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CONTEXT


INTRODUCTION


During Ramadan 2001 a Nile TV series, Heroes of the Faith, praised ‘Uthman ibn ‘Affan as an early convert to Islam who became the third caliph (successor to Muhammad), inaugurated the first Islamic navy, greatly expanded the Islamic empire, unified the Qur’an, and then died in 656. These achievements clearly mark ‘Uthman as a “maker of the Muslim world.” However, they also represent a highly selective remembering of ‘Uthman and his impact on the Muslim world. For ‘Uthman ibn ‘Affan did not simply die in 656, rather he was besieged by fellow Muslims and murdered—an event that sparked al-fitna al-kubra (the great trial, schism, civil war). The First Islamic Civil War contributed to the permanent division between Sunni and Shi‘i Islam and the establishment of the first hereditary dynasty in Islam. Therefore, in order to understand the Muslim world that ‘Uthman made we must address not only the expansion of the Arab empire that took place during his caliphate, but also the crisis that ended his caliphate. The fitna inflicted a wound on the collective consciousness of the Muslim community, a wound that is frequently repressed, as it was in the Nile TV series. As a result, the Muslim world has been shaped as much by what it has chosen to forget about ‘Uthman as by what it has chosen to remember.


Muslim scholars developed two dominant modes for remembering the early Islamic period. The first focuses on the merits (manaqib) or virtues (fada’il) of the Companions of the Prophet (Sahaba) and subsequent “generations” of Muslims. Works that focus on the virtues of a single individual, group, or generation are generally referred to as manaqib or fada’il literature; massive compendia of multiple generations or groups are known as “biographical dictionaries.” They are all highly hagiographic in nature. A second genre, universal chronicles, focuses on the expansion and development of the Islamic polity from Muhammad’s leadership in Medina to the court and conquests of the caliphs. Chronicles are organized by year and focus on military campaigns and reigns. It was during the ninth (third Islamic) century that authors of chronicles and fada’il works drew together the circulating reports of what Muhammad and his Companions had said and done to create the foundational narratives of the early Islamic period. Their narratives could not help but be influenced by what had transpired since the seventh century. As a result, the ‘Uthman that has shaped the Muslim world is as much a product of the eighth and ninth centuries as the seventh century.


Ninth-century scholars primarily sought to explain what had “gone right” for Islam vis-à-vis other religions and empires, but were forced to address as well what had “gone wrong” in terms of its own internal religious and political divisions. Chroniclers wrote universal histories that placed the rise of Islam as the climax of human history. Fada’il works and biographical dictionaries tied this success to the unity and virtue of Muslims, especially the first generation of Muslims. At the same time authors of both genres were engaging in internal debates over who has the right to lead the community and on what basis. Disagreements on this issue began upon Muhammad’s death and turned violent during ‘Uthman’s caliphate. Chroniclers blamed internal social, political, economic, and personal factors on the one hand, and outside forces, marginal figures, and heretics on the other. Fada’il works focused on the latter explanations, which were consistent with their portrayal of the unified early Community (umma) and the collective virtue of the Companions (Sahaba). It was this version of events that came to dominate the narratives and eventually shape the identity of Sunni Muslims.


It was also in the ninth century that differing interpretations about what had happened in the past and what should happen in the present were starting to congeal into what is now known as Sunni and Shi‘i Islam. Although there are different strands within Shi‘ism, they all condemn ‘Uthman and by extension the other Companions who chose him to be the third caliph. In contrast, and in part in response to Shi‘i condemnation, by the tenth century Sunni Muslims were those committed to defending the first four caliphs, including ‘Uthman. They refer to Abu Bakr, ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab, ‘Uthman ibn ‘Affan, and ‘Ali ibn Abi Talib as the “Rightly Guided” or Rashidun Caliphs; their caliphates were portrayed as a religio-political golden age that represented unity and piety, even though ‘Uthman and ‘Ali’s caliphates were scarred by rebellion and civil war. Much of Islamic religiopolitical theory and rhetoric that has shaped the Muslim world until today emerged directly or indirectly out of responses to ‘Uthman’s caliphate and the fitna that followed.


One cannot understand the Muslim world, past or present, without understanding how Sunni scholars responded to the perceived “problem of ‘Uthman” with the two pillars of umma and Sahaba. The belief in a unified and just community during the era of the Rightly Guided Caliphs, like all origin stories, can be reinterpreted and redeployed again and again. For example, Islamic modernizers in the early twentieth century pointed to ‘Uthman’s election to the caliphate through a consultative council as historical confirmation of Islam’s democratic values. More commonly and persistently, unity of the community and the specter of fitna can be used to defend a regime and silence dissent. Alternatively, a government or ruler can be measured against the idealized justice associated with Muhammad and the Companions, judged, and found wanting. The “fear of fitna” and the “fight for justice” positions were first articulated in narratives of the confrontations between ‘Uthman and his critics, and they have continued to provide rhetorical resonance down to the present.


THE CHALLENGE OF ‘UTHMAN


‘Uthman was one of the earliest converts to Islam from the leading Umayyad clan in Mecca. The Umayya were among Muhammad’s fiercest opponents making ‘Uthman’s conversion particularly commendable and beneficial to the early community. Furthermore, ‘Uthman became the third successor, or caliph, to lead the Islamic Community after Muhammad’s death. During ‘Uthman’s caliphate (644–656) (all dates are references to the Gregorian Calendar, unless otherwise stated), Islam experienced one of its greatest periods of expansion. The Arab forces consolidated control of recently conquered Iraq, Syria, and Egypt and moved beyond these into North Africa, the Iranian Plateau, Central Asia, Armenia, and the Mediterranean Sea. They defeated the Sasanian empire and created the first Islamic navy, captured Mediterranean islands, and engaged the Byzantine fleet off the coast of Anatolia. The Islamic empire of ‘Uthman’s rule encompassed, more or less, the land that has remained the undisputed heartland of Islam.


However, ‘Uthman also presents a major challenge, both then and now. Shi‘is claim that when the Companions chose ‘Uthman to be caliph they knowingly and willfully rejected the better candidate, Muhammad’s cousin and son-in-law, ‘Ali ibn Abi Talib, suggesting that they had abandoned true Islam. Sunnis, faced with such charges, were forced to defend the election of ‘Uthman as proof of their own orthodoxy and of God’s continued guidance of the Community. Furthermore, after years of stunning military victories, by the second half of ‘Uthman’s reign forces were stalled or defeated on several fronts. It seems very likely that this put a severe strain on ‘Uthman’s legitimacy as “Commander of the Believers” and may have contributed to the rebellion against his rule. The rapid expansion also severely stretched the embryonic central government in Medina. ‘Uthman sought to strengthen the control of the state over administrative and financial affairs as well as the Islamic character of what was on its way to becoming a vast multi-ethnic, multilinguistic, multicultural, and multi-religious empire. ‘Uthman required more of the revenue from the conquered provinces to be sent to Medina for the use of the central government. He appointed family members, frequently young men of ability and ambition, whom he could rely on. He also launched a project to produce a single, authoritative codex of the Qur’an. Centralization met with opposition that intensified throughout ‘Uthman’s caliphate. ‘Uthman responded by punishing his critics. Complaints in the provincial centers led to armed bands marching on Medina to compel ‘Uthman to either change course, abdicate, or fight. The question lingers until today: was ‘Uthman criticized for doing the painful but necessary work of centralization, and thus a martyr for the greater good, or did he bring rebellion and regicide upon himself through his arrogance, corruption, and incompetence?


THE CHALLENGE OF THE SOURCES


It is difficult to exhume the person of ‘Uthman buried under the paradigmatic role of a prominent Companion of the Prophet and caliph.


Attempts to reconstruct the history of more than a millennium ago for any region or tradition presents multiple challenges. The sources for early Islamic history and the life of ‘Uthman are no exception. First, Muslims initially preserved their history as oral tribal traditions. These have a strong bias towards the behavior of individuals that the tribe wanted to remember and celebrate. As a result, details cluster around particular battles, individuals, acts of heroism or betrayal, but do not collate easily into a single, coherent narrative or address causes and consequences at a meta level. Second, these oral tribal histories were only gathered and written down in histories of the conquests or the caliphate in the late eighth century, that is 150 years after the events they describe. A further complicating factor is that hardly any of these eighth-century histories survive in their original form, but instead come down to us as they were integrated into multi-volume, universal chronicles and biographical dictionaries in the mid to late ninth century. That is 200 or more years after the advent of Islam. By this point the Islamic world was no longer based in an Arabian tribal milieu, but in the medieval metropolis of Baghdad, ruled by its second major dynasty and strongly influenced by Persian and Byzantine intellectual and cultural traditions. Inevitably, historians were tempted to project back anachronistic motivations and levels of centralization. The intervening political and ideological developments shaped how authors perceived and thus told the story of the past. Finally, the ninth-century chronicles sought to place the rise of Islam and the caliphate as the climax of world history. As a result, they are unremittingly triumphalist, especially for the conquests, frequently skipping over setbacks and trials faced by the community and instead portraying a divinely ordained and enabled march towards wealth and dominance.


In addition to the very limited number of sources from the first two centuries of Islam and then a mountain of material from the third, the chronicles and biographical collections do not present a single, smooth narrative of events, but rather keep accounts as isolated reports (akhbar) that frequently contradict each other. While maddening for modern scholars, this approach enabled medieval Muslim scholars to legitimize their own points of view by wrapping them in the cloak of earlier authorities. Appreciation and analysis of how chroniclers selected, edited, and arranged their sources has come in recent years to supersede long-standing debates over what, if anything, can be reliably learned about the seventh century from the ninth-century narratives. This biography of ‘Uthman reflects a current synthesis (or surrender) in the scholarship as it follows the chapters of ‘Uthman’s life found in the ninth-century sources, and also highlights the interpretative elements that emerge from close reading of these sources. In this way we get as close to the historical ‘Uthman as the sources allow, while also recognizing that what they present is the ‘Uthman of the community’s collective memory—the Muslim world that made ‘Uthman and vice versa.


‘UTHMAN’S WORLD


‘Uthman lived in a tribal society experiencing rapid transformation in which a new religion and centralizing state catapulted the Arabs into a regional superpower. ‘Uthman initially rode the crest of this wave, but was eventually overwhelmed by the tensions between the old order and the new.


Late Antiquity


The Arabian Peninsula and the Arabic-speaking people living there were a part of, rather than cut off from, the world of late antiquity. We must banish the dominant image of Bedouin on camels emerging out of the desert. While some lived a nomadic or semi-nomadic life, living in towns and settled oases was equally common. Those living in Mesopotamia and in Syria-Palestine were integrated into the social, economic, and political fabric of the two superpowers of late antiquity—the Sasanian Persian empire and the eastern Roman, or Byzantine, empire. Tribes on the edges of these empires were offered titles and stipends in exchange for not raiding local towns and caravans. They also provided much needed manpower as “nomad units” in the exhausted Sasanian and Byzantine armies. Ports along the Persian Gulf and Mokka in Yemen traded with these empires, with Ethiopia, and as far away as India.


Contact with the surrounding empires engendered change. Religion and power went together. Monotheism became a part of the religious landscape. The Himyarite dynasty that controlled Yemen converted to Judaism in the fourth century and was conquered by the Christian rulers of Ethiopia in the early sixth century. Some tribes in Syria-Palestine converted to Christianity. Ascetics set up monasteries in the desert and evangelized local people. In terms of political power, those who acquired titles from the Sasanian or Byzantine empires sought to leverage them into greater influence locally and established short-lived dynasties. Nevertheless, people’s primary loyalty continued to be to their tribe.


Tribes


In Arabia in the seventh century (and still to some extent today), people organized themselves genealogically. Members of a tribe were seen as descendants of a common ancestor and took the name of that ancestor, hence the common word for tribe, “banu,” means “sons of.” Large tribes were divided into clans that followed lineage lines and were also referred to as the “sons of,” such as the Banu Umayya or the Banu Hashim, Sons of Umayya and Sons of Hashim, within the tribe of Quraysh. Being “family” brought connections and obligations. Solidarity and rivalry were explained in terms of lineage and kinship. However, not unlike the modern nation state, tribes were not as natural or inevitable as they might first appear. While nations invent traditions, tribes invented ancestors. What might seem arcane, inconvenient, or restrictive was in fact very malleable and served a practical purpose to provide protection and cooperation. In other words, a shared distant relative could be “discovered” to facilitate a tribal alliance or merger, or a past slight “remembered” to justify struggles for power or access to limited natural resources. The tribal distinctions were real because they were useful.


There were wide discrepancies in power and wealth between and within tribes. This could be a source of friction and disgruntlement. Caring for vulnerable members of the tribe was a point of honor for the tribal leader, or shaykh. However, not unlike the nobility in Europe, noblesse oblige could be more a principle than a practice. Moreover, family fortunes inevitably waxed and waned over time. Once-great “houses” could have honor and aspirations commensurate with a former material wealth that had since been lost. Similarly, previously obscure tribes or clans could rise on the shoulders of opportunity and talent. So, while lineage and family honor were used to explain a tribe’s power or prosperity, they were not a substitute for the exigencies of history and the strength of character—as the Prophet Muhammad’s life clearly shows.


Muhammad and His Message


Muhammad’s career and the Message of Islam challenged the tribal foundations of Arabian society. Muhammad was from the clan of Hashim within the tribe of Quraysh in the city of Mecca. Muhammad’s clan was responsible for supplying pilgrims who came to Mecca to visit the ka‘ba shrine. This was a prestigious role and had at one time been lucrative for the Hashimites. The descendants of Hashim’s brother, ‘Abd Shams, dominated the regional trade and trade fairs that accompanied Mecca’s status as a sanctuary city and juncture on the trade routes in western Arabia. They had become wealthy from this trade, and their influence in Mecca and the region had come to surpass the other Qurayshi clans, including the Hashimites. They were effectively the leaders and stewards of the city. By Muhammad’s day the Banu ‘Abd Shams were led by the descendants of ‘Abd Shams’ grandson, Umayya, and were commonly referred to by that name. Islam intensified the rivalry between the Banu Hashim and the Banu Umayya, what one scholar describes as the “haves” and “nearly hads” of Mecca. Many of Muhammad’s earliest converts came from his own clan, like his cousin and son-in-law, ‘Ali ibn Abi Talib, or, like Abu Bakr and ‘Umar, from other weaker clans within Quraysh. The Umayyads benefitted most from Mecca’s status as a trade and pilgrimage center and thus were most threatened by Muhammad and his condemnation of polytheism. One of the leaders of the Umayyad opposition was Abu Sufyan, ‘Uthman’s own uncle. ‘Uthman’s membership in the Umayyad clan did not protect him, and he left Mecca along with Muhammad and the other believers in the Hijra (emigration) to Medina in 622. In retrospect, this event was seen as so significant that it became the beginning of the Islamic, or hijri, calendar. From Medina Muhammad forged a new tribal alliance that slowly surrounded and outnumbered the Qurayshi confederation based in Mecca.


Muhammad was trying to draw monotheists, the faithful or mu’minun, of the region together. He presented himself as the heir of the biblical prophets and sought the support of Jews and Christians. The Qur’an clearly condemns Christian doctrines of the incarnation and trinity as polytheistic. But it also praises the piety of Christian monks and distinguishes between righteous and unrighteous Christians. The “constitution of Medina” bound together in mutual support and defense the monotheists of Medina. Being loyal to the Community and accepting Muhammad’s leadership, while not necessarily accepting his prophethood or abandoning Jewish beliefs, was enough to be counted among the Faithful.


Muhammad was able to defuse some of the Meccans’ objections to his message when he received a revelation that directed him to switch the locus of prayer and devotion from Jerusalem to Mecca. In other words, the ka‘ba did not need to be destroyed but purified and restored to a place of worship of the one true God as originally intended by its builder, Abraham, the father of monotheism. Arab identity was being recast as synonymous with monotheism and Islam. Mecca would continue to be a religious and pilgrimage center, but to Allah. Muhammad affirmed this by attempting to make a pilgrimage to Mecca with all his followers in 628. Although his coalition of tribes now surpassed that of the Meccan opposition, he dealt extremely shrewdly with the Qurayshi leadership. He did not force his entry into Mecca, but agreed to return on pilgrimage the following year with the understanding that Mecca would be opened to him and all his followers. A few years later the city surrendered, its inhabitants submitted to Muhammad and became Muslims.


The mass conversion of the Umayyads did not end the rivalry among Qurayshi clans. Whether the Umayyads would be able to use their wealth, networks, and leadership experience to dominate the umma as they had the Meccan Quraysh—despite actively fighting against Muhammad until the last possible moment—remained a contentious issue. Muhammad sought to tie the prosperity of individual clans and tribes to the collective success of Islam. He recognized that success required the skills of all Believers. Muhammad appointed some who had opposed him strongly, including Abu Sufyan, to diplomatic missions and military command. Yet Muhammad’s inner circle of advisors remained those who had been with him longest. Precedence in conversion (sabiqa) was the surest path to prestige and power. This created a new hierarchy with early converts from Mecca on top, followed by Muhammad’s “Helpers” (Ansar) from Medina, followed by everyone else, including the traditional tribal elite of Mecca. Muhammad and the first and second caliphs, Abu Bakr and ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab, had to negotiate the tension between an old hierarchy based on blood and a new hierarchy based on belief. ‘Uthman’s inability to do likewise was arguably the main failure of his caliphate—a failure that cost him his life.


Caliphate


Our sources use the title caliph to describe ‘Uthman during the twelve years he was leader of the new community. In ‘Uthman’s day, Amir al-Mu’minin, Commander of the Faithful, was the preferred title. This should draw our attention to the distance between our ninth-century sources and our seventh-century subject. On Muhammad’s death the community fractured along tribal lines as early converts from Medina proposed to break away from the hegemony of early converts from Mecca. ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab prevented this when he framed unity not as deference to Quraysh, but to the prestigious early Companion Abu Bakr. At that point Abu Bakr became the first caliph of the Messenger of God, khalifat rasul allah. But since caliph can mean both successor, as in the one who comes after, and deputy, the title reveals some uncertainty around what kind of authority the leader should have. For example, there is evidence that ‘Umar could have been addressed as khalifat khalifat rasul allah, suggesting successor as a chronological marker, but he found this unwieldy and so adopted the title Commander of the Faithful that ‘Uthman also used.


The Qur’an says surprisingly little about government or political authority. It was Muhammad’s example that made the belief in a single ruler exercising considerable control a religious as well as a political ideal. But Muhammad’s authority as a prophet could not be fully replicated. Therefore, the authority of Abu Bakr, ‘Umar, and those who came after them had to be worked out over time and in response to circumstances. When the Umayyad caliphs (661–750) adopted the title caliph the connotation was not only of khalifat rasul allah, Successor of the Messenger of God, but khalifat allah, Deputy of God, claiming authority commensurate with that of Byzantine and Persian emperors. Therefore, ninth-century chroniclers were viewing ‘Uthman as a caliph through the lens of a highly evolved office and inevitably projected onto ‘Uthman powers that he likely did not have.


Indeed, one of the challenges that faced ‘Uthman and the community was the lack of clarity around the authority of the leader. Arabian tribes who had sworn loyalty to Muhammad were not convinced they owed loyalty to Abu Bakr, and he used force of arms to compel them to submit in what became known as the Ridda Wars, or Wars of Apostasy. Abandoning the Muslim “tribe” and its head, the caliph, was equated with abandoning Islam itself. While Abu Bakr was successful militarily, questions remained: did political legitimacy require military victory and were Arab tribes submitting to the new “clan” of early converts or to the old tribe of Quraysh? Abu Bakr appointed ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab as his successor. On the one hand this suggests he did not anticipate strong opposition to ‘Umar and believed his decision would be respected. On the other hand, perhaps he feared the community would fracture if there was not a clear successor.


‘Umar was committed to preserving and developing the Islamic identity of the state enshrined in early conversion (sabiqa). To that end he created a registry of all men based on their order of conversion to Islam. Land and booty from the conquests were distributed based on the combined criteria of contribution to the campaign and precedence within Islam: the earlier one joined the larger one’s share. Moreover, all ‘Umar’s advisors were early Meccan converts. ‘Umar was also willing to remove leaders with considerable military or administrative abilities for behavior not befitting a Muslim. Ambitious members of Banu Umayya must have wondered how they could improve their prospects in this new order.


The tension between sabiqa and kinship, as the organizing principle of the new state and the basis and limits of caliphal authority, intensified rather than abated during ‘Umar’s ten-year reign. For what would replace sabiqa when the first generation of converts died—a natural process accelerated by losses due to war and plague? Would it return to pre-Islamic dominance by tribal elites regardless of their commitment to Islam? Or did Islamic leadership mean rule by Muhammad’s family or clan as ‘Ali and his supporters increasingly argued? ‘Umar had ruled largely as a traditional tribal shaykh, but the rapid expansion of Islamic rule during his caliphate meant this basis too was inadequate.


Conquests


During ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab’s ten-year reign (634–644) Arab armies conquered Egypt, Palestine, Syria, and Iraq. During ‘Uthman’s twelve-year reign (644–656) they conquered numerous Mediterranean islands and the Iranian plateau and pushed into Central Asia, the Caucasus, and North Africa. In the process they defeated one regional superpower, the Persian Sasanian empire, and seized the eastern Mediterranean territories of another, the Byzantine or eastern Roman empire. Both the reasons for the Conquests and their success remain a topic of fascination and consternation for scholars and laypeople alike. While we cannot go in depth into this important subject here, it is worth summarizing briefly the situation ‘Uthman inherited and our best understandings of it since continuing the Conquests was one of ‘Uthman’s main policy achievements, even as it stretched his authority and his administration to breaking point.


Scholars agree on a few core reasons for the Conquests, but disagree on how they weigh their relative significance. These are first tribal energies and rivalries directed outward rather than turned on each other. Since Islam functioned as a new super tribe to which Believers owed absolute loyalty they were no longer permitted to attack or raid tribes within the confederation. Likewise, booty, tribute, taxation, and control of lucrative trade routes rewarded the faithful; provided the revenue needed for a society of recently settled nomads; and strengthened the legitimacy of Muhammad and then Abu Bakr, ‘Umar, and ‘Uthman. It is also likely that members of the new Islamic elite saw an expansion of the state as necessary in order to preserve their hard-won position at the top of the new political hierarchy. More research needs to be done on how economic and environmental changes—which frequently presage conquests and migration—contributed to the Arab conquests.


In addition to the very material benefits of the Conquests, there were ideological motivations as well. Muslims believed that the guidance and leadership provided by Muhammad and then by his Companions, based upon Muhammad’s example and the Qur’an, would bring God’s ideal just order from which all would benefit. After the hijra to Medina, Muhammad had been given permission in Qur’an 22:39 to fight against the Quraysh for their continued opposition to and persecution of Muhammad and his message. The Muslims’ victory in battle confirmed God’s approval, drew more tribes to participate in the hope of further victory, and by so doing made victory more likely. Many Quranic verses refer to struggling or striving (jihad) in the path of God. These can be read as referring first to internal spiritual struggle, second to external but non-violent efforts, such as preaching, and third to violent struggle through fighting and war. These interpretations were and are debated by Quranic scholars. But there are also verses, such as Qur’an 9:29–31, that extol fighting (qatil) those who do not believe God and submit. These kinds of verses, combined with militant interpretations of jihad verses, provided adequate justification for the initial Conquests. Continued success made the Conquests financially beneficial and a powerful recruiting tool, which encouraged a further strengthening of the religious justification. The historical and legal tradition followed suit so that jihad, striving for God, became equated with fighting for God.


It is hard to know whether to speak of Islamic conquests or Arab conquests, or neither. Scholars use both terms, frequently interchangeably, even though they convey two different framings and rationales. Moreover, each term has its own set of problems and limitations. The degree to which a shared Arab identity, based on language and culture, encouraged the peripheral tribes to join the new movement, or the movement’s success strengthened a sense of a shared Arab identity remains a matter of scholarly debate. On the one hand there is the view that Muhammad initially saw himself as a prophet for the Arabs, and so there was a drive to unite all the Arabs including those in Syria and Iraq. This put the Arabs on a collision course with the Byzantine and Sasanian empires that controlled these areas. It also meant that, as Arab tribes joined the Muslim Arabs, it left the Sasanian and Byzantine frontiers vulnerable to further penetration. Not all of these tribes converted to Islam, but rather fought alongside the Muslims, apparently making their own calculations as to where their true loyalties lay and how their interests would best be served. This both explains why Muhammad’s confederation of tribes attacked Byzantine and Sasanian territories as well as why additional tribes joined them and secured their success.


On the other hand, it is unclear the degree to which there was a shared Arab identity to appeal to. Certainly, at the time of the Conquests the peoples living in the Arabian Peninsula did not refer to themselves, nor were they referred to by outsiders, as Arabs. As mentioned above, primary loyalty was to the tribe or possibly a federation of tribes. Tribes were divided by different ways of life (not all were Bedouin), religion, affiliation with different imperial powers, and even dialects of Arabic. Using the term Arab, therefore, runs the risk of imposing an anachronistic sense of cultural uniformity and ethnic solidarity on the fluid and contested identities of the Arabian Peninsula in late antiquity. As Arabian tribes were drawn into a confederation, first under Muhammad and then the first caliphs, there is a case to be made that it was the shared experience of being conquerors living together in the garrison cities in the provinces that forged, rather than harnessed, a unified Arab identity. The distinctiveness of this identity was then embraced by later Muslim writers and projected back into the pre-Islamic period. Therefore, it can be helpful to use the term Arabian, and Conquests by Arabians, rather than Arab to remind ourselves of what the Conquests achieved not just territorially but also existentially. It also highlights the divisions that continued to threaten the new Muslim community and eventually ended ‘Uthman’s caliphate.


Describing the Conquests as Muslim or Islamic produces a similar set of problems. Muslims referred to themselves as “Believers” or “Faithful,” that is monotheists, and so they may have been trying to unify all monotheists in the region in anticipation of the approaching Final Judgment. This made it possible for Jews, and especially Christians, to fight alongside Muslims. Byzantine and Persian sources refer to the invaders with a variety of terms connoting nomads, desert dwellers, or the descendants of Hagar and Abraham. The descriptor “Islamic” obscures the fact that neither the Muslims themselves nor their opponents viewed the Conquests in the narrowly religious way that the term implies today. It replaces the complexity of the seventh century with the more clearly defined religious identities and divisions found in the ninth-century Arabic sources and contemporary attitudes. In any case, spreading Islam as popularly conceived today does not appear to have been the issue. This may help to explain why mention of conversions, coerced or voluntary, is largely absent from the Conquest accounts. Indeed, in the conquered provinces the Arabian armies created new garrison cities, such as Kufa and Basra in Iraq and Fustat in Egypt, with the apparent intention of keeping themselves separate from the local population. That people were not forced to convert may help to explain the relative speed and success of the Conquests.


Both contemporary Byzantine sources and later Arabic sources speak of death and destruction that accompanies war, but this appears to have been a relatively short window of time before life resumed familiar rhythms. The archeological record does not reflect the razing of cities or evidence of much material destruction. Admittedly, this can be misleading because the early confrontations took place between armies in the field not through besieging cities. Given the armies of the Believers were interested in submission to God’s rule and revenue from tribute and taxation, it made little sense to kill those who would pay. Similarly, converts would not pay taxes and instead received a share of the tax revenue, providing another reason why there was little incentive to encourage conversion.


Many cities had paid an annual tribute or tax to Constantinople or Ctesiphon in exchange for the protection and security afforded by the Byzantine or Sasanian empires. When this failed it was hardly surprising that people would pay similar money for similar reasons to the new imperial capital in Medina. Furthermore, the Byzantine and Sasanian empires were ethnically and religiously diverse. The Sasanian state espoused Zoroastrianism, but had Jews, Nestorian Christians, worshippers of Mithra, Arabian polytheists, and others as subjects. The Byzantines had less religious diversity, but at the Council of Chalcedon in 451 the churches of the Middle East split from Constantinople. Consequently, they were often treated as heretics and schismatics by their own Byzantine government. As a result, being treated as a religious minority, even if one was part of the local majority, was not a new experience for the peoples who came under Muslim rule.


The Conquests seem designed to encourage surrender and payment while minimizing death and destruction. This does not mean it was peaceful. Cities and regions resisted strongly. There was destruction and violence, people and property were carted away as war booty and slaves, followed by the imposition of tribute. However, the terms of surrender were more lenient if a city submitted quickly, while fierce resistance was met with total devastation and more punitive payments. This served as a lesson to other communities. It also made good strategic sense if the goal was to take over control at the top with minimal disruption to the flow of goods and harvesting of crops.


In accounting for the success of the Conquests, scholars also point to the internal weakness of the Byzantine and Sasanian empires on the eve of the Arabian Conquests. The Byzantines ruled for centuries the areas around the eastern and southern Mediterranean, including modern Turkey, Syria, Palestine, Egypt, and North Africa. Similarly, the Sasanian, or Persian, empire controlled from Iraq across Iran to Afghanistan. These two regional superpowers had fought each other for centuries; the last great war between them was in the early seventh century. In 602 a military coup left the Byzantine empire weak and divided, and Persian troops conquered Syria, Palestine, Egypt, and Anatolia. The sacking of Jerusalem and the loss of the revenue-rich lands of Egypt were a huge existential and economic blow to the Byzantines and reveal a surprising level of internal fragility. A new Byzantine emperor organized a counter-offensive and quickly retook all the lost territory and marched his own troops to the very heart of the Persian empire, reaching its capital, Ctesiphon, near modern Baghdad. This reversal was possible in part because the Sasanians were also suffering internal political divisions that led to civil war. By the time it ended and Yazdigird III took the throne, Arabian forces had penetrated the western frontier. Moreover, Yazdigird III was very young and untested; the alliances that had undergirded the state remained vulnerable.


At the same time the unification of the Arabian tribes into the new super-tribe of Islam changed the balance of power in the region. Unity under the caliphate meant they were able to put more men in the field, and sustain campaigns through central control and allocation of troops and supplies. They were also led by some very able commanders, whereas the Byzantine and Persian forces were plagued by internal disagreements and divisions. At the Battle of Qadisiyya sometime between 635 and 638, near Ctesiphon, the Arabians won a decisive victory against the Sasanian army and in 636 in northern Jordan they did the same against the Byzantines at the Battle of Yarmuk. Participation in these two battles became a mark of distinction that conferred higher military stipends, a sign of precedence in Islam (sabiqa). The loss of the Sasanian capital and the fertile Iraqi lands left the Sasanian state extremely vulnerable. As the Arabian armies marched east in many cases the rulers of local cities surrendered after putting up short and ineffectual resistance. Yazdigird marshalled an army at Nihawand in 642, but he was defeated and the Persian army destroyed, ending the chance of organized military resistance. He spent the following decade traversing the Iranian plateau trying to muster enough support to stop the Arabian advance—without success. Syria and Palestine fell after the Battle of Yarmuk as the Byzantine emperor advised local people not to resist the Arabians, aware as he was that he would not be able to send reinforcements to help them. These communities often lacked their own military force or even weapons. Submitting to the Arabian forces was their best chance to preserve life and property. While the Byzantines were caught up in another succession crisis, the Arabian armies moved on Egypt and made their first incursions into Armenia in eastern Anatolia. The Byzantines, however, unlike the Sasanians, retained their capital, Constantinople, and their lands in eastern Europe and Anatolia which sustained the Byzantine empire for another 800 years.


‘Uthman became caliph in 644. He inherited the job of pursuing Yazdigird III and subduing the Iranian plateau. At the same time, he continued to chip away at Byzantine domains and regional dominance. The need for victory in battle to provide legitimacy and lucre was great. But just as important was figuring out how to incorporate conquered lands into the new empire. The booty of war was distributed to those who fought in the campaign minus one-fifth that was sent back to the caliph, as it had been to Muhammad. However, it was not clear how much of the continuing revenue from taxation should go to the fighters who had conquered and settled in the area, or to Arabian tribes who followed and settled after them, or to the central government in Medina. Disagreements over regional autonomy vs centralization in general, and over the allocation of money in particular, became a major source of opposition to ‘Uthman’s leadership.


THE WORLD ‘UTHMAN MADE AND THAT MADE ‘UTHMAN


Recognizing that our information about ‘Uthman ibn ‘Affan comes from eighth-century sources redacted in ninth-century chronicles and biographies, it is imperative that we address a few key intervening developments that shaped the memory of ‘Uthman and the concerns of historians and biographers. Of particular note are the first two Islamic civil wars, the rise of two monarchic dynasties, and the division of Islam into two sects, Sunni and Shi‘i.


‘Uthman’s murder triggered the first civil war. ‘Ali, Muhammad’s son-in-law and cousin, was sworn in as the fourth caliph. From the very beginning he faced opposition, including from key Companions such as Talha, al-Zubayr, and ‘A’isha, Muhammad’s favorite wife, who had a long-standing grudge against ‘Ali. Each side marshalled an army of supporters and they met at the Battle of the Camel in 657. It is so called because the battle raged around the camel upon which ‘A’isha rode in an enclosed litter. ‘Ali emerged victorious, Talha and al-Zubayr were killed, and ‘A’isha sent into retirement. ‘Ali was able to consolidate his authority over Iraq and then Egypt, but not Syria. The long-standing governor and commander in Syria, Mu‘awiya ibn Abi Sufyan, ‘Uthman’s kinsman, demanded justice for his murder and did not formally recognize ‘Ali’s caliphate. This put ‘Ali in an impossible situation; his strongest supporters in Kufa were responsible for ‘Uthman’s murder. ‘Ali could not afford to alienate them, never mind punish them. Again, two Muslim armies met, this time in Syria at the Battle of Siffin in 658. It seems that both sides were reluctant to kill fellow Muslims and the situation dragged on in skirmishes rather than full combat until soldiers on Mu‘awiya’s side put the Qur’an on the tips of their spears and called for the matter to be decided by God rather than strength of arms. ‘Ali reluctantly relented; an agreement was signed that they would meet again in a year’s time to arbitrate the dispute between them over the punishment of ‘Uthman’s killers.


The compromise at Siffin greatly undermined ‘Ali’s authority since it did not acknowledge him as caliph and instead treated him and Mu‘awiya as equals. Moreover, in the intervening year Mu‘awiya consolidated his position by making deals with influential individuals and tribes while ‘Ali struggled to hold his coalition together. In the arbitration, Mu‘awiya’s representative, ‘Amr ibn al-‘As, outwitted ‘Ali’s and the point of debate shifted from punishment of ‘Uthman’s killers to ‘Ali’s legitimacy as caliph. ‘Ali again withdrew to Kufa, further weakened, until a group of disenchanted former supporters plotted against him and eventually killed him. The murder of the first male convert, cousin and son-in-law of the Prophet, and father of Muhammad’s only surviving male grandsons was a further shock to the Community. It marked the end of al-Fitna al-Kubra, the Great Schism, the First Islamic Civil War.


By that point there was little opposition to Mu‘awiya who became the fifth caliph. He moved the capital of the Islamic empire from Medina to Damascus, indicating the degree to which his authority depended on the strength and loyalty of his own troops and the transformation of the Islamic empire into a regional power that could not be led effectively from Medina in the Arabian desert. Mu‘awiya consolidated his authority and relaunched the wars of conquest that had largely halted during the Civil War. He also appointed his son, Yazid, to succeed him. Because he introduced dynastic succession, i.e. kingship like the surrounding un-Islamic governments, there is a permanent stain on his reputation as a Companion and caliph. Yazid killed ‘Ali’s son, Husayn, and all his family at Karbala in Iraq in 680 when the latter was encouraged to rise up against Yazid’s rule in what became the Second Islamic Civil War. Husayn’s murder became an unbridgeable breach in the Community from which the characteristics and distinct doctrines of Sunni and Shi‘i Islam developed and increasingly diverged.


Shi‘i Muslims (from the Arabic “Shi‘at ‘Ali,” “faction” or “party” of ‘Ali) are those who believe ‘Ali ibn Abi Talib and his descendants are the rightful successors to Muhammad as political and religious leaders of the Community. The Shi‘is believe that Muhammad appointed ‘Ali to be his successor, but disagree in their judgment of the Companions who rejected that appointment and supported the succession of Abu Bakr and ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab instead. Today the majority of Shi‘is, the Imami or Twelver Shi‘is, assert that the first two caliphs were illegitimate and that the Community fell into error when it preferred them over ‘Ali. It seems likely, however, that this “rejectionist” position, and its harsh condemnation of the first generation of Believers, evolved over time. In contrast the earliest expression of Shi‘ism appears to have accepted the caliphates of Abu Bakr and ‘Umar as legitimate, if not ideal. This view is now held by only a small minority of Shi‘is, the Zaydis concentrated in Yemen, even though it was the position of ‘Ali himself. ‘Ali acquiesced to the election of Abu Bakr, ‘Umar, and even ‘Uthman, reportedly out of a desire to preserve the unity of the Community. This proved futile in the end.


Mu‘awiya’s Umayyad dynasty ruled from Damascus for almost 100 years. The Umayyads adopted the accoutrements of a royal court and absolute authority like the other superpowers of the region before them, along with accusations of worldliness and abuse of power. Opposition to their rule grew in many quarters, but coalesced around the idea-turned-doctrine that things would go better if leadership of the community resided with someone from among the “people of [Muhammad’s] house”—the ahl al-bayt. The expectation was that this someone would be a descendant of Muhammad through his daughter Fatima and her husband ‘Ali. However, the movement that successfully toppled the Umayyads, the ‘Abbasid Revolution of 750, had taken a broad view of ahl al-bayt to mean Muhammad’s clan, the Hashimites, and the new caliphs were descendants not of Muhammad and ‘Ali, but of Muhammad’s uncle, al-‘Abbas.
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