise and submit the Will of God, as they saw it, to human judgement; the honour due to early conversion to Islam was at stake. In the months of discussion between the arbiters, ‘Ali’s alliance grew weaker, and finally he was assassinated in his own city of Kufa. Mu‘awiya proclaimed himself caliph and ‘Ali’s elder son, Hasan, acquiesced in it.


THE CALIPHATE OF DAMASCUS


The coming to power by Mu‘awiya (661–80) has always been regarded as marking the end of one phase and the beginning of another. The first four caliphs, from Abu Bakr to ‘Ali, are known to the majority of Muslims as the Rashidun or ‘Rightly Guided’. Later caliphs were seen in a rather different light. First of all, from now on the position was virtually hereditary. Although some idea of choice, or at least formal recognition, by the leaders of the community remained, in fact from this time power was in the hands of a family, known from an ancestor, Umayya, as that of the Umayyads. When Mu‘awiya died, he was succeeded by his son, who was followed briefly by his own son; after that there was a second period of civil war and the throne passed to another branch of the family.


The change was more than one of rulers. The capital of the empire moved to Damascus, a city lying in a countryside able to provide the surplus needed to maintain a court, government and army, and in a region from which the eastern Mediterranean coastlands and the land to the east of them could be controlled more easily than from Madina. This was the more important because the caliph’s rule was still expanding. Muslim forces advanced across the Maghrib. They established their first important base at Qayrawan in the former Roman province of Africa (Ifriqiya, the present day Tunisia); from there they moved westwards, reached the Atlantic coast of Morocco by the end of the seventh century and crossed into Spain soon afterwards; at the other extreme, the land beyond Khurasan reaching as far as the Oxus valley was conquered and the first Muslim advances were made into north-western India.


Such an empire demanded a new style of government. An opinion widespread in later generations, when the Umayyads had been replaced by a dynasty hostile to them, held that they had introduced a government directed towards worldly ends determined by self-interest in place of that of the earlier caliphs who had been devoted to the well-being of religion. It would be fairer to say that the Umayyads found themselves faced with the problems of governing a great empire and therefore became involved in the compromises of power. Gradually, from being Arab chieftains, they formed a way of life patterned on that traditional among rulers of the Near East, receiving their guests or subjects in accordance with the ceremonial usages of Byzantine emperor or Iranian king. The first Arabian armies were replaced by regular paid forces. A new ruling group was formed largely from army leaders or tribal chiefs; the leading families in Mecca and Madina ceased to be important because they were distant from the seat of power, and they tried more than once to revolt. The cities of Iraq too were of doubtful loyalty and had to be controlled by strong governors loyal to the caliph. The rulers were townspeople, committed to settled life and hostile to claims to power and leadership based upon tribal solidarity; ‘you are putting relationship before religion’, warned the first Umayyad governor of Iraq, and a successor, Hajjaj, dealt even more firmly with the tribal nobility and their followers.


Although armed power was in new hands, the financial administration continued as before, with secretaries drawn from the groups which had served previous rulers, using Greek in the west and Pahlavi in the east. From the 690s the language of administration was altered to Arabic, but this may not have marked a large change in personnel or methods; members of secretarial families who knew Arabic continued to work, and many became Muslims, particularly in Syria.


The new rulers established themselves firmly not only in the cities but in the Syrian countryside, on crown lands and land from which the owners had fled, particularly in the interior regions which lay open to the north Arabian steppe. They seem carefully to have maintained the systems of irrigation and cultivation which they found there, and the palaces and houses they built to serve as centres of economic control as well as hospitality were arranged and decorated in the style of the rulers they had replaced, with audience-halls and baths, mosaic floors, sculptured doorways and ceilings.


In this and other ways the Umayyads may seem to have resembled the barbarian kings of the western Roman Empire, uneasy settlers in an alien world whose life continued beneath the protection of their power. There was a difference, however. The rulers in the west had brought little of their own which could stand against the force of the Latin Christian civilization into which they were drawn. The Arab ruling group brought something with them which they were to retain amidst the high culture of the Near East, and which, modified and developed by that culture, would provide an idiom through which it could henceforth express itself: belief in a revelation sent by God to the Prophet Muhammad in the Arabic language.


The first clear assertion of the permanence and distinctiveness of the new order came in the 690s, in the reign of the Caliph ‘Abd al-Malik (685–705). At the same time as Arabic was introduced for purposes of administration, a new style of coinage was brought in, and this was significant, since coins are symbols of power and identity. In place of the coins showing human figures, which had been taken over from the Sasanians or struck by the Umayyads in Damascus, new ones were minted carrying words alone, proclaiming in Arabic the oneness of God and the truth of the religion brought by His messenger.


More important still was the creation of great monumental buildings, themselves a public statement that the revelation given through Muhammad to mankind was the final and most complete one, and that its kingdom would last for ever.


The first places for communal prayer (masjid, hence the English word ‘mosque’, perhaps through Spanish mezquita) were also used for assemblies of the whole community to transact public business. They had no marks to distinguish them clearly from other kinds of building: some were in fact older buildings taken over for the purpose, while others were new ones in the centres of Muslim settlement. The holy places of the Jews and Christians still had a hold over the imagination of the new rulers: ‘Umar had visited Jerusalem after it was captured, and Mu‘awiya was proclaimed caliph there. Then in the 690s there was erected the first great building which clearly asserted that Islam was distinct and would endure. This was the Dome of the Rock, built on the site of the Jewish Temple in Jerusalem, now turned into a Muslim haram; it was to be an ambulatory for pilgrims around the rock where, according to Rabbinic tradition, God had called upon Abraham to sacrifice Isaac. The building of the Dome in this place has been convincingly interpreted as a symbolic act placing Islam in the lineage of Abraham and dissociating it from Judaism and Christianity. The inscriptions around the interior, the earliest known physical embodiment of texts from the Qur’an, proclaim the greatness of God, ‘the Mighty, the Wise’, declare that ‘God and His angels bless the Prophet’, and call upon Christians to recognize Jesus as an apostle of God, His word and spirit, but not His son.1


A little later there began to be built a series of great mosques designed to meet the needs of ritual prayer: in Damascus and Aleppo, Madina and Jerusalem, and later in Qayrawan, the first Arab centre in the Maghrib, and in Cordoba, the Arab capital in Spain. All show the same basic design. An open courtyard leads to a covered space so shaped that long lines of worshippers led by a prayer-leader (imam) can face in the direction of Mecca. A niche (mihrab) marks the wall to which they face, and near it is a pulpit (minbar) where a sermon is preached during the noon prayer on Friday. Attached to the building or lying close to it is the minaret from which the muezzin (mu’adhdhin) calls the faithful to prayer at the appointed times.


Such buildings were signs not only of a new power but of the growth of a new and distinct community. From being the faith of a ruling group, acceptance of the revelation given to Muhammad gradually spread. We know little of the process, and can only speculate on the course it took. Arabs already living in the Syrian and Iraqi countryside could easily make the act of acceptance out of solidarity with the new rulers (although part of one tribe, that of Ghassan, did not). Officials working for the new rulers might accept their faith out of self-interest or a natural attraction towards power; so too might prisoners captured in the wars of conquest, or Sasanian soldiers who had joined the Arabs. Immigrants into the new cities might convert in order to avoid the special taxes paid by non-Muslims. Zoroastrians, adherents of the ancient Persian religion, may have found it easier to become Muslims than did Christians, because their organized Church had been weakened when Sasanian rule came to an end. Some Christians, however, touched by controversies about the nature of God and revelation, might be attracted by the simplicity of the early Muslim response to such questions, within what was broadly the same universe of thought. The absence of a Muslim Church or an elaborate ritual of conversion, the need only to use a few simple words, made acceptance an easy process. However simple it was, the act carried with it an implication: the acceptance of Arabic as the language in which revelation had been given, and this, together with the need to deal with Arab rulers, soldiers and landowners, could lead to its acceptance as the language of everyday life. Where Islam came, the Arabic language spread. This process, however, was still young; outside Arabia itself, the Umayyads ruled lands where most of the population were neither Muslims nor speakers of Arabic.


The growing size and strength of the Muslim community did not work in favour of the Umayyads. Their central region, Syria, was a weak link in the chain of countries being drawn into the empire. Unlike the new cities in Iran, Iraq and Africa, its cities had existed before Islam and had a life independent of their rulers. Its trade had been disrupted by its separation from Anatolia, which remained in Byzantine hands, across a new frontier often disturbed by war between Arabs and Byzantines.


The main strength of the Muslim community lay further east. The cities of Iraq were growing in size, as immigrants came in from Iran as well as the Arabian peninsula. They could draw on the wealth of the rich irrigated lands of southern Iraq, where some Arabs had installed themselves as landowners. The new cities were more fully Arab than those of Syria, and their life was enriched as members of the former Iranian ruling class were drawn in as officials and tax-collectors.


A similar process was taking place in Khurasan, in the far north-east of the empire. Lying as it did on the frontier of Islam’s expansion into central Asia, it had large garrisons. Its cultivable land and pastures also attracted Arab settlers. From an early time there was therefore a considerable Arab population, living side by side with the Iranians, whose old landed and ruling class kept their position. A kind of symbiosis was gradually taking place: as they ceased to be active fighters and settled in the countryside or in the towns – Nishapur, Balkh and Marv – Arabs were being drawn into Iranian society; Iranians were entering the ruling group.


The growth of the Muslim communities in the eastern cities and provinces created tensions. Personal ambitions, local grievances and party conflicts expressed themselves in more than one idiom, ethnic, tribal and religious, and from this distance it is hard to say how the lines of division were drawn.


There was, first of all, among converts to Islam, and the Iranians in particular, resentment against the fiscal and other privileges given to those of Arab origin, and this grew as the memory of the first conquests became weaker. Some of the converts attached themselves to Arab tribal leaders as ‘clients’ (mawali), but this did not erase the line between them and the Arabs.


Tensions also expressed themselves in terms of tribal difference and opposition. The armies coming from Arabia brought tribal loyalties with them, and in the new circumstances these could grow stronger. In the cities and other places of migration, groups claiming a common ancestor came together in closer quarters than in the Arabian steppe; powerful leaders claiming nobility of descent could attract more followers. The existence of a unified political structure enabled leaders and tribes to link up with each other over wide areas and at times gave them common interests. The struggle for control of the central government could make use of tribal names and the loyalties they expressed. One branch of the Umayyads was linked by marriage with the Banu Kalb, who had already settled in Syria before the conquest; in the struggle for the succession after the death of Mu‘awiya’s son, a non-Umayyad claimant was supported by another group of tribes. At moments some common interest could give substance to the idea of an origin shared by all tribes claiming to come from central Arabia or from the south. (Their names, Qays and Yemen, were to linger as symbols of local conflict in some parts of Syria until the present century.)


Of more lasting importance were the disputes about the succession to the caliphate and the nature of authority in the Muslim community. Against the claims of Mu‘awiya and his family there stood two groups, although each was so amorphous that it would be better to describe them as tendencies. First were the various groups called Kharijis. The earliest had been those who had withdrawn their support from ‘Ali when he had agreed to arbitration on the day of Siffin. They had been crushed, but later movements used the same name, particularly in regions under the control of Basra. In opposition to the claims of tribal leaders, they maintained that there was no precedence in Islam except that of virtue. Only the virtuous Muslim should rule as imam, and if he went astray obedience should be withdrawn from him; ‘Uthman, who had given priority to the claims of family, and ‘Ali, who had agreed to compromise on a question of principle, had both been at fault. Not all of them drew the same conclusions from this: some acquiesced for the time in Umayyad rule, some revolted against it, and some held that true believers should try to create a virtuous society by a new hijra in a distant place.


The other group was that which supported the claims of the family of the Prophet to rule. This was an idea which could take many different forms. The most important in the long run was that which regarded ‘Ali and a line of his descendants as legitimate heads of the community or imams. Around this idea there clustered others, some of them brought in from the religious cultures of the conquered countries. ‘Ali and his heirs were thought of as having received by transmission from Muhammad some special quality of soul and knowledge of the inner meaning of the Qur’an, even as being in some sense more than human; one of them would arise to inaugurate the rule of justice. This expectation of the coming of a mahdi, ‘him who is guided’, arose early in the history of Islam. In 680 the second son of ‘Ali, Husayn, moved into Iraq with a small party of kinsmen and retainers, hoping to find support in and around Kufa. He was killed in a fight at Karbala in Iraq, and his death was to give the strength of remembered martyrdom to the partisans of ‘Ali (the shi‘at ‘Ali or Shi‘is). A few years later there was another revolt in favour of Muhammad ibn al-Hanafiyya, who was also ‘Ali’s son, although not by Fatima.


During the first decades of the eighth century, Umayyad rulers made a series of attempts to deal with movements of opposition expressed in these various ways, and with the inherent difficulties of ruling an empire so vast and heterogeneous. They were able to strengthen the fiscal and military bases of their rule, and for a time had to face few major revolts. Then in the 740s their power suddenly collapsed in the face of yet another civil war and a coalition of movements with different aims but united by a common opposition to them. These movements were stronger in the eastern than the western parts of the empire, and particularly strong in Khurasan, among some of the Arab settler groups who were on the way to being assimilated into local Iranian society, as well as among the Iranian ‘clients’. There as elsewhere there was a Shi‘i sentiment widely diffused but having no organization.


More effective leadership came from another branch of the family of the Prophet, the descendants of his uncle ‘Abbas. Claiming that the son of Muhammad ibn al-Hanafiyya had passed on to them his right of succession, from their residences on the edge of the Syrian desert they created an organization with its centre at Kufa. As their emissary to Khurasan they sent a man of obscure origin, probably of an Iranian family, Abu Muslim. He was able to form an army and a coalition from dissident elements, Arab and other, and to come out in revolt under the black banner which was to be the symbol of the movement, and in the name of a member of the Prophet’s family; no member was specifically mentioned, thus widening support for the movement. From Khurasan the army moved westwards, the Umayyads were defeated in a number of battles in 749–50, and the last caliph of the house, Marwan II, was pursued to Egypt and killed. In the meantime, the unnamed leader was proclaimed in Kufa; he was Abu’l-‘Abbas, a descendant not of ‘Ali but of ‘Abbas.


The historian al-Tabari (839–923) has described how the announcement was made. Abu’l-‘Abbas’s brother Dawud stood on the pulpit steps of the mosque in Kufa and addressed the faithful:




Praise be to God, with gratitude, gratitude, and yet more gratitude! Praise to him who has caused our enemies to perish and brought to us our inheritance from Muhammad our Prophet, God’s blessing and peace be upon him! O ye people, now are the dark nights of the world put to flight, its covering lifted, now light breaks in the earth and the heavens, and the sun rises from the springs of day while the moon ascends from its appointed place. He who fashioned the bow takes it up, and the arrow returns to him who shot it. Right has come back to where it originated, among the people of the house of your Prophet, people of compassion and mercy for you and sympathy toward you … God has let you behold what you were awaiting and looking forward to. He has made manifest among you a caliph of the clan of Hashim, brightening thereby your faces and making you to prevail over the army of Syria, and transferring the sovereignty and the glory of Islam to you … Has any successor to God’s messenger ascended this your minbar save the Commander of the Faithful ‘Ali ibn Abi Talib and the Commander of the Faithful ‘Abd Allah ibn Muhammad? – and he gestured with his hand toward Abu’l-‘Abbas.2





THE CALIPHATE OF BAGHDAD


One ruling family succeeded another, and Syria was replaced as centre of the Muslim caliphate by Iraq. The power of Abu’l-‘Abbas (749–54) and his successors, known from their ancestor as ‘Abbasids, lay less in the eastern Mediterranean countries, or in Hijaz which was an extension of them, than in the former Sasanian territories: southern Iraq and the oases and plateaux of Iran, Khurasan and the land stretching beyond it into central Asia. It was more difficult for the caliph to rule the Maghrib, but it was also less important.


In some ways ‘Abbasid rule did not differ much from that of the later Umayyads. From the beginning they found themselves involved in the inescapable problem of a new dynasty: how to turn the limited power derived from an uneasy coalition of separate interests into something more stable and lasting. They had won their throne through a combination of forces united only in opposition to the Umayyads, and the relationships of strength within the coalition now had to be defined. First of all the new caliph rid himself of those through whom he had come to power; Abu Muslim and others were killed. There were conflicts too within the family itself; at first members were appointed as governors, but some of them grew too powerful, and within a generation a new ruling élite of high officials had been created. Some were drawn from Iranian families with a tradition of service to the state and newly converted to Islam, others from members of the ruler’s household, some of them freed slaves.


This concentration of power in the hands of the ruler took place in the time of Abu’l-‘Abbas’s successors, particularly al-Mansur (754–75) and Harun al-Rashid (786–809), and it was expressed in the creation of a new capital, Baghdad. Al-Tabari records a story about Mansur’s visit to the site of the future city:




he came to the area of the bridge and crossed at the present site of Qasr al-Salam. He then prayed the afternoon prayer. It was in summer, and at the site of the palace there was then a priest’s church. He spent the night there, and awoke next morning having passed the sweetest and gentlest night on earth. He stayed, and everything he saw pleased him. Then he said, ‘This is the site on which I shall build. Things can arrive here by way of the Euphrates, Tigris, and a network of canals. Only a place like this will support the army and the general populace.’ So he laid it out and assigned monies for its construction, and laid the first brick with his own hand, saying, ‘In the name of God, and praise to Him. The earth is God’s; He causes to inherit of it whom He wills among His servants, and the result thereof is to them that fear Him.’ Then he said, ‘Build, and God bless you!’3





Baghdad was situated at a point where the Tigris and Euphrates flowed close to each other, and where a system of canals had created a rich countryside which could produce food for a large city and revenues for the government; it lay on strategic routes leading to Iran and beyond, to the


Jazira of northern Iraq where grain was produced, and to Syria and Egypt where Umayyad loyalties remained strong. Since it was a new city, the rulers could be free from the pressure exercised by the Arab Muslim inhabitants of Kufa and Basra. In accordance with a long tradition by which Near Eastern rulers kept themselves apart from those they ruled, the city was planned to express the splendour and distance of the ruler. At the centre, on the west bank of the Tigris, there lay the ‘round city’ of palace, barracks and offices; markets and quarters of residence lay outside it.


In his description of the reception of a Byzantine embassy by the Caliph al-Muqtadir in 917, the historian of Baghdad, al-Khatib al-Baghdadi (1002–71), evokes the splendour of the court and its ceremonial. Having been taken into the presence of the caliph, they were then by his command shown the palace: the halls, courts and parks, the soldiers, eunuchs, chamberlains and pages, the treasures in the store-chambers, elephants caparisoned in peacock-silk brocade. In the Room of the Tree, they saw




a tree, standing in the midst of a great circular tank filled with clear water. The tree has eighteen branches, every branch having numerous twigs, on which sit all sorts of gold and silver birds, both large and small. Most of the branches of this tree are of silver, but some are of gold, and they spread into the air carrying leaves of different colours. The leaves of the tree move as the wind blows, while the birds pipe and sing.





Finally they came once more into the presence of the caliph:




He was arrayed in clothes … embroidered in gold being seated on an ebony throne … To the right of the throne hung nine collars of gems … and to the left were the like, all of famous jewels … Before the caliph stood five of his sons, three to the right and two to the left.4





Within these secluded palaces, the caliph exercised power in accordance with forms inherited from earlier rulers and which other dynasties would imitate. An elaborate court ceremonial marked his splendour; court officials guarded access to him; the executioner stood near him to deal out summary justice. In the early reigns there emerged an office which was to become important, that of wazir: he was the adviser of the caliph, with varying degrees of influence, and later would become head of the administration and intermediary between it and the ruler.


The administration was divided into a number of offices or diwans, in a way which would appear again under other dynasties. There was a diwan for the affairs of the army, a chancery which drew up letters and documents in proper form and preserved them, and a treasury which supervised and kept records of revenue and expenditure. A ruler governing through a hierarchy of officials spread over a wide area had to make sure they did not become too strong or abuse the power they exercised in his name. A system of intelligence kept the caliph informed of what was happening in the provinces, and he and his governors held public sessions at which complaints could be heard and remedied.


Absolute rule mediated through a bureaucracy needed revenue and an army. It was in the ‘Abbasid period that the canonical system of taxation emerged from the practices of the early Islamic times. It was linked as far as possible with Islamic norms. The main taxes were two. The first was levied on the land or its produce (kharaj); to begin with there had been a distinction between the rates and kind of taxes paid by Muslim and non-Muslim holders of land, but this became less important in practice, although it remained in the law books. The second was a poll tax levied on non-Muslims, graded roughly according to their wealth (jizya). In addition, various dues were levied on goods being imported or exported and on urban crafts, as well as occasional levies on urban wealth made according to need; these were officially condemned by those who adhered to the strict letter of Islamic law.


The soldiers of Khurasan through whom the ‘Abbasids came to power were divided into groups under separate leaders. It was not easy for the caliphs to retain their loyalty, and they became less of an effective military force as they were drawn into the population of Baghdad. After the death of Harun al-Rashid there was a civil war between his sons al-Amin and al-Ma’mun. Amin was proclaimed caliph and the army of Baghdad fought for him but was defeated. In the early ninth century the need for an effective and loyal army was met by the purchase of slaves, and by recruiting soldiers from the Turkish-speaking pastoral tribes on or across the frontier in central Asia. These Turks, and other similar groups from the frontiers of settled government, were aliens who had no links with the society they helped to rule, and who stood in a relationship of personal clienthood to the caliph. The entry of Turkish soldiers in the ‘Abbasid service began a process which was to give a distinctive shape to the political life of the world of Islam.


It was partly to keep the soldiers away from the population of Baghdad, who had become hostile to the caliph’s rule, that al-Mu‘tasim (833–42) moved his capital from Baghdad to a new city, Samarra, lying further north on the river Tigris. The seat of government remained there for half a century; but, although it was relieved of pressure from the populace, it fell under the influence of the leaders of the Turkish soldiers, who came to dominate the caliph’s government. This was also a period when rulers of outlying provinces of the empire became virtually independent, and in Iraq itself the power of the caliph was threatened by a large and protracted revolt of black slaves in the sugar plantations and salt-marshes of southern Iraq: the revolt of the Zanj, 868–83. A few years later, in 892, the Caliph al-Mu‘tadid returned to Baghdad.


The more remote and powerful the caliph, the more important it was for him to give his power roots in the moral sentiments of those he ruled. More systematically than the Umayyads, the ‘Abbasids tried to justify their rule in Islamic terms. From the beginning they used religious symbols. The caliph claimed to rule by divine authority as a member of the Prophet’s family. He claimed also to be governing in accordance with the Qur’an and the rules of right conduct, which were increasingly defined in terms of the Prophet’s habitual behaviour (sunna). It was in line with this claim that religious specialists played some part in his rule, and the office of judge (qadi) was given greater importance. His functions were separated from those of the governor. He had no political or financial duties; his role was to decide conflicts and give decisions in the light of what was gradually emerging as a system of Islamic law or social norms. The chief qadi was a dignitary of some importance in the hierarchy of state.


In putting forward their claim to be legitimate rulers, the early ‘Abbasids had to meet that of another branch of the Prophet’s family, the descendants of ‘Ali, and their supporters, the Shi‘is. Not all the Shi‘is were hostile to ‘Abbasid rule; Ja‘far al-Sadiq (c. 700–65), whom they regarded as the sixth imam, was a quietist who taught his followers passive resistance until the advent of the mahdi, the one whom God would send to restore the reign of religion and justice. In the first two generations of ‘Abbasid rule, however, there were various movements of revolt using the names of members of ‘Ali’s family, and it was in answer to such movements that the son of Harun, Ma’mun (813–33), made two attempts to give himself a firmer title to rule. The first was to proclaim ‘Ali al-Rida, regarded by many Shi‘is as the eighth imam, as his successor; the argument used was that he was the worthiest member of the Prophet’s family to succeed and this had the implication that, if succession was to go by moral worth within the family, then in principle the descendants of ‘Abbas had as much right as those of ‘Ali. Later, Ma’mun gave his support to the ideas of certain rationalist theologians and tried to make their acceptance a condition of official service. This attempt met with opposition from those theologians, led by Ahmad ibn Hanbal, who held that the Qur’an and the habitual behaviour of the Prophet, literally interpreted, offered sufficient guidance. After a period of persecution, the attempt to impose a single interpretation of the faith by the power of the ruler was ended, almost never to be resumed. The belief in a unity which includes differences of legal opinion, and in the importance of the Qur’an and the practice (sunna) of the Prophet as the bases of it, gradually created a mode of thought which came to be known generally as Sunnism, as distinct from Shi‘ism.
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CHAPTER 3


The Formation of a Society





THE END OF POLITICAL UNITY


Even when the ‘Abbasid caliph’s power was at its height, his effective rule was limited. It existed mainly in the cities and the productive areas around them; there were distant regions of mountain and steppe which were virtually unsubdued. As time went on, his authority was caught in the contradictions of centralized, bureaucratic systems of government. In order to rule his far-flung provinces, the caliph had to give his governors the power to collect taxes and use part of the proceeds to maintain local forces. He tried to keep control of them by a system of intelligence, but could not prevent some of the governors building up their own positions to the point where they were able to hand power on to their own families, while remaining – at least in principle – loyal to the major interests of their suzerain. In this way local dynasties grew up, such as those of the Saffarids in eastern Iran (867–c. 1495), the Samanids in Khurasan (819–1005), the Tulunids in Egypt (868–905), and the Aghlabids in Tunisia (800–909); from Tunisia the Aghlabids conquered Sicily, which continued to be ruled by Arab dynasties until taken by the Normans in the second half of the eleventh century. As this happened, less revenue flowed to Baghdad, at a time when there was a certain decline in the system of irrigation and agricultural production in lower Iraq itself. In order to strengthen his position in the central provinces, the caliph had to rely more upon his professional army, whose leaders in their turn acquired greater power over him. In 945 one family of military leaders, the Buyids, who came from the fringe of the Caspian Sea, having seized control of some of the provinces, took power in Baghdad itself.


The Buyids assumed various titles, including the ancient Iranian title of shahanshah (‘King of Kings’), but not that of caliph. The ‘Abbasids were to remain for three more centuries, but a new phase began in their history. From now on, effective power in the central regions of the empire lay in the hands of other dynasties supported by military groups, but they continued to recognize the caliphate of the ‘Abbasids, who at times could reassert a residual authority. That authority was exercised over a more limited area than before, however, and there were some parts of the former empire where the local rulers not only had power but did not accept even the formal authority of the ‘Abbasids.


In certain regions there were movements of opposition and separation in the name of some dissident form of Islam. Such movements resulted in the creation of separate political units, but at the same time they helped the spread of Islam by giving it a form which did not disturb the social order.


Some of these were movements in the name of Kharijism, or at least of one of its offshoots, that of the Ibadis. The belief that the office of head of the community or imam should be held by the person most worthy, who if he showed himself unworthy should be removed, was well suited to the needs of loose collections of tribal groups living in secluded places, who might need a leader or arbitrator from time to time but did not want him to have a permanent and organized power. Thus an Ibadi imamate emerged in Oman (‘Uman) in south-eastern Arabia from the middle of the eighth until the end of the ninth century, when it was suppressed by the ‘Abbasids. In parts of the Maghrib, some of the Berber population resisted the coming of Islamic rule, and when they did become Muslims Khariji ideas spread among them. For a time there was a powerful dynasty of Ibadi imams, that of the Rustamids, with their capital at Tahart in western Algeria (777–909); their claims were also recognized by the Ibadis in ‘Uman.


More widespread were movements of support for the claims of the descendants of ‘Ali ibn Abi Talib to the imamate. The main body of Shi‘is, in and around Iraq, accepted ‘Abbasid rule, or at least acquiesced in it. The imams whom they recognized lived quietly under the ‘Abbasids, although at times they were under confinement in the capital. The Buyids were Shi‘is in some vague sense, but did not challenge the suzerainty of the caliphs; this was also true of the local dynasty of the Hamdanids in northern Syria (905–1004).


There were other Shi‘i movements, however, which ended in the creation of separate dynasties. The Zaydis held that the imam should be the worthiest member of the Prophet’s family who was willing to oppose illegitimate rulers. They did not recognize Muhammad al-Baqir (d. 731), who was acknowledged by the main body of Shi‘is as the fifth imam, but his brother Zayd instead (hence their name). They created an imamate in Yemen in the ninth century, and there was also a Zaydi imamate in the region of the Caspian Sea.


A more direct challenge to the ‘Abbasids came from movements linked with another branch of Shi‘ism, the Isma‘ilis. Their origins are not clear, but they seem to have begun as a secret movement with its centre first in Iraq and Khuzistan in south-western Iran, and then in Syria. It supported the claim to the imamate of Isma‘il, the eldest son of Ja‘far al-Sadiq who is regarded by the main body of Shi‘is as the sixth imam. Isma‘il died in 760, five years before his father, and the majority of Shi‘is eventually recognized his brother Musa al-Kazim (d. 799) as imam. The Isma‘ilis, however, believed that Isma‘il had been irrevocably appointed as successor to his father, and that his son Muhammad had become imam after him. They held that Muhammad would return sooner or later as the mahdi, sent to disclose the inner meaning of the Qur’anic revelation and to rule the world with justice.


The movement organized missionary activities on a large scale. One group of its adherents created a kind of republic in eastern Arabia, that of the Qaramita (Carmathians), and another established themselves in the Maghrib, enlisted Berber soldiers and occupied Qayrawan. In 910 there arrived in Tunisia ‘Ubaydullah, claiming to be descended from ‘Ali and Fatima. He proclaimed himself caliph, and in the next half-century his family created a stable dynasty which was given the name of Fatimids after the Prophet’s daughter Fatima. Both for religious and for political reasons it moved eastwards towards the ‘Abbasid lands, and in 969 occupied Egypt. From there it extended its rule into western Arabia and Syria, but it soon lost Tunisia.


The Fatimids used both the titles imam and caliph. As imams they claimed universal authority over Muslims, and their state became a centre from which missionaries were sent. Long after the Fatimid state ceased to exist, communities created by those who had connections with it continued: in Yemen, Syria, Iran and later in western India.


The Fatimids were not only imams, but rulers of a great state with its centre in the Nile valley. Cairo was their creation, an imperial city built to the north of Fustat, and the symbol of their power and independence. Their government followed the lines set by the caliphate in Baghdad. Power was concentrated in the hands of the caliph and expressed through magnificence and elaborate ceremonial. It was the practice of the Fatimid caliphs to show themselves to the people of Cairo in solemn processions. The great officers of state would enter the hall of the palace; the caliph would come from behind a curtain, holding his sceptre in his hands; he would mount his horse and proceed to the palace gate, where all the trumpets would sound. Preceded and followed by his entourage and soldiers, he would ride through streets adorned by the merchants with brocades and fine linen. The processions expressed both aspects of Fatimid rule. Some of them were religious, while others showed the identification of the ruler with the life of the city and the river.


The basis of Fatimid power was the revenue from the fertile lands of the Nile delta and valley, the crafts of the cities, and trade in the Mediterranean basin as well as the Red Sea. This was sufficient to maintain an army drawn from outside Egypt: Berbers, blacks from the Sudan, and Turks. The caliph made no systematic attempt to impose the Isma‘ili doctrines on Egyptian Muslims, who remained for the most part Sunnis, with large Christian and Jewish populations living on the whole in peaceful symbiosis with them.


The Fatimid claim to the caliphate was a direct challenge to the ‘Abbasids; another challenge, both to ‘Abbasids and Fatimids, came from the far west of the Muslim world. The regions, conquered by the Arabs, Morocco and most of Spain, were difficult to control from the eastern Mediterranean, and impossible from Iraq. The Arab soldiers and officials there soon acquired interests of their own, and could easily express them in terms which revived memories of the impulse which had taken them so far from Arabia. Towards the end of the eighth century, Idris, a great-grandson of ‘Ali, went to Morocco, won support there and founded a dynasty which was important in the history of Morocco, for the Idrisids built Fez and began a tradition which has lasted until today, of independent dynasties ruling Morocco and justifying their rule by claims to descent from the Prophet.


More important for the history of the Muslim world as a whole was the separate path taken by Spain, or Andalus, to give it its Arabic name. The Arabs first landed in Spain in 710 and soon created there a province of the caliphate which extended as far as the north of the peninsula. The Arabs and Berbers of the first settlement were joined by a second wave of soldiers from Syria, who were to play an important part, for after the ‘Abbasid revolution a member of the Umayyad family was able to take refuge in Spain and found supporters there. A new Umayyad dynasty was created and ruled for almost three hundred years, although it was not until the middle of the tenth century that the ruler took the title of caliph.


In their new kingdom the Umayyads were involved in the same process of change as took place in the east. A society where Muslims ruled over a non-Muslim majority gradually changed into one where a considerable part of the population accepted the religion and language of the rulers, and a government which ruled at first in a decentralized way, by political manipulation, became a powerful centralized one ruling by bureaucratic control.


Once more a new capital was created: Cordoba, lying on the river Guadalquivir. The river provided the waterway to bring the bulk goods needed for food and industry; in the plains around it, the grain and other produce the city needed were grown on irrigated land. Cordoba was also a meeting place of roads and a market for the exchange of produce between regions. Once more, as the dynasty became more autocratic it withdrew from the life of the city. The ruler moved from Cordoba to a royal city, Madinat al-Zahra, some way outside the capital. There he reigned in state, surrounded by a ruling group which included Arab and arabized families – for the separation of rulers from society was not so great as in Baghdad – but which also had an element drawn from slaves imported from the Black Sea region, Italy and elsewhere. The army too had a core of mercenaries from abroad, although it also included Arabs and Berbers settled on the land in return for military service.


As in Syria, the Umayyads, townspeople from their origins in Hijaz, used their power to further the interests of the towns and settled countryside. The cities grew – first Cordoba and later Seville – supported by irrigated land, from which a surplus was produced by techniques imported from the Near East. In these areas Arabs were important as landowners and cultivators, although much of the indigenous population remained. Beyond the irrigated plains, in the highlands, Berber immigrants from the mountains of the Maghrib lived by small-scale agriculture and the pasturing of sheep.


The movement of Berbers from the Maghrib into Spain continued longer than Arab immigration from the east, and was probably larger. In time, too, part of the indigenous population was converted to Islam and by the end of the tenth century possibly a majority of the people of Andalus were Muslims; but side by side with them lived those who did not convert, Christians and a considerable Jewish population of craftsmen and traders. The different groups were held together by the tolerance of the Umayyads towards Jews and Christians, and also by the spread of the Arabic language, which had become that of the majority, Jews and Christians as well as Muslims, by the eleventh century. Toleration, a common language and a long tradition of separate rule all helped to create a distinctive Andalusian consciousness and society. Its Islamic religious culture developed on rather different lines from those of the eastern countries, and its Jewish culture too became independent of that of Iraq, the main centre of Jewish religious life.


It was therefore not only the interests of the dynasty but also the separate identity of Andalus which was expressed by the assumption of the title of caliph by ‘Abd al-Rahman III (912–61). His reign marks the height of the independent power of the Umayyads of Spain. Soon afterwards, in the eleventh century, their kingdom was to splinter into a number of smaller ones ruled by Arab or Berber dynasties (the ‘party kings’ or ‘kings of factions’, muluk al-tawa’if), by a process similar to that which was taking place in the ‘Abbasid Empire.


A UNIFIED SOCIETY: THE ECONOMIC BASES


The disappearance of a unitary structure of government, in east and west, was not a sign of social or cultural weakness. By now there had been created a Muslim world held together by many links, and with many centres of power and high culture.


The absorption of such a large area into a single empire had in due course created an economic unit important not only by its size but because it linked together two great sea basins of the civilized world, those of the Mediterranean and the Indian Ocean. The movement of armies, merchants, craftsmen, scholars and pilgrims between them became easier, and also that of ideas, styles and techniques. Within this vast sphere of interaction it was possible for there to grow up strong governments, large cities, international trade and a flourishing countryside, maintaining the conditions for each other’s existence.


The creation of the Muslim Empire, and then of states within its former territories, led to the growth of large cities, where palaces, governments and urban populations needed foodstuffs, raw materials for manufacture, and luxuries to display wealth and power, and where the changes and complexities of city life led to a desire for novelty and for imitation of the fashions of the powerful or the stranger. Urban demand and the relative ease of communications gave new directions and methods of organization to the long-distance trade which had always existed. Very bulky goods could not profitably be carried a very long way, and for most of its food the city had to look to its immediate hinterland; but on some goods the return was such as to justify their being carried over long distances. Pepper and other spices, precious stones, fine cloth and porcelain came from India and China, furs from the northern countries; coral, ivory and textiles were sent in return. The Middle Eastern cities were not only consumers but producers of manufactured goods for export as well as their own use. Some of the production was on a large scale – armaments of war produced in state arsenals, fine textiles for the palace, sugar refineries and paper mills – but most took place in small workshops for textiles or metalwork.


Before the coming of the railway and then the motor-car in modern times, transport by water was cheaper, quicker and safer than by land. To feed its inhabitants it was almost essential for a large city to lie near a sea or a navigable river, and the main routes of long-distance trade too were sea-routes, in this period particularly those of the Indian Ocean. Under the ‘Abbasids the main organizing centres for trade on these routes were Basra in lower Iraq and Siraf on the Iranian coast of the Gulf, both of them lying within ‘Abbasid control and in a position to meet the demands of the capital. By the tenth century there was a certain shift of trade from the Gulf to the Red Sea, because of the rise of Cairo as a centre of trade and power and a growing demand from the trading cities of Italy, but this was only a beginning.


From Basra and Siraf, trade with the east was mainly carried on by Iranian, Arab or Jewish merchants, on Arab ships sailing to the ports of western India or even beyond; at one time they went as far as China, but after the tenth century they did not go further than ports of south-east Asia. They went southwards also, to southern and western Arabia and east Africa. From Basra goods could be carried by river to Baghdad, and then onwards by the Syrian desert routes to Syria and Egypt, or through Anatolia to Constantinople and Trebizond, or by the great route which went from Baghdad to Nishapur in north-eastern Iran and thence to central Asia and China. Over long distances goods were carried on camel-back in large, well-organized caravans, over shorter distances by mule or donkey. In the greater part of the Near East wheeled transport disappeared after the rise of the Muslim Empire, not to come back until the nineteenth century, and various reasons have been suggested for this: the Roman roads decayed, the new Arab ruling groups had an interest in the rearing of camels, and transport on camel-back was more economical than by cart.


Trade in the Mediterranean was at first more precarious and limited. Western Europe had not yet reached the point of recovery where it produced much for export or could absorb much, and the Byzantine Empire tried for a time to restrict Arab naval power and seaborne commerce. The most important trade was that which went along the southern coast, linking Spain and the Maghrib with Egypt and Syria, with Tunisia as the entrepôt. Along this route merchants, many of them Jews, organized trade in Spanish silk, gold brought from west Africa, metals and olive oil. Later, in the tenth century, trade with Venice and Amalfi began to be important.


Strong governments and large cities could not live without a productive countryside, but the countryside in its turn could not flourish unless there were a strong government and cities to invest in production. In the countries conquered by the Arabs, and particularly those where there was a large Arab immigration, a new land-holding class grew up. Land which had been taken from previous owners and formally belonged to the ruler was granted to Arabs with the obligation of paying taxes; later, in the tenth century, an arrangement began to grow up by which the collection of taxes on pieces of land was given to officials or army commanders, who by this means became virtual owners and had an interest in maintaining production. To a great extent the cultivators who had been there before continued to look after work on the land, although in some places peasants and herdsmen migrated. Such evidence as exists indicates that the relations between land-holders and cultivators were those of sharecropping, in one form or another: after payment of tax, the produce was divided in agreed proportions between those who contributed the land, seed, animals and labour. There were more complicated arrangements for irrigated land, or that on which trees were to be planted.


Land-holders who accumulated money in trade or other ways could use it for agricultural production, and with the help of their capital new techniques were brought in. There is evidence that the expansion of the Muslim Empire brought new crops, or at least led to the extension of those already known. In general the movement was westwards, from China or India by way of Iran into the Mediterranean basin: rice, sugar-cane, cotton, watermelons, aubergines, oranges and lemons were cultivated over a wide area. Some of these crops needed large investment in irrigation and the improvement of land. Old irrigation works were restored, for example those in southern Iraq, and new ones made. The westward movement can be seen in Spain, which acquired the water-wheel (na‘ura, noria) from Syria and the underground canal (qanat) from Iran; new methods of crop-rotation also came into Spain.


By such improvements the agricultural surplus was enlarged and this, together with the growth of manufacture and trade, increased the importance  of money in the economy of the Near East and the Mediterranean basin. An internationally recognized monetary system grew up. The flow of precious metals, and particularly of African gold, into the lands of the caliphate made possible an expansion of the coinage; the ‘Abbasid gold dinar remained an instrument of exchange for centuries, and Islamic silver coins have been found in Scandinavia and in Wychwood Forest north of Oxford. Connected with the development of coinage was that of a system of credit. Large merchants would take deposits and make loans; money-lenders and tax-collectors also would use their accumulated cash for loans. Merchants who had correspondents or clients in other places would draw bills upon them or issue letters of credit.


A complex and farflung economy could not have existed without a system of shared expectations between those who had to deal with one another without personal contact or knowledge. Family ties could provide these in some instances, for example among the Jewish merchants who travelled over the Mediterranean world and beyond, crossing the frontiers between Muslim and Christian countries. If such ties did not exist, there was a need for laws or norms of social morality generally recognized. In the same way, land-holders and cultivators needed clear and accepted rules about property, the division of produce, taxation, and rights over water, trees and minerals beneath the ground.


Economic relations thus demanded a common system of behaviour, and this became possible as more and more of the population of lands ruled by Muslims became Muslims themselves, and as the implications for social life of the revelation given to Muhammad were drawn out.


UNITY OF FAITH AND LANGUAGE


It is not easy to discover much about the stages by which the subject peoples became Muslims, but a study based on the evidence of adoption of specifically Muslim names has suggested orders of magnitude which seem plausible.1 According to this estimate, by the end of the Umayyad period (that is to say, in the middle years of the second Islamic and eighth Christian century) less than 10 per cent of the population of Iran and Iraq, Syria and Egypt, Tunisia and Spain was Muslim, although the proportion must have been much greater in the Arabian peninsula. Apart from the Arab tribes who had already been in Iraq and Syria before the Muslim conquest, most converts may have come either from the lower ranks of society – for example, soldiers captured in battle – or from officials of the Sasanian government who took service with the new rulers; there was no pressure or positive incentive for others to convert. The converts lived for the most part in or near the main urban centres of Arab population and power, where there were the beginnings of specifically Islamic institutions – the mosque, the law court – and it was these cities, those of Iraq and Iran, Qayrawan in Africa and Cordoba in Spain, which served as centres for the radiation of Islam.


By the end of the fourth Islamic century (the tenth century AD), the picture had changed. A large part of the population had become Muslim. Not only the townspeople but a considerable number of the rural people must have been converted. One reason for this may have been that Islam had become more clearly defined, and the line between Muslims and non-Muslims more sharply drawn. Muslims now lived within an elaborated system of ritual, doctrine and law clearly different from those of non-Muslims; they were more conscious of themselves as Muslims. The status of Christians, Jews and Zoroastrians was more precisely defined, and in some ways it was inferior. They were regarded as ‘People of the Book’, those who possessed a revealed scripture, or ‘People of the Covenant’, with whom compacts of protection had been made (the so-called Pact of ‘Umar). In general they were not forced to convert, but they suffered from restrictions. They paid a special tax; they were not supposed to wear certain colours; they could not marry Muslim women; their evidence was not accepted against that of Muslims in the law courts; their houses or places of worship should not be ostentatious; they were excluded from positions of power (although in various places Jews and Christians worked as secretaries or financial officials for Muslim rulers). How seriously such rules were applied depended on local conditions, but even in the best circumstances the position of a minority is uneasy, and the inducement to convert existed.


The process of conversion was not complete, however. Jews had been excluded from the greater part of the Arabian peninsula in the early days of Islam, but they continued to be present in the great cities of other Muslim countries as merchants and craftsmen, and also as small traders in some country districts: northern Iraq, Yemen, Morocco. That they survived and flourished was due not only to the strength of their communal organization but to their being able to occupy certain economic positions in the interstices of a complex society, and also to their not being identified with any of the states with which Muslim rulers were at war from time to time.


The situation of Christians was not the same. Some had religious links with the Byzantine Empire, and may have incurred suspicion in times of war. They did not have the same close-knit communal organization as the Jews; in parts of the countryside they may not have been deeply Christian. In some places Christianity died out completely, although not for a long time; in others it remained as the faith of a minority. In Spain a large part of the population continued to belong to the Roman Catholic Church; elsewhere, those who survived tended to belong to dissident churches which had broken off from the main body because of the great controversies in the first centuries about the nature of the Christ: Nestorians, Monophysites, Monotheletes. Christians lived not only in the cities, but in parts of the countryside, especially upper Egypt, the Lebanese mountains and northern Iraq.


The Arabic language spread together with Islam, or even before it in some places. In inner Syria and western Iraq much of the population already spoke Arabic at the time of the Muslim conquest. The new cities, with their immigrant populations and their governments dominated by Arabs, served as centres for a wider radiation of the language. It spread both as a spoken language, in various local dialects influenced by the previous vernacular languages, and as a written one in a form of which the unity and continuity were preserved by the Qur’an, the book sent down in the Arabic language.


So far as the language of speech was concerned, Arabic came up against a frontier in Iran, where use of the Persian language continued. As a written language, however, Arabic found no frontier within the world of Islam. The religion carried the language with it. Converts of non-Arab origin, and particularly Iranians, read the Qur’an in Arabic and played a large part in articulating the system of thought and law which grew out of it. Those who were not converted continued to use their own languages for religious and literary purposes: the liturgies of some of the eastern Churches still retained Syriac and Coptic; Hebrew and Aramaic were the languages of Jewish worship and religious learning; the Zoroastrian scriptures received their final shape in Pahlavi, the form of Persian used before the conquest, after the coming of Islam. Even here, however, a change took place: Arabic became a language of worship and religious literature in some of the eastern Churches; Jews in Spain came to use Arabic for philosophy, science and poetry. The first serious check to the spread of Arabic took place in the ninth century, when Persian began to emerge in an islamized form as a literary language; but in Iran too Arabic continued to be the main language of religious and legal learning.


Thus in the writing of this period words like ‘Arab’ and ‘Arabic’ take on broader meanings which overshadowed the older ones. They may refer to those whose origin lay in the Arabian peninsula, and in particular those who could claim to belong to the nomadic tribes with a military tradition; or they may be used in connection with all those, from Morocco and Spain to the frontier of Iran, who had adopted Arabic as their vernacular language; or in a sense they may extend even further, to those for whom Arabic had become the principal medium of expression of a high literary culture.


Under the Umayyads the tradition of poetic composition continued to flourish, and the most famous poets of the early period were still of Arab beduin origin: Akhtal, Farazdaq, Jarir. There was a difference, however: the patronage of courts – that of the Umayyads themselves in Damascus, but also those of powerful tribal leaders – extended the geographical range of poetry and also tended to change its nature. Panegyrics of rulers and powerful men became more prominent, and at the same time the poetry of love, the ghazal, acquired a more personal note.


In the later Umayyad period, and in the early period of ‘Abbasid rule, a more fundamental change took place. The coming of Islam altered the way in which people looked at the Arabic language. The Qur’an was the first book to be written in Arabic, and Muslims believed it was the language in which it had been revealed. It was expressed in the high language in which the poetry of earlier times had been composed, but which was now used for a different purpose. It was essential for those who accepted the Qur’an as the Word of God to understand its language; for them, the ancient poetry was not only the diwan of the Arabs, it was also the norm of correct language.


Arabic was now becoming the medium of expression not only for those who came into the various regions of the empire from the Arabian peninsula, but for those of other origins who accepted the religion of Islam, or who needed at least to use the language for purposes of work or life, and in particular for the Persian and other officials who served the new rulers. The centre of literary activity moved from the oasis towns and tribal encampments to the new cities: Basra and Kufa at first, and then the new imperial capital, Baghdad. The literary milieu changed and expanded, to include the caliphs and their courts, the high officials, and the new urban élite of mixed origins. Although the practice of oral composition and recitation of poetry may well have continued, literary works began to be written down, and from the beginning of the ninth century the circulation of written works was aided by the introduction of paper. Previously papyrus and parchment had been used, but in the later part of the eighth century the technique of making paper was brought from China. Manufactured at first in Khurasan, it spread to other parts of the empire, and by the middle of the tenth century had more or less replaced papyrus.


It was a natural effect of the spread of the Arabic language that some of those who used it should wish to understand it. The sciences of language were largely created by those for whom Arabic was an acquired tongue and who therefore had to think about it: lexicography, the collection and classification of words, was developed by scholars frequenting the market places where beduin came; grammar, the explanation of the way in which Arabic worked, was first systematically expounded by a man of non-Arab origin, Sibawayh (d. 793), from whose writings all later works were derived. The same impulse led scholars to collect and study the ancient poetry of Arabia. In the process of editing the poems they must have changed them, and at the same time formal principles of poetic composition were elaborated, and these were to have much influence upon later poets. The first important literary theorist, Ibn Qutayba (828–89), produced a description of the typical qasida which later poets were to take into account: the qasida, he suggested, should begin with the evocation of lost dwelling places and lost love, continue with the description of a journey, and culminate in the real subject, panegyric, elegy or satire.


The writings of theorists were perhaps of less importance in the development of poetry than the practice of poets of new kinds. Their poetry was more individual than that of the authors of the pre-Islamic qasidas. Some were of non-Arab origin, living in cities, aware of the poetic tradition which they inherited but using it with a self-conscious literary artistry. A new style grew up, the badi‘‚ marked by the use of elaborate language and rhetorical figures: a rare vocabulary was used, words were set in antithesis to each other, and all was expressed within the rigid framework of metres and rhymes which had marked the earlier poetry.


The subjects of poetry were more varied than before. Poets wrote of erotic love, not simply formalized regret for the lost or forbidden beloved. Some of them took part in the religious and ethical controversies of the early Islamic centuries: a Syrian poet, Abu’l-‘Ala al-Ma‘arri (973–1057), wrote poems and an elaborate prose-work in which doubt was cast on generally accepted ideas about revelation and life after death.


It was natural that a special emphasis should be placed upon panegyric, the praise not so much of the poet’s tribe as of the ruler or patron. In the panegyric, the first part of what Ibn Qutayba had regarded as the typical qasida shrank and became simply an introduction to the main subject; the ruler or patron would be praised in elaborate and formal language, through which there might sometimes appear the personality of the poet and his feelings.


Al-Mutanabbi (915–68) was acknowledged by later literary critics as the supreme master of this kind of poetry. Born in Kufa, of Arab origin, he spent some of his early years among the Arab tribe of Banu Kalb. He passed part of his youth in political activity, and his later years as court-poet to a succession of rulers, in Aleppo, Cairo, Baghdad and Shiraz. Perhaps his most fruitful years were those during which he was poet to the Hamdanid ruler of Aleppo and northern Syria, Sayf al-Dawla. The ruler is praised in terms of hyperbole. On his recovery from illness, his poet declared:




Glory and honour were healed when you were healed, and pain passed from you to your enemies … Light, which had left the sun, as if its loss were a sickness in the body, returned to it … The Arabs are unique in the world in being of his race, but foreigners share with Arabs in his beneficence … It is not you alone I congratulate on your recovery; when you are well all men are well.2





Mingled with this, however, there is a strain of self-praise, as in a poem written when, as he thought, Sayf al-Dawla had transferred his favour to another:




O most just of men, except in your treatment of me, my quarrel is with you, and you are both my adversary and my judge … I am he of whom even the blind can see what he has written, and who has caused even the deaf to listen to his words. I sleep with my eyelids closed to the words which wander abroad, while other men are sleepless because of them, and compete with each other … with what language do the riff-raff, neither Arabs nor Persians, proclaim their poetry before you? This is a reproach to you, but it is done with love; it is inlaid with pearls, but they are my words.3





The poets were continuing an old tradition, but the writing of Arabic prose was something new. The Qur’an was the first prose work composed in the high Arabic language (or at least the first which has survived), and the production of others was in a sense a natural consequence of it. Stories about the Prophet and the victories of the Arabs were collected and written down, and popular preachers created a rhetoric of Islamic themes. Rather later, a new kind of artistic prose emerged, exploring themes taken from other cultures; one of the earliest and most famous examples of this was Kalila wa Dimna, a collection of moralistic fables of animal life, derived ultimately from Sanskrit by way of Pahlavi and put into Arabic prose by an ‘Abbasid official of Iranian origin, Ibn al-Muqaffa’ (c. 720–56).


He was an example of the arabized and islamized secretaries who were bringing into Arabic ideas and literary genres derived from their own inherited tradition, but side by side with them was another group of writers who drew their inspiration from the vast world which had been brought into existence by the spread of Islam and its empire: the multiplicity of peoples and countries, the new variety of human characters, the new problems of morality and behaviour. They tried to see these in the light of the norms of the new Islamic faith, and to express them in an agreeable literary form. Among the practitioners of this new kind of literature or adab, al-Jahiz (776/7–868/9) stands out as a writer of exceptional range and vividness of response, expressed in an exemplary language. His roots lay in one of the African families, of slave origin, who were attached to Arab tribes but had long been completely arabized. He was brought up in Basra, but later had the patronage of the Caliph al-Ma’mun. His intellectual curiosity was far-reaching, and his works are collections of rare and interesting knowledge concerning the human and natural world: countries, animals, the oddness of human beings. Beneath it there runs a vein of moral commentary: on friendship and love, envy and pride, avarice, falsity and sincerity:




A man who is noble does not pretend to be noble, any more than an eloquent man feigns eloquence. When a man exaggerates his qualities it is because of something lacking in himself; the bully gives himself airs because he is conscious of his weakness. Pride is ugly in all men … it is worse than cruelty, which is the worst of sins, and humility is better than clemency, which is the best of good deeds.4





The adab which developed in the early ‘Abbasid period was intended to edify and to entertain. A qadi of Baghdad, al-Tanukhi (940–94), wrote three volumes of tales which are both a literary entertainment and a series of social documents about the world of ministers, judges and lesser dignitaries who surrounded the ‘Abbasid court. In the next century Abu Hayyan al-Tawhidi (d. 1023) wrote essays and treatises on a wide range of topics which were fashionable among the scholars and writers of his age; composed in an attractive literary style, they reveal wide knowledge and a distinguished mind. Entertainment was the main purpose of the maqamat: a sequence of narratives written in rhymed prose (saj‘)‚ in which a narrator tells stories of a trickster or vagabond encountered in a variety of situations. Brought to a high peak of development by al-Hamadhani (968–1110) and al-Hariri (1054–1122), this genre was to remain popular in Arab literary circles until the twentieth century.


The record of what has happened in the past is important in all human societies, but it has a special significance in communities founded on the belief that unique events occurred at certain times and in certain places. Before the rise of Islam, Arab tribes had their own oral records of the deeds of their ancestors, and to some extent these are embodied in the poems which have come down to us from that period. In the early centuries of Islam, history acquired a new kind of importance and began to be recorded in writing. Two different kinds of historical writings developed, closely connected with each other. On the one hand, philologists and genealogists collected and wrote down the oral history of Arab tribesmen; these were not only important for the study of the Arabic language, but might also provide important evidence relevant to practical questions about the distribution of booty from the conquests or of lands in the new settlements. On the other hand, it was even more important to record the events of the Prophet’s life, the early caliphs, the first conquests and the public affairs of the Muslim community. Transmitted by responsible scholars, sometimes changed or even invented in the course of political and theological controversies, embroidered by storytellers, a mass of narratives was gradually formed, and out of this several kinds of literature emerged: collections of hadiths; biographies of the Prophet; collections of lives of transmitters of hadiths; and finally works of narrative history, recording the gesta Dei, God’s providence for His community – these contained an element of exemplary narrative, but a solid core of truth. The invention of the Islamic calendar, providing a chronology dating from the hijra, gave a framework within which events could be recorded.


The tradition of history-writing came its maturity in the ninth century, with the appearance of histories of broader scope and greater power of understanding: those of al-Baladhuri (d. 892), al-Tabari (839–923), and al-Mas‘udi (d. 928). Such writers took the whole of Islamic history as their subject, and sometimes the whole of what they considered to be significant human history. Thus Mas‘udi deals with the annals of the seven ancient peoples whom he regards as having had a real history: the Persians, Chaldaeans, Greeks, Egyptians, Turks, Indians and Chinese. The mass of information had to be ordered: in the case of Islamic history by years, in others by such criteria as the reigns of kings. It also had to be judged by critical standards. The most obvious criterion was that provided by the isnad: what was the chain of witnesses to a certain event, and how far could their testimony be trusted? There were other criteria, however: a transmitted record could be regarded as plausible or not in the light of a general understanding of how rulers acted and how human societies changed.


Another writer, al-Biruni (973–c. 1050), is unique in the range of his interests and understanding. His famous Tahqiq ma li’l-Hind (History of India) is perhaps the greatest sustained attempt by a Muslim writer to go beyond the world of Islam and appropriate what was of value in another cultural tradition. His work is not a polemic, as he himself makes clear in his foreword:




This is not a book of controversy and debate, putting forward the arguments of an opponent and distinguishing what is false in them from what is true. It is a straightforward account, giving the statements of Hindus and adding to them what the Greeks have said on similar subjects, so as to make a comparison between them.5





Indian religious and philosophical thought is depicted at its best:




Since we are describing what there is in India, we mention their superstitions, but we should point out that these are matters for the common people only. Those who follow the way of salvation or the path of reason and argument, and who want the truth, would avoid worshipping anyone except God alone, or any graven image of him.6





Ultimately, he points out, the beliefs of Hindus are similar to those of Greeks; among them too the common people worshipped idols, in the days of religious ignorance before the coming of Christianity, but the educated had views similar to those of Hindus. In one way, however, even the Hindu élite differed from Muslims:




The Indians in our time make numerous distinctions among human beings. We differ from them in this, for we regard all men as equal except in piety. This is the greatest barrier between them and Islam.7





THE ISLAMIC WORLD


By the third and fourth Islamic centuries (the ninth or tenth century AD) something which was recognizably an ‘Islamic world’ had emerged. A traveller around the world would have been able to tell, by what he saw and heard, whether a land was ruled and peopled by Muslims. These external forms had been carried by movements of peoples: by dynasties and their armies, merchants moving through the worlds of the Indian Ocean and the Mediterranean Sea, and craftsmen attracted from one city to another by the patronage of rulers or the rich. They were carried also by imported and exported objects expressing a certain style: books, metalwork, ceramics and particularly perhaps textiles, the staple of long-distance trade.
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