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Preface

This book was written to give students of Islam and the history of the Muslim
peoples an introduction to the basic concepts and problems. It is not another
narrative history, but a companion to the many accounts which are available:
a perspective on the common denominators given to fourteen centuries of
the Middle East and North Africa by Islamic rule and the Muslim creed. It is
hoped that the indexed chronology will be found convenient as a reference
guide to the main events, and that the bibliography will be useful as a guide
to further reading for beginners and specialists alike. The publication of an
English version four years after the original German edition has been a
welcome opportunity to correct the text and to update the bibliography. I am
grateful to Dr Carole Hillenbrand, who has doubled toil and trouble to
translate the book into fair English, for making lucid even my obscurities.

Ruhr-Universität Bochum G. E.

Preface to the second edition

The first English edition of this book, under the title An Introduction to Islam,
appeared in 1988 (reprinted in 1994). For the present edition, a number of
minor changes, corrections and additions have been made in the main text,
reproduced from the original sheets, in conformity with the third German
edition (1997). The bibliography has been completely revised and brought
up to date, with special regard to the needs of English-speaking readers.

October 2002 G. E.



Note on the transliteration

The transliteration system used here and in the other Islamic Surveys follows
that of the Encyclopedia of Islam (second edition) with the following modi-
fications:

k ≥, dj, dh, kh, and sh are rendered as q, j, dh, kh, and sh.



‘When God sent him, in the month of Rama∂Ån in which God willed
concerning him what He willed of His grace, the apostle set forth to ÓirÅ’ as
was his wont, and his family with him. When it was the night on which God
honoured him with his mission and showed mercy on His servants thereby,
Gabriel brought him the command of God. “He came to me,” said the apostle
of God, “while I was asleep, with a coverlet of brocade whereon was some
writing, and said, ‘Recite!’. I said, ‘What shall I recite?’ He pressed me with it so
tightly that I thought it was death; then he let me go and said, ‘Recite!’. I said,
‘What shall I recite?’ He pressed me with it again so that I thought it was death
and said ‘Recite!’ I said, ‘What shall I recite?’ – and this I said only to deliver
myself from him, lest he should do the same to me again. He said:

‘Recite in the name of thy Lord who created,
Who created man from a clot.
Recite! Thy Lord is the most bounteous,
Who taught by the pen,
Taught man that which he knew not.’”’

(Ibn HishÅm: SÈrat Mu˙ammad RasËl AllÅh [The Life of Mu˙ammad, the
Messenger of God]. Ed. Muß†afÅ al-SaqqÅ, IbrÅhÈm al-AbyÅrÈ, æAbdal-ÓafÈΩ
ShalabÈ, Cairo, 1955, Volume 1, pp. 236–7. – English translation based on The
Life of Muhammad, tr. A. Guillaume, Oxford, 1955, pp. 105–6. The text of the
first revelation is Sura 96 of the Koran, verses 1–5)

Thus around the year 610 AD the history of Islam began. Mu˙ammad, the
merchant of Mecca, became convinced of a truth which manifested itself to him
as a revelation ‘like the light of the morning’, the ‘reciting’ and spreading of
which became the meaning and work of his life from that day onwards. Already
in his lifetime the horizon broadened with the circle of believers. The message
spoke of the goodness and omnipotence of the one God; it also provided,
however, the elements of a legal arid government system which formed the
foundations of the first community in the name of this God. The message which

Introduction: the concept
and unity of Islamic history
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2 Islam: an historical introduction

was given to the Arabs in their language became, in the view of the founder, the
renewal and perfection of all revelation, aimed at all nations. The Arab
kingdom which spread rapidly after his death beyond the borders of the Arabian
peninsula became an Islamic world empire, whose ruler controlled, in the name
of God and in succession to the Prophet, the temporal fate and eternal salvation
of believers of all countries, and who also took the unbelievers under his pro-
tection. The unity of faith and of theocratic government within the empire
collapsed; but even in collapse and in strife the unity of Islam remained
inextinguishably preserved for centuries in the consciousness of Muslims.

We can, therefore, speak of Islamic history in a broader sense than
Christian history. It is true that there are analogies in the picture both religions
have of their own history. Christianity too has its starting point in history ‘when
the time was fulfilled’. In both religions, believers see this beginning as the
culminating point of sacred history, as the event which gives their life sense and
reality. The Christians of medieval Europe also saw themselves as the people of
God, the inhabitants of God’s state (the Civitas Dei). Moreover, both religious
communities share the same historical foundation. They participated in the
bankruptcy of the Roman Empire (the Imperium Romanum); in both cases the
inheritance of antiquity lived on and preserves in east and west a common basis
of mutual understanding. The continuity of the transmission of knowledge,
notably in philosophy and the Hellenistic sciences, is the most well-known
manifestation of this; yet in urban culture too, in the power struggle of
institutions, and in many a facet of political life, there are striking parallels. In
the West, however, by the high Middle Ages, developments appeared which
either did not take place in the Islamic East at all or occurred only very much
later. Above all, the Christian state lost its identity with the community of the
faithful much earlier than did the Islamic state.

The Islamic state was never called into question in the same way as, at the
beginning of the era which we call modern, the Church itself – already long
divided – was called into question by people who experienced their encounter
with God afresh as individuals. The Islamic world empire has also collapsed;
Islam, too, has experienced erosion through schism and disagreement; it also is
acquainted with the awakening of personal piety and the revolts of intellectual
scepticism against the institutions of theocracy. But division between the
people of God and the inhabitants of the State never became an accepted
reality; the Islamic character of the political community is today a reality even
in places where the ruling institutions no longer proclaim Islam as the state
religion.

Islam, which entered history as the message of the Prophet, manifested
itself as a religious and political order which encompassed the society of the
Near East and North Africa from the seventh to the nineteenth century and
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which in all the variety of geographical and historical individuality gave unity
and cohesion to the Arabs, Aramaeans, Berbers, Persians, Turks and others,
even when they were in conflict with each other. Even today, long after the
appearance of secular states in the East, the ideal of Islamic theocracy still has
political impact. It is the ideal of a state whose ruler unites spiritual and secular
command of all Muslims: guardian of the true faith, leader of public communal
prayer and overlord of political, religious and legal institutions; in this he
follows the example of the Prophet and in direct succession to him. It is true
that this ideal could no longer be realised after the death of the Prophet. The
question of succession (khilÅfa, ‘succession’, caliphate) already divided the
community under the first caliphs, kindling civil war and religious division.
The dynasty of the Umayyads, the Realpolitiker of Arab expansion and
occupation, could not satisfy the aspirations of a community which comprised
so many peoples. Their successors, the ÆAbbÅsids, who came from the tribe of
the Prophet, appeared after a victorious revolution (750) claiming that they
were truly the leaders not only of Arab believers but also of all Muslims. They
created, however, in a centralised government apparatus of ‘scribes’ (kuttÅb)
and in the military force of an absolutist government, institutions which were
alien to the community of believers. The champions of the religio-legal
institutions rose up against an attempt by the caliph al Ma’mËn (813–33) and
his two successors to make a rational and logically-argued meaning of the Holy
Book universally accepted. Their success freed Islam from the grasp of an
autocrat, binding it once again to a codified, sanctioned tradition: the Sunna.
From that time onwards – i.e., from the middle of the ninth century – dogma,
law and the system of government in the Islamic world were created as a result
of the effort of ‘Sunni’ orthodoxy to uphold the universal claim of Islam and
the unity of the faith against external and internal challenges. When this aim
came near to realisation, political unity was shattered and the caliphate had
fallen under the tutelage of foreign – Iranian and Turkish – dynasties. But in
the process of cooperation between the Islamic peoples and the multiplicity of
their intellectual traditions from east and west – a Semitic, Iranian and
classical Greek inheritance – there emerged the ‘international’ society and
culture of Islam. It survived the end of the caliphate (1258) for another six
centuries – the same length of time as the caliphate had lasted.

With the rise of modern nation states in the course of the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries we leave our subject. The history of Islam has continued,
but in place of a community which – although divided and split – recognises as
its sovereign the leader of orthodox prayer (even if he be a foreign usurper)
there have appeared nations of Arabs – Egyptians, Syrians, Iraqis – as well as
Persians, Turks and all the other Islamic peoples and regions. Their institutions
are modelled on examples of western legal and government doctrines. Most of
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their kings, presidents and dictators cannot, and do not want to, lay claim to a
spiritual role or religious authority. Others cherish this claim, attempt to
legitimise their state as an Islamic one and try to turn back the wheel of history.
Powerful movements aimed at reasserting the fundamentals of Islam flourish. It
is questionable whether they can solve the problems of a society in flux as once
the message of the Prophet at Mecca did; it is clear that they pursue different,
indeed contradictory aims although many of them use the same slogans. As
always, and recently even more than ever, politicians of all persuasions invoke
the community of the Islamic peoples. Whether it can bring back unity of
political activity remains to be seen. But their shared past exerts a profound
influence on their present.



æThere are many wonderful things in oriental history which cannot be grasped by
human understanding. A poor despised person, such as Muhammed was,
acquired through his piety and other virtues such power that he is revered
hardly less than God Himself by a great part of the inhabited earth – is that not
wonderful? The same person tamed a wild and intractable people without force
and educated them by giving them moral standards. He founded a religion
which swept Christianity out of the east like a broom; from the smallest
beginnings he established an empire which in half a century subjugated more
provinces than the Roman empire in three entire centuries and defeated two
flourishing empires, the Byzantine and the Persian, severely upsetting and
shaking the former, and completely destroying the latter – all this, I say, did not
happen without higher decree and must inwardly instil in our spirit, filled with
love and respect for our own religion, a feeling of fear and pain … In short,
anyone who wants to learn the different articles of the faith of nations about
God and divine things and the history of religions, or the customs, laws and
rules of tribes and states and forms of government, anyone moreover who is
captivated by the history of natural objects, of illnesses and cures, or who likes
to observe the form of the earth through the passage of time, and the rise and
fall of cities, will find in the study of Muhammedan history a sufficiency and an
abundance to occupy and satisfy him. Anyone who values literary history will be
amazed how many men in the east had wandered in all avenues of literature at a
time when our Europe was as if shrouded in a dark night of ignorance and
barbarism, and will recognise with pleasure what contribution every one of
them has made to the development of culture. He who studies such things has
one of the most thoroughly worthwhile activities of the human mind and the
most agreeable quickening of the spirit.’

(Johann Jacob Reiske: Prodidagmata ad Hagji Chalifae librum memorialem rerum a
Muhammedanis gestarum exhibentia introductionem generalem in historiam sic dictam
orientalem [written in 1747]. In: J. B. Koehler: Abulfedae tabulae Syriae. Leipzig
1766; 21786, pp. 239–40.)

Europe and Islam: the history of
Islamic studies in the West

2
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With such words Johann Jacob Reiske canvassed the study of Islamic
history and its Arabic sources in the year 1747. It was to Reiske that Arabic
studies (according to Johann Fück [20.02], p. 108) owes its ‘coming of age’. It
was the Enlightenment which had in broad outline prepared the ground in
wider circles for an unbiased interest in the history and culture of the Islamic
countries. To medieval Europe, Islam was a heresy; Mu˙ammad, who claimed
that he was renewing and perfecting the pure religion of Abraham, was viewed
as a false prophet influenced by Christian and Jewish heretics. Only a few
learned scholars pressed for a more thoughtful judgement. The strife-ridden
relationship between Christendom and Islam was characterised by centuries of
threats and military conflict. Rapidly and insuperably the Arabs had fallen upon
the provinces of Sasanian Iran and then of the Byzantine empire, had
conquered Christian territories in Asia Minor, Syria and Egypt, and had broken
Byzantine seapower in Sicily. After taking North Africa they had acquired
Spain and, in spite of the efforts of Charles Martel (732), they threatened the
heartlands of Europe for decades. These events could still fill a later observer
‘with fear and pain’ – Reiske’s words quoted at the beginning reveal this clearly
– and could prevent him from making an objective judgement; even nineteenth
century biographies of Mu˙ammad exude a spirit of prejudice and polemic,
depicting the Prophet as a cunning and self-seeking politician and the Koran as
a grotesque medley of fragments derived from Jewish and Christian traditions.

1. Early studies of Islam in the context of religious war

The Crusades made the Franks familiar with a superior culture; contacts with
the Muslims in Spain and Sicily gave Christian Europe access to the Arabic
transmission and continuation of the scientific heritage of the ancient world;
translations from the end of the eleventh century onwards enriched scientific,
medical and philosophical studies. A deeper understanding of Islam and its
history did not, however, accompany these developments. It was the defeats of
the Crusaders – Edessa fell in 1144, as did Jerusalem in 1187, to Saladin – that
awakened in intelligent men of the Church an awareness that coming to grips
with the ‘Saracens’ demanded spiritual armour, and especially a precise
knowledge of the Koran. The abbot Peter of Cluny (Peter the Venerable) who
became acquainted in Spain with the conflict between Islam and Christianity,
and the spirit of the     Reconquista – the Song of the Cid appeared at just this time
– commissioned Robert of Ketton in the year 1143     to produce the first Latin
version of the Koran. (This was more a comprehensive paraphrase than a
translation.) He also ordered certain Christian-Arab polemical and apologetic
writings about Mu˙ammad and Islam, which were then accessible in Toledo, to
be translated. He sent the translations to Bernard of Clairvaux and undertook in
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his Liber contra sectam sive haeresim Saracenorum to confront ‘the wicked sect of
the Saracens’ with the power of the word and reason. Dominicans and
Franciscans of the thirteenth century followed this example; the call for a
thorough linguistic training of missionaries – taken up above all by the famous
Raymond of Lull, whose religious zeal brought about his death in Tunis in 1316
– soon bore its first fruits. A standard work of polemic which on the other hand
corrected many errors was the Propugnaculum of the Florentine Ricoldo da
Monte Croce, who studied the language and religion of the Arabs around 1290
in Baghdad (Martin Luther translated this work into German in 1542!). But the
sources of information on Islam remained sparse. Until the seventeenth century,
Robert of Ketton’s version of the Koran, commissioned by Peter the Venerable,
provided the basis for other translations into European languages. It was replaced
and improved only in 1698 by the version of the Italian Ludovico Marracci.

The Ottoman conquests in the Balkans and Asia Minor in the fifteenth
century brought new danger for Europe and Christianity. Constantinople fell in
1453; but even then the information assembled by Peter and Ricoldo formed
the major sources used by a re-awakening polemical literature. ‘So much blood
has been spilt that streams of blood flowed through the city. Thus has the noble
city founded by Constantine fallen into the hands of the infidels … What the
fury of the Turks will bring about in the imperial city I do not know; but it is
easy to guess: a nation which is hostile to our religion will not leave behind
anything holy or pure’ – in these terms Enea Silvio Piccolomini (the future
Pope Pius II) wrote to Cardinal Nicholas of Cusa under the influence of the
contemporary crisis (correspondence published by R. Wolkan, Vol. III, I, Vienna
1918, p. 207) and he called for a unified and determined counter-attack on the
part of the Christians. The reply of the great man of Cusa must demand respect:
his Cribratio Alkorani (1461) is no strident polemic, but is written with the
intention ‘of viewing the book of Mahumet from the standpoint of the Gospel
of Christ, and of showing that there is, in this very book too, material through
which the Gospel, if it needed further attestation, would indeed be confirmed’.
It is written with the certainty that all religions have a share in the absolute truth
of the one religion. (Cribratio Alkorani, prologue, n. 10, 1–3, ed. L. Hagemann,
Nicolai de Cusa Opera Omnia, Vol. VIII, Hamburg 1985, p. 11.)

In Spain, contacts between Muslims and Christians continued after the
Reconquest too. In 1492,     the last Arab ruler had to leave Granada, but the
Muslims long remained in the Iberian peninsula as an important minority. Both
the notorious Inquisition and serious studies of the Arabic language to help
missionary work were the results of this precarious coexistence. Moreover,
contacts between the Church of Rome and the Christians of the Near East
encouraged such studies, in attempts to achieve union with the Oriental
churches and to support missionary activity there. Efforts on the part of the
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Curia to achieve union were likewise behind the setting up of a printing press by
Cardinal Fernando dei Medici, which from 1586 to 1610 published for the first
time important Arabic works in beautiful Arabic type. Amongst these were not
only Christian theological writings for use by Arab clerics but also the medical
encyclopedia of Avicenna, grammatical teaching manuals and an extract from
the geography of al-IdrÈsÈ – signs of scientific interest in the spirit of the
Renaissance. An example was set, which was soon to be followed in France,
Holland and Germany.

2. From confrontation to co-existence

The Islamic lands had been, since ancient times, stations for European trade on
the road to India and the Far East. Nevertheless, this route – which was always
precarious – had lost much of its importance from the thirteenth century, as
contacts with the Mongols had opened up an alternative route through Russia
and Central Asia. The discovery of America and of the sea route to India caused
a complete eclipse in the commercial importance of the Islamic east. Soon,
however, European governments found themselves obliged to enter into a new
and completely different relationship with the Islamic world. Under SelÈm I
(1512–20) the Ottomans had risen as the new power of the Near East, and
under his successor, SüleymÅn, threatened the Balkans; in 1529 the Turks
stood, for the first time, before Vienna. In the same year Charles V sent a
diplomatic mission to Persia in the forlorn hope that he would gain the Íafavid
ShÅh in Isfahan as an ally against the Ottomans. More successful were the
negotiations of his rival François I of France with the Turks. They bore political
as well as other fruits: in the year 1543 the king sent with an embassy to the
Sublime Porte the scholar Guillaume Postel, who bought Arabic manuscripts in
the east, produced a first grammar of the classical Arabic language and
published an idealised representation of ‘The Republic of the Turks’. His pupil,
Joseph Scaliger (1540–1609)     produced, in his major work De emendatione
temporum (1583), a thorough chronology of history according to all the sources
then available, even oriental ones; the Islamic calendar was also shown.
Moreover, the manuscripts of Postel which had reached the library of the
Elector of the Palatinate in Heidelberg enriched Arabic and Islamic studies in
both Germany and Holland. Holland soon took the lead; the cosmopolitan
atmosphere of a trading nation and the energy of important scholars con-
tributed to this. Thomas Erpenius (van Erpe, 1584–1624) studied the geography
of AbË ’l-FidÅ’ and the Persian chronicle of MÈrkhwand; he had the Annals of
al-ÊabarÈ in a Turkish version, and with it access to the major source of early
Islamic history; and he was the first to make available, by means of a textual
edition and a Latin translation of the world chronicle of the Copt al-MakÈn, an
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overview of Islamic history from its beginnings until the time of the Crusades,
an overview which went back to authentic Islamic sources. The successor of
Erpenius in the Chair of Arabic at Leiden was his pupil, Jacobus Golius (1596–
1667), whose Arabic–Latin dictionary (1653)     remained for nearly 200 years the
standard work for Arabic studies. Moreover, he brought back to Leiden valuable
manuscripts from the east. Around 1609 the pupil of Golius, Levinus Warner –
who represented the States-General at the Sublime Porte in Constantinople –
bequeathed to the library at Leiden a legacy of almost a thousand manuscripts,
and thereafter Leiden became the Mecca of European Arabic studies. To this
day its treasury of early Arabic manuscripts is unique of its kind. Of comparable
importance there were only the ancient holdings of the Escurial and of the
Vatican (these were described for the first time only in the course of the
eighteenth century) and the already important collection of the Bibliothèque
Royale (the present Bibliothèque Nationale) in Paris. Nevertheless, it was only
in the course of the nineteenth century that the holdings in Paris reached their
present-day level when diplomats and colonial officials, scholars and travellers,
in London and in Berlin, helped to found libraries of oriental manuscripts. Only
during the twentieth century did the disproportionately greater holdings in the
capital cities of the East become accessible and available to scholarship.

Researchers and adventurers, who by their travel accounts made known to
Europe the customs, culture and religion of the Islamic world, followed the
diplomats, and also the merchants who travelled to Persia for silk and precious
stones. The Roman Pietro della Valle travelled through Egypt and Syria, stayed
longer in Persia (1619–26) and depicted the conditions of the Íafavid kingdom.
The doctor François Bernier (1620–88) brought back from Syria, Egypt and India
sharp observations about society and economy. Adam Olearius (Ölschläger,
1603–71) accompanied a trade mission from Holstein and not only described
this in his Muscovitische und Persische Reyse covering the years 1633–5 and
1635–39, but was also the first to translate examples of Persian literature into
German. Then Jean-Baptiste Tavernier and Jean (Sir John) Chardin gave
thorough and many sided accounts of their Persian travels and experiences –
Chardin even became court goldsmith of the ShÅh – in the 1660s and 1670s.

3. The beginnings of Islamic studies

Travel accounts, political writing and practical handbooks on Turkey and other
Islamic countries satisfied a contemporary interest – an interest which was
certainly aimed more at the self-image, even self-criticism, of the Europeans,
than at unbiased knowledge. On the other hand, the scientific study of Islam, its
languages and literatures – to a large extent within the sphere of theology and
Semitic philology – remained restricted to the Koran and the Arabic language.
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The Reformation had directed attention to the text of the Bible and its oriental
versions; people had also begun to appreciate (and soon also to over-estimate)
the value of Arabic linguistic studies for an explanation of cognate Semitic
roots in the Hebrew Old Testament. Among them was Thomas Bedwell (1563–
1632) in Cambridge, who introduced the study of Arabic into England. Few
went further. The incumbent of the first Arabic Chair at Oxford, Edward
Pocock (1604–91),     himself also a theologian, made the pre-Islamic history of
Arabia and the dogmatic theology of Islam better known through his Specimen
Historiae Arabum (1650), and his Arabic-Latin edition of the concise History of
the Dynasties of Barhebraeus (1663), admittedly a compilation by a Christian
writer, nevertheless added to the few sources then known a significant summary
of Arab history until the Mongol invasion. It also provided abundant informa-
tion on literature and science from the best Arab historians.

Towards the end of the seventeenth century the power of the Ottomans
began to wane sharply – the attempt to storm Vienna in 1683 had proved
abortive – and Europe began to confront Islam more calmly. At the same time
the Enlightenment in France opened the way to an undogmatic confrontation
with the world of the Orient; a general enthusiasm about Asia also encouraged
scholarly studies. Bartholomé d’Herbelot (1625–95)     derived from Arabic, Persian
and Turkish chronicles the material for his ‘Bibliothèque Orientale’ (which
appeared posthumously in 1697).     As the first encyclopedia of the history and
culture of the Islamic countries and of the authors and works of their literatures
it was a milestone in the history of Oriental studies. Two decades later there
appeared the free rendering by Antoine Galland of ‘The Tales of the 1001
Nights’, soon also translated into English and German from the French version
– a European bestseller. Hardly any work of Arabic literature has determined so
deeply and definitively the image of the East in the West, and this is not in the
best interests of a dispassionate view. The Enlightenment, however, also taught
that Mu˙ammad and the Koran should be viewed more objectively and indeed
treated with respect. The Utrecht orientalist Adrianus Relandus in his work De
Religione Mohammedica (1705)     removed old errors, and the English translation
of the Koran by George Sale (1734) put the study of the Islamic Book of
Revelation on a new basis.

It was, however, Johann Jacob Reiske (1716–74), with whose panegyric of
Islamic history we began this chapter, who created a philological basis for these
various efforts. His teacher at Leiden, Albert Schultens, had been content to use
the study of Arabic in the service of philologia sacra, namely Biblical exegesis.
Reiske viewed the search for doubtful etymologies of Semitic roots as an idle
occupation; and he himself used the Arabic manuscripts of the library in Leiden
– for the sake of which he spent arduous years of study in Holland – in order to
open new doors for Arabic philology and to establish it as a truly independent
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scientific discipline. He would, moreover, have been able to achieve still greater
things if misfortune, mistrust, and indeed his reputation as a free-thinker had
not stood in his way all through his life and prevented his being appointed to a
Chair at the University of Leipzig. His wide-ranging works on Arabic poetry,
proverbs, medicine, numismatics and Islamic historians remained deprived of
the recognition which they deserved. His Latin translation of the Annals of AbË
’l-FidÅ’ found no buyers, so that only the first volume could appear; his interpre-
tation of Islamic history as a paradigm of universal history was in advance of his
time. So the history of scholarship preserves his memory as a ‘martyr of Arabic
literature’. Only after the French Revolution had changed the face of the world
and the spirit of scholarship could the study of Arabic and Islam be resumed on
the same level.

In the meantime, in quite a different way two other researchers of the time
enriched our knowledge of the Islamic East: Carsten Niebuhr (1733–1815),     a
member of the unlucky expedition to Arabia financed by the Danish king,
undertook (after the failure of that joint enterprise) further journeys through
southern Persia, Iraq, Palestine and Asia Minor (1761–7) and provided valuable
descriptions of his findings; and the Frenchman François Volney, who spent the
years 1783–6     in Egypt and Syria, observed the society and economy of the Arab
world under Ottoman domination. His diagnosis – that the collapse of the
economy and culture was brought on by oriental despotism and helped by
Islamic fatalism – long moulded the judgement of European historians.

4. The rise of Oriental philology

The word ‘orientalist’ first appeared in England (in 1779 in an essay about
Edward Pocock); in 1791 ‘orientaliste’ appeared in France; in 1838 ‘oriental-
isme’ was the subject of an article in the Dictionnaire de l’Académie Française. At
first this term meant the study of the entire Orient, i.e., both Near and Far East.
The establishment of the Paris École Spéciale des Langues Orientales Vivantes
in the year 1795 was intended to serve the practical demands of economics and
diplomacy. The languages of     the Near East were of paramount importance;
Arabic, Persian and Turkish were represented by professorial chairs. Thus were
‘Oriental studies’ in a narrower sense established as an academic discipline. In
Paris, a whole generation of European scholars in the early nineteenth century
either studied under Silvestre de Sacy (1758–1838) or were influenced by his
‘school’. De Sacy’s Arabic grammar, his Arabic chrestomathy and his textual
editions of Arabic and Persian historians and     men of letters were important
milestones. With his broad interests he exerted an influence on the wide circle
of his pupils from all the countries of Europe: Wilhelm Freytag, Gustav Flügel,
Heinrich Leberecht Fleischer and others from Germany, Carl Johan Tornberg
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from Sweden, Don Pascual de Gayangos from Spain and William MacGuckin
de Slane from Ireland and also Edward Elbridge Salisbury, first American
professor of Arabic (and Sanskrit) at Yale College (1841).

The interests of Austria in the Balkans and those of England in India
encouraged Turkish and Persian studies in those countries. In 1784 William
Jones had founded in Calcutta the Asiatic Society of Bengal, which promoted
not only Indology but also the study of the Islamic culture of India; in Fort
William College, where the employees of the East India Company were
instructed from 1800 to 1854 in the local languages, native teachers edited
grammars and texts. The diplomat Sir John Malcolm produced, with his History
of Persia (1815),     based partly on Persian original sources, a comprehensive work
which was not only of historical interest but also served the need for informa-
tion in view of Anglo-Indian politics and trade.

The versatile Joseph von Hammer Purgstall (1774–1856)     published in
Vienna between 1809 and 1818 a scholarly journal entitled ‘Fundgruben des
Orients’. This linguistically gifted amateur of Islamic literature had studied
Turkish and Persian at the oriental Academy of Vienna (founded in 1754 by
Maria Theresa) and had then also learnt Arabic in the East. In his journal –
largely filled with contributions from his own pen – he published the widest
variety of texts and subjects from the undiscovered treasures of Islamic liter-
ature, in collaboration with scholars from the whole of Europe. Today his work
arouses admiration more for its abundance than for its philological precision but
his wide-ranging treatment of the history and the governmental system of the
Ottoman Empire is still of value and his influence gave a wide circle of people a
new image of the East. Goethe read ÓÅfiΩ in Hammer’s translation: ‘In every
part my little book reveals how much I owe to this worthy man’, he acknow-
ledged in the ‘Notes and Discussions’ of the West-östlicher Divan (Hamburg
edition, Volume 2, p. 253). Despite this, he maintained a critical distance towards
him – as did the prelate Heinrich Friedrich von Diez (1784–91), the Prussian
chargé d’affaires at the Sublime Porte and the other source of inspiration for
Goethe’s encounter with the East.

In Germany Romanticism aroused an interest in the ‘differences in the
structure of human language’, in the ‘national character of language’ (Wilhelm
von Humboldt) and a sense of the specific external and inner form of Oriental
poetry. Friedrich Rückert (1788–1866) – who learnt Persian with Hammer-
Purgstall and who served first in Erlangen and then in Berlin as Professor of
Oriental Languages – created from the very spirit and genius of Romanticism
translations, unsurpassed even today, of great works of literature from the Near
and the Far East, amongst which was the first translation of the Koran to reflect
the rhetorical power of the original.

The growing number of specialists encouraged the idea of union. In the year
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1821     the Société Asiatique was founded in Paris (De Sacy was its first
president); the Royal Asiatic Society of Great Britain and Ireland followed in
1834, , , , , the American Oriental Society in 1842 and the Deutsche Morgenländ-
ische Gesellschaft in 1845.     They all sponsored (as they still do today) the study
of languages and culture of the East in the broadest sense, encompassing the
ancient East, the world of Islam, India and East Asia. Their publications made it
clear that knowledge of the East was obviously an international branch of
scholarship in its own right.

5. ‘Historicism’ and the opening up of the sources

The intellectual movement of Romanticism brought in its train a new
sensitivity towards the multiplicity and individuality of world literatures; at the
same time a new attitude to what constituted the proper study of history gained
ground. ‘Every era belongs immediately to God, and its value does not depend at
all on what results from it but lies in its own existence’; so wrote Leopold von
Ranke in 1854 (Über die Epochen der neueren Geschichte, new edition Darmstadt,
1954,     p. 8). To grasp the events, personalities and periods of the past in their
uniqueness, variety and richness and to appreciate them with a consciousness
that they were of equal value – this was, from the middle of the nineteenth
century, the aim of the Islamic historians who dealt extensively with known
sources and opened up new ones. It can be asserted that it was only this outburst of
historico-critical research which freed scholarship on Islam and its history from all
the practical constraints and theoretical considerations which had hitherto
imprisoned it. Since then, methods have become more refined. The field of vision
has become wider, whilst at the same time, too, the awareness of the relativity
and contemporaneity of ‘objective’ scholarly judgement has become sharpened.
Yet even today Islamic studies are still occupied with the tasks laid down by
historicism: assembling, appraising and arranging data and facts to establish a
framework to provide a surer interpretation of historical connections and forces.

In this context, then, there appeared the first general work on the period of
the Caliphs, by Gustav Weil (Geschichte der Chalifen, 1850–1; Geschichte des
Abbasidenchalifates in Ägypten, 1860–2). Even today, there is no comparable
work which gives a detailed presentation of events with constant recourse to
traditional sources. (It is true that a sequel would have to reckon with material
which has become unmanageable in size; Weil could limit himself to giving an
account from the chronicles which were accessible to him.) His biography of
Mu˙ammad (1843) was rapidly overtaken by the more comprehensive work of
the Austrian Aloys Sprenger (English 1851, German 1861–5) which even with
all the weaknesses of his religio-historical diagnosis (he viewed Mu˙ammad as a
morbid hysteric) for the first time made use of the material of Islamic traditions
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in extenso, giving a witty presentation of it. Like Sprenger, the Scotsman William
Muir worked in India and he was active in similar fashion, presenting to the
English public a biography of the Prophet (1856–61) based on the sources
opened up by Sprenger. Muir’s The history of the Caliphs (1883)     was dependent
on Weil. Weil had also prepared Historisch-kritische Einleitung in den Koran
(1844); most important, however, was the Geschichte des QorÅns of Theodor
Nöldeke (1860) which is still today a standard work in the extensively revised
and re-worked version of Friedrich Schwally (1909–19). Around the same time
the Viennese scholar Alfred von Kremer, after extensive journeys in the Orient,
began his     Geschichte der herrschenden Ideen des Islams (1868)     and a Cultur-
geschichte des Orients unter den Chalifen (1875–7),     unsurpassed synopses of the
intellectual and material culture of medieval Islam.

The great chronicles which provided the basis for these first general over-
views became universally accessible from the middle of the nineteenth century
in printed editions. Ferdinand Wüstenfeld (1808–99) published the classic
biography of Mu˙ammad by Ibn HishÅm, the Arabic chronicles of Mecca,
genealogical and biographical lexicons and geographical encyclopedias; the
Swede Carl Johan Tornberg published the great annals of Ibn al-AthÈr; the
Dutchman Reinhart Dozy published the historians of the Islamic west –
followed by critical studies of the sources and a comprehensive overview. Michele
Amari (1806–89)     published the Arabic historical sources of his homeland
Sicily; in Paris Adrien Barbier de Meynard (with Abel Pavet de Courteille)
published the detailed dynastic, cultural and natural history of al-MasÆËdÈ
(1861–77); Michael Jan de Goeje organised in Leiden, with the cooperation of
Dutch, German and Italian Arabists, the monumental edition of al-ÊabarÈ
(1879–1901) – our principal source for a knowledge of the first three centuries
of Islamic history – and soon afterwards Eduard Sachau (director of the Seminar
für Orientalische Sprachen founded in Berlin in 1887) published an edition of
the ÊabaqÅt of Ibn SaÆd, the book on the ‘generations’ of the Companions of the
Prophet and of the men of early Islam. Many of these editions have not yet been
replaced or superseded and a good many have been pirated or reprinted in the
Arab east.

At the same time a critical analysis of the sources began. Here too, editors
achieved important preparatory work. Julius Wellhausen applied methods he
had used in his critical study of the Pentateuch – the isolating of layers and
tendencies in transmission – to early Arab historians and used the results in his
classic work Skizzen und Vorarbeiten (1884–99),     in a work on Die religiös-
politischen Oppositionsparteien im alten Islam (1901)     and in his most important
work Das arabische Reich und sein Sturz (1902). In Italy Leone Caetani assembled,
in his grandiose Annali dell’Islam (1905–27)     and his Chronographia Islamica
which appeared at the same time (1913–22), the sources for a history of the first
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one-and-a-half centuries of Islam in as complete a form as was possible at that
time. The auxiliary disciplines of historical research, archaeology, epigraphy and
palaeography were treated more systematically from the turn of the century. As
early as 1875 to 1891 Stanley Lane-Poole had published a 10-volume catalogue
of the Oriental coin collection of the British Museum, and on the basis of this
had compiled a chronological table of the Islamic dynasties. The Russian
scholar, Vasilij Vladimirovich Bartol’d (Wilhelm Barthold 1869–1930, the
pupil of the Arabist Viktor Rosen) undertook the history of Central Asia and of
the Turkish peoples with the aid of numismatic as well as literary sources. In
Vienna Joseph von Karabacek (1845–1918)     advanced Arabic numismatics and
above all papyrology with the aid of the important collection of the Archduke
Rainer. The founder of Arabic epigraphy was the Genevan Max van Berchem
(1863–1921). His monumental Matériaux pour un Corpus Inscriptionum Arabi-
carum covered a large part of the Arabic inscriptions then accessible in Asia
Minor, Syria, Jerusalem and Cairo; this work which appeared from 1894     onwards
was continued after his death on the basis of material collected by him and by
others, but it has remained incomplete. Amongst those who worked on it were
Josef Strzygowski, who was mainly active in the field of art history, and Ernst
Herzfeld, a pioneer of Islamic archaeology, who brought to light very important
material from his journeys in Iraq undertaken with Friedrich Sarre, and above
all from the excavation of the ÆAbbÅsid Palace at Samarra (1911–14). Alois
Musil undertook from 1895 to 1915 a series of extensive research journeys in
eastern Syria, North Arabia and Mesopotamia. He discovered the Umayyad
castle of Qußayr ÆAmra with its striking frescoes and produced in a series of
topographical travel reports the foundation of our knowledge of the historical
geography and the ethnography of the Arabian steppe (he accompanied the
RwÅla Bedouin on their migrations for a whole year).

During this period the vast number of oriental and above all Arabic literary
works which had become known in the manuscript catalogues of the European
collections, and also since the middle of the nineteenth century in printed
editions from the Orient, grew inordinately. The job of examining and arrang-
ing them still remains incomplete; even now, not all the works preserved in the
libraries of the east are accessible or have been properly catalogued. The most
important tool of Arabic bibliography remains the Geschichte der Arabischen
Litteratur, which Carl Brockelmann who was then 27 years old published from
1895 onwards (‘in order to make it possible for the publisher Felber to publish
my edition of Ibn Qutayba’s ÆUyËn al-akhbÅr … by means of a comparatively
marketable work’, as he was later to remark not without bitterness – the pub-
lisher did not keep his promise to him). He enlarged it substantially through
supplementary volumes which appeared between 1937 and     1942 – a tremendous
achievement which moreover could hardly rely on competent earlier work. The
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most important of such earlier works was the exemplary catalogue of manu-
scripts in the Berlin Imperial Library – the present day Staatsbibliothek
Preussischer Kulturbesitz – written by Wilhelm Ahlwardt. Edward Granville
Browne produced an overall picture of Persian literature in the context of the
Islamic history of Iran (A Literary History of Persia, 1902–24).     He also wrote a
fascinating account of a year of study spent in Persia: A Year Amongst the
Persians (1893). A study comparable to that of Brockelmann on works in
Persian was begun in 1927 by Charles Ambrose Storey.

6. Islam as a field of scholarship

Besides historical research in a narrow sense, the study of the religion of Islam
became established as a special discipline. More than any other, the Hungarian
Ignaz Goldziher (1850–1921) should be mentioned here, who in his seminal
Muhammedanische Studien (1889–90) and many     other works and monographs
undertook ‘to apply the methods of critical historicism to Islam in its entirety
and to view it as a phenomenon of cultural history, the development of which is
essentially inspired by religious ideas’ (J. Fück [20.02], p. 226). Experience of the
East gave other scholars the stimulus to study contemporary Islam in its histor-
ical context. The Dutchman Christiaan Snouck Hurgronje (1857–1936), a
pupil of de Goeje, described the holy city of Mecca from personal experience
(1888–9) and – while active as a colonial official in Java and Sumatra –
portrayed for the first time the history and society of Islamic Indonesia. In
similar fashion, French orientalists contributed to the investigation of French
colonial territory in North Africa. Louis Massignon (1883–1962) began his
studies with geographical work on Morocco but soon went far beyond a limited
geographical framework. Just as the orthodox Judaism of Goldziher was the basis
and starting point for his observation of Islam, so too it was Massignon’s
Catholic Christianity which enabled him to have a deep understanding of
Islamic piety and mysticism. In the year 1909     his first important study on the
mystic ÓallÅj appeared. Independent in his interpretation of religious pheno-
mena, but also criticised for his drawing of parallels between Islamic and
Christian sacred history (the passion of Christ and of ÓallÅj, Mary and FÅ†Èma)
he nevertheless led Islamic scholarship far beyond a historical approach which
merely passively observes and compiles. New horizons were also revealed by the
Scotsman, Duncan Black Macdonald, who was at the Theological Seminar in
Hartford from 1892     and was the first representative of Islamic scholarship in the
United States; he used the methods of the psychology of religion in his works on
Islamic theology. At the Seminar für Orientalische Sprachen in Berlin, Richard
Hartmann from 1887 onwards produced similar work using sociological methods
(following Auguste Comte and Max Weber – who were still at that time viewed
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with mistrust and indeed attacked) to analyse the law, government and society
of Islam. Finally, Carl Heinrich Becker (1876–1933),     the first specialist in the
history and culture of the Near East in Hamburg, rebelled against the exclusion
of the Islamic east from the Western view of history and proclaimed (against
Ernst Troeltsch) Islam’s role as intermediary between Europe and Asia. He
argued that both Islam and Europe had assimilated the classical heritage, despite
all the differences between them in the way they chose to interpret it, and that
there was continuous exchange between Islam and Europe in all spheres of
intellectual and cultural activity. He also showed ‘that it was a mistake to view
Islam as being totally hostile to economic activity’ and to regard Islam as being
inherently fatalistic. In this way, he swept away long-standing prejudices ([14.19]
p. 65).

The abundance of knowledge, perspectives and opinions newly acquired
from texts and studies were gathered together in the first great collaborative
work of western Orientalism, the Encyclopaedia of Islam: a geographical, ethno-
graphical and biographical dictionary of the Mohammadan peoples. This was prepared
after a resolution of the Geneva Congress of Orientalists from 1894     by Gold-
ziher, de Goeje and Karabacek, it appeared in Leiden from 1908 in German,
French and English and was completed by the collaborative work of nearly a
hundred scholars after thirty years with the appearance of the supplementary
volume in 1938.

7. Research on Islam in East and West: encounter and conflict

Thus Islam as a field of scholarship began to emerge as a recognised discipline in
Europe and America from the end of the nineteenth century, to have indepen-
dent status through the establishment of Chairs and university institutes, to
express itself through journals and the publications of learned societies and also
to specialise in the spheres of Arabic, Iranian and Turkish studies. At the same
time, in the Islamic countries themselves Islamic research appeared which was
no longer primarily motivated by theology or law but which was scholarly in the
western sense; this development was brought about by movements of national
emancipation, sponsored and not infrequently set up by politicians and scholars
who had been students of European scholarship.

One of the great men of the new Egyptian literature, ÊÅhÅ Óusayn –
novelist, literary critic and politician of culture, defender of a nationalism which
was liberal and open to the West, and champion of a spiritual and scholarly
relationship with Europe – wrote about the first phase of fruitful intellectual
contacts between European teachers and Arab students. He describes in his
personal reminiscences the effect which the lectures of some important
European Arabists had on the students of Cairo University, which had been
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founded in the year 1908.     Until that time he had been a pupil of the famous
theological college of the Azhar Mosque; and, oppressed by its intellectual
narrowness, he was fascinated by the style and content of this new teaching.
Here the Egyptian professors not only read the traditional teaching texts of the
old curriculum – grammar, law, dogmatics – but opened up vistas of a wide
universe of knowledge and historical sources.

New professors came who completely entranced him [the author presents his auto-
biography in the third person] and took his fancy. There was Professor Carlo Nallino,
the Italian orientalist who gave lectures in Arabic on the history of Umayyad
literature [more precisely in 1908–09 on Arabic astronomy, and only in 1909–10     on
ancient Arabic literature up to the Umayyad period]. There was Professor (David)
Santillana; he also spoke in Arabic with a charming Tunisian accent about the history
of Islamic philosophy, especially about the history of (Greek-Arabic) translations.
There was also Professor (Gerardo) Meloni, who also lectured in Arabic on the
history of the ancient East; he told the students about things which no Professor
before him had ever discussed in Egypt – he dealt with the history of Babylon and
Assyria, he spoke about cuneiform script, and he discussed the laws of Hammurabi.
The young man understood everything which the professors said, he found nothing
complicated or difficult to understand. Nothing was more displeasing to him than the
end of the lectures and he looked forward to nothing more than the next lesson.
There was also a German professor, [Enno] Littmann; he spoke primarily about Semitic
languages and their relationship with Arabic and then began to teach some of these
languages. The young man would have broken away completely from his earlier life
had he not spent the rest of the day and part of the evening with his school fellows
from the Azhar, from the DÅr al-ÆUlËm [a teaching institute which was to teach
graduates of the Azhar the modern sciences and the students of the Faculty of Law.

But mingled with admiration and fascination there was also scorn and amaze-
ment; not only certain Egyptian professors,

but the foreign professors as well were a source of merriment and a target of mockery.
Their Arabic made the students laugh; and some of them twisted their tongues in
order to imitate the Arabic of this or that Italian or German professor! The young
man never forgot the day when the students decided to boycott the lecture of the
Italian Professor Nallino because Italy had declared war on Turkey [29.9.1911] and
had sent its warships against Tripoli. The students decided to assemble in the lecture
room until the professor came and sat down in his chair and then to go out of the
room and leave him alone. And so indeed it happened; the students left the teacher
alone in the lecture hall and then stood outside the door and waited to see how he
would react. The professor remained there for a few moments and then he came out,
turned to his students and said to them in pure classical Arabic but with his own
peculiar accent: ‘You are like a man who castrates himself in order to spite his wife!’
The arrow hit the mark and the point went home. From that day onwards no
university student contemplated another boycott on lectures. (ÊÅhÅ Óusayn: al-
AyyÅm [‘The Days’], volume 3, Cairo, 1973,     chapter 4, p. 34; chapter 6, pp. 42–3.)
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The spontaneous thirst for knowledge, the naive enthusiasm for the sheer
novelty of European scholarship, is today a thing of the past. But the conscious
withdrawal on the part of young Islamic intellectuals from tradition, the hope
for progress through secularisation according to a European model, and the
search for national self-expression through a new scholarly observation of the
Islamic past have laid the ground for efforts at philological and historical
research in the East. Like ÊÅhÅ Óusayn – who later continued his studies in
France – a good many writers and scholars from Egypt as well as from other
Islamic countries have studied in European and American universities, and
academies and universities in the Arab world have been founded as institutions
for literary and historical research on the Western model. Mu˙ammad Kurd
ÆAlÈ, the founder of the Arab Academy in Damascus and its first President from
1922 to 1953 (at the same time an important historian of his home city),
acknowledged in a long lecture the role played by European studies since the
Renaissance in their effect on the Arabs themselves:

We should now recognise how this Renaissance has influenced us and our language.
That means that we should be aware of how that mighty effort (on the part of the
Europeans) to re-awaken the Arab inheritance affects us personally, and we should
therefore praise those who have published our books, have given to our beloved
language the favour of their endeavour and who have taught us in lectures things
about the history of our people and the culture of our ancestors which we did not
know. (Majallat al-MajmaÆ al-ÆIlmÈ al-ÆArabi [Journal of the Arab Academy] 7.1927, p.
400)

On the other hand, the vigorous attacks of Kurd ÆAlÈ on the work of the
Belgian Jesuit Henri Lammens (1862–1937)     then active in Beirut who denied
that the traditional sources of early Islam had any truth in them at all show how
he could challenge European scholarship.

Yet the closing episode of the passage quoted above from ÊÅhÅ Óusayn
contains a lesson which is still valid today. Contempt for the foreigner who will
never be able to speak the language of Islam like an Arab, and, above all, anger
at the arrogance of power politics for which scholars are given their share of
responsibility – these are also factors at work in the scholarly encounter
between East and West. Even today, criticism of the political role of the western
powers in the Near East invites the judgement that western Oriental research is
an ‘organ’ of colonialism or imperialism.

The European must allow himself to be asked by the representatives of
independent and self-assured scholarship in the Islamic countries whether he
has mastered the Islamic languages thoroughly enough; whether he has
interpreted the sources sensitively enough; and whether he, as a non-Muslim,
can understand the religion, history and culture of Islam profoundly enough.
Even in the East, however, the classical literary language of medieval sources
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has become alien and rapidly more difficult of access to people today. Here the
rift between the written language and the spoken everyday language also plays a
part; only a few Muslims still possess the kind of education which was provided
by the traditional theological college (the madrasa). In addition, the scholarly
methods of philological textual work and of criticism of historical sources which
were developed in Europe have first of all been applied here to Islamic literary
and historical works and thereafter passed on to the East. The process of
assimilation has already begun and is still going on today. Thus the way has
been prepared for a fruitful collaboration between Europeans and the scholars of
the Islamic world, a collaboration which the East can promote to an ever-
increasing extent, but to which Europe can also contribute further by drawing
on its ancient and rich scholarly tradition.

The question as to whether philology or sociology is more useful to Oriental
and Islamic research is a favourite one today; it is a fairly idle one. As long as
many textual sources remain inaccessible, indeed unknown, there is a necessity
for philological work. Otherwise, all assertions now made about historical
hypotheses have feet of clay. Anyone who cannot read the sources often has to
be satisfied with half-baked ideas and half-truths. On the other hand, philo-
logical precision can simulate an objectivity which adopts as its own the limited
horizon of the medieval reader instead of teaching one to look through it. It
often presents to those seeking introduction and orientation nothing more than
an overall array of remote facts. Contacts with other disciplines are therefore
necessary – with general historical studies, with cultural geography and with
social sciences. In this way the field of Islamic history, which is still in its
infancy, can answer the vital questions of the present. It can only achieve this
aim if it does not capitulate to demands on the part of small-minded bureaucrats
that scholarship should produce immediate short-term benefits. Such a capitu-
lation would entail a half-hearted and – in a world of rapid and unpredictable
change – vain attempt at modernism. This young discipline can only find itself
if it keeps a sense of respect for the individual nature of its partners in the East –
a nature which has evolved over many centuries – and at the same time
expresses the profound community of shared historical concepts and experiences
between Europe and the Islamic world.
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‘God (Himself) is witness that there is no God save Him. And the angels and
the men of learning (too are witness). Maintaining His creation in justice, there
is no God save Him, the Almighty, the Wise. Lo! religion with God (is) the
Surrender (IslÅm). Those who (formerly) received the Scripture differed only
after knowledge came unto them, through transgression among themselves.
Whoso disbelieveth the revelations of God (will find that) lo! God is swift at
reckoning. And if they argue with thee (O Mu˙ammad), say: I have surrendered
(aslamtu) my purpose to God and (so have) those who follow me. And say unto
those who have received the Scripture and those who read not: Have ye (too)
surrendered (aslamtum)? If they surrender (aslamË), then truly they are rightly
guided and if they turn away, then it is thy duty only to convey the message
(unto them). God is Seer of (His) bondmen.’ (Koran, sura 3, verses 18–20)

Islam is a confession and a mode of conduct; it is the ‘exclusive confession’
of the One Almighty God; it is ‘complete surrender’ to His revealed command;
for the revelation is God’s manifestation and God’s command to man. ‘Islam’
therefore denotes acceptance of the revelation and the implementation of the
command, and in a broader sense the historically evolved system of law which
regulates both the worship of God as well as the conduct of the believers within
the community. Those who profess Islam (muslimËn) form a religious and
political community (the umma) which was founded by His prophet according
to God’s will. The umma is still – even after the break-up of the Civitas Dei and
the collapse of political unity – the community of people, nations and states
who in their belief, in their worship of God, in their private and public
behaviour, submit to the law revealed in the Koran. This law is based on
revelation; but in its shaping, systematisation and formulation it is the result of
historical and political experience; and disputes of faith and law have left their
mark on the political history of Islam until today.
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1. The Revelation

Anyone who seeks to understand Islam must have recourse to the Koran. The
Koran, according to Muslim belief, is the Word of God, the Revelation of His
divinity and His command to men; it is the basis of the Islamic religion, a basis
which has remained unaltered during the course of history, even if it is con-
stantly experienced and interpreted anew. But the Koran itself is a book which
is difficult of access. This is for external and internal reasons: external because
in the present arrangement of the texts of the Revelation it is not possible to
work out the original chronological sequence; internal because without a know-
ledge of the historical context it is not really possible to understand either the
message in its entirety or many of the details of, and allusions to, its environ-
ment. These associations, moreover, have only been preserved for us by the
manifold facets and reflections of religious tradition.

Mu˙ammad, the Prophet, was according to his own belief and that of his
community the recipient of the Revelation, God’s human instrument. It was his
mission to ‘repeat’ and ‘recite’ the message of the heavenly Book of Revelation.
‘Recite; in the name of your Lord’ – with this introduction to the first revelation
(sura 96) he found himself called to be a prophet; there then followed the
command ‘Stand up and warn’ (sura 74) which designated him as the messenger
of God to His people. Believers gathered around him and they soon began to
note down individual revelations; there are in the Koran itself allusions to the
fact that a knowledge of writing was quite common in the commercial city of
Mecca. For the community of believers these writings soon became an integral
part of the worship of God; a text to be recited (qur’Ån ‘recitation’), the Holy
Book, which joined the books of the old religions and replaced them. But the
task of writing down and collecting of the revelations was not completed during
the lifetime of Mu˙ammad; this occurred only later in the generation of his
immediate successors. A recent investigation has tried with penetrating
arguments to prove the opposite (John Burton), arguing that it was indeed the
Prophet himself who had the Revelations written down and that at a later date
Islamic lawyers made a distinction between the Revealed Book of God, and the
codified Koran, only so as to be able to use variant readings and apocryphal
material, and therefore denied the Prophet the achievement of having assembled
the Koran. Yet the tradition is unanimous – and if we wanted to characterise all
tradition as being fabrication motivated by bias and pious intention then history
could not be written: the tradition is unanimous that it was the third caliph
(æUthmÅn, 644–56) who first collected the Book of Islam and had it produced in
a complete, unified and unchangeable form. Until then individual parts had
been transmitted separately, smaller sections had been joined to bigger units,
and collections of these shorter and longer texts to be recited, the ‘suras’ (Arabic,
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sËra), had been assembled in notebook or scroll form by the trusted Companions
of the Prophet. After the turmoil of the conquests it seemed essential to ensure
that there was unity of belief in the new empire. The caliph therefore ordered
that a version of the Koran should be produced which was to be universally
valid, ‘canonical’, and that every other version which was in common use
should be withdrawn. The available collections were compared and compiled,
and the 114 suras were arranged roughly in order of their length – from the
second, which has 286 verses, to the last ones which have between 3 and 6
verses. The opening sura (the FÅti˙a), a short prayer which plays an important
role in Muslim worship and everyday life, is followed by the long legal texts of
the closing years in Medina and then by the numerous prophecies about God,
the Creation and Divine History. Only at the end of the book do there appear
the short ecstatic messages of the first period, which are full of the over-
whelming experience of revelation. Tradition tells us which suras were ‘sent
down’ in Mecca and which in Medina but there is no further information about
their chronological sequence and composition. If a relative or absolute chronology
can be constructed at all this is only on the basis of allusions in the text. To the
mind of the devout Muslim this is a matter of fundamental indifference: all
revelations are part of the Divine ‘original text’, the truth which existed in
God’s mind before time and creation. But the historian who wants to under-
stand the background, emergence and earliest development of Islam is given a
very difficult task. Several researchers on the Koran, such as Theodor Nöldeke,
Richard Bell and Régis Blachère, tried to put the suras and parts of suras into
their original order according to internal and external criteria, but they came to
different conclusions in each case. Absolute certainty is not possible; and yet
this remains a problem of great importance.

More than all other extensive traditional sources on the life and work of the
Islamic prophet, the Koran provides a firm base: it is a source of unique
immediacy and authenticity. If the genuineness and comprehensiveness of the
canonical text was questioned at all it was by minorities in the Islamic
community who thought that texts which confirmed the legitimacy of their
claims had been suppressed by æUthmÅn’s editors (but they too were content for
the most part to interpret the canonical text for their own ends). The canonical
text is also questioned today by some researchers who see in the Koran (as in
early Islamic tradition) nothing more than a backward projection of pious
fictions and political tendencies; according to them, what Muhammad originally
preached was not the religion of Islam but a Christian or Jewish heresy (M.
Cook and P. Crone; G. Lüling): it was the Umayyad caliphs or even later
proponents of theocracy who first canonised the Koran, and tradition about the
emergence and the activities of the Prophet is mythology (J. Wansborough). The
arguments advanced to support such hypotheses have not proved convincing as
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a whole. It is true that quite a few of the reports about the early period of Islam
say more about the tendencies and tensions of the community at the time when
the text was written down – a hundred or so years after the death of the Prophet
– than about ‘how it really happened’. Many questions remain unanswered. But
the personality and achievement of the Arab prophet would not be recognisable
without his message, without the Koran.

The signs and symbols of the Koran are those of its environment. Otherwise
people would not have listened to its message. Islam adopted the ethics, legal
concepts and religious rituals of ancient Arabia and drew on the religious
paradigms of Judaism and Christianity. It is therefore legitimate to look into the
sources – spiritual currents in general and literary ‘texts’ in particular. European
research has made great efforts to isolate and analyse Jewish and Christian
elements in the Koran, both Biblical material and other traditions of oriental
religious communities. In this way it has produced many important insights but
it has also emphasised the wrong issues; the essence and the impact of the
Islamic message cannot be explained only in terms of other religions. These
religions had spread not only amongst the sedentary Arabs of Syria and Iraq but
had also penetrated into inner Arabia. As a young man Mu˙ammad had become
acquainted with Christianity on his trade journeys along the spice route, and
after the emigration he met the Jews of Medina. In the course of his religious
and political experience he himself came to see his religion as the legitimate
continuation of earlier monotheism. But far more important than the paradigms
he had inherited was the pragmatic impact of the new message which was
revealed through him.

What, then, were the new elements? The society in which Mu˙ammad grew
up was a society in flux, from a nomadic to a sedentary way of life, from tribal
collectivism to individualism, from superstitious polytheism to monotheism; a
society which could not find a new direction for a way out of its conflicts. The
Prophet ordered them to reflect and to change their lives, not by a radical
negation of the existing order but by transforming it. He spoke to them in their
language – in the widest sense.

He brought the Arabs the Revealed Message in their own language; he drew
for that message on the language of the tribal poets who had already tran-
scended the limits of the different dialects; but it was he who really created a
common literary language for the Arabs. The form of his speech is related to the
language of the ancient Arabian seer (kÅhin), as in the form of rhyming prose
(sajÆ), which joins the verses of a sura or a shorter group of verses through
common end-rhymes. (As the Prophet drew away from the model provided by
the pre-Islamic soothsayer, the poetic character of this rhymed prose receded in
the course of time, becoming a mere relic in the longwinded legal texts of the
later period.) Apart from these ancient and traditional elements we can observe
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in the Arabic of the Koran an unprecedented richness of religious language and
of literary expression in general.

Even before Islam, AllÅh (from al-ilÅh ‘the god’) was the name of God and
the object of worship; individual men and women – they are called ˙anÈf in the
Koran – had already taken the step towards monotheism. The shrine of the
deities at Mecca, the KaÆba, remained a shrine and became the spiritual centre
of monotheistic Islam; and even the rituals of the old faith were incorporated
into the Islamic pilgrimage (the ˙ajj). But what had previously become an empty
shell, and of primary importance because of the markets, the holy months and
the truce which was linked with them, now received new meaning: founded by
Abraham, the KaÆba became the cornerstone of sacred history, the symbol of the
true religion which had been established earlier and was now renewed and
completed in the Arabic Koran.

The legal concepts of the pre-Islamic Bedouin are amongst the most impor-
tant elements which ancient Arabia bequeathed to Islam. They were, of course,
revised in the light of social change and under a new dispensation: tribal
solidarity and honour (Æir∂), norms of a religious dimension in ancient Arabian
paganism, collapsed just as the worship of the old gods did; they no longer
sufficed to confer unlimited validity on the ideals of manly virtue (muruwwa),
and it was precisely this which created the malaise which cried out for reform.
Insistence on social welfare (alms), the system of private and collective security
(lex talionis and penal law) and family and inheritance laws in the Koran are
proclaimed as the commands of the Divine Judge. In the place of ‘ignorance’
(jÅhiliyya, the characteristic of ancient paganism) there appears ‘knowledge’
(Æilm) derived from revelation. The community of the believers (umma)
transcends tribal society and in many respects replaces it.

The biography of Mu˙ammad is the biography of a man who sought God
and found Him in the experience of the divine summons; it is also the story of
the Prophet of Mecca who assembled around him a community of believers; and
finally, it is the story of the politician of Medina who founded Islamic
theocracy. It is the story of a triumph, but before the years of fulfilment there
stretched a long road of conflicts, setbacks and struggles. The leaders of the
Quraysh, the Bedouin tribe who had become sedentary in Mecca and taken
control of the city, the tribe to which Mu˙ammad himself also belonged, opposed
his cause and defended their way of life with increasingly repressive measures.
After the successful emigration to Medina there followed a long series of
military encounters, and bitter disappointment when the Jewish tribes refused
to recognise him as the spokesman of their own God. The Koran is not only
theophany and law; it is also a faithful mirror of this road to God, of the
struggles of a man who seeks, goes astray and despairs, who disputes with God, is
put back on the right way and consoled by Him and who corrects and justifies
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himself. The great themes of the Koran can be seen as reflections of this person-
ality. We must, of course, remain aware that with this perspective we grasp only
one dimension of ‘le fait coranique’ (M. Arkoun).

In the early revelations God reveals Himself as the omnipotent Lord, the
benevolent Creator and severe judge. Mu˙ammad himself is addressed:

Recite in the name of thy Lord who created, created man from a clot. Recite! Thy
Lord is the most bounteous, who teacheth by the pen; taught man that which he
knew not. (Sura 96, verses 1–5)

(Erwin Gräf [31.26] points out the Koranic analogy between man’s creation
and resurrection and translates: ‘who has taught you about the pen’, i.e. about
the pen which records man’s deeds for the Last Day; others interpret the word,
following Muslim tradition, to mean earlier religions with scriptures, or the use
of the pen, a symbol of high culture.)

Side by side with praise of God’s goodness and creative power there is the
threat of judgement; both combine in the warning to convert:

When Earth is shaken with her (final) earthquake and Earth yieldeth up her burdens
and man saith: What aileth her? That day she will relate her chronicles, because thy
Lord inspireth her. That day mankind will issue forth in scattered groups to be shown
their deeds. And whoso doeth good an atom’s weight will see it then and whoso
doeth ill an atom’s weight will see it then. (Sura 99)

Not only the warning of judgement but also God’s beneficence are reminders
that one should show compassion and concern for one’s neighbour.

By the morning hours and by the night when it is stillest, thy Lord hath not forsaken
thee, nor doth He hate thee, and verily the latter portion will be better for thee than
the former, and verily thy Lord will give unto thee so that thou wilt be content. Did
He not find thee an orphan and protect (thee)? Therefore the orphan oppress not,
therefore the beggar drive not away, therefore of the bounty of thy Lord be thy
discourse. (Sura 93, verses 1–11)

The demand to give alms – later made officially into the alms tax (zakÅt) –
is also one of the oldest elements of the revelation.

After his public appearance in Mecca, Mu˙ammad acquired a heightened
awareness of his mission by means of meditation, a more exact knowledge of the
great scriptural religions and the experience of conflict with the unbelief and
attacks of the pagan Meccans. He became aware of his position in God’s plan of
salvation, he referred to the revealed religions and enunciated a monotheistic
faith in God. In the conviction that his God was identical with that of the Jews
and Christians he proclaimed the ‘Arabic Koran’, the ‘Clear Book’ of his
Revelation, to rival the revealed books of other ‘People of the Book’ (ahl
al-kitÅb). At the same time in his preaching he drew on the religious traditions
of his own environment (in the broadest sense); on the Biblical stories of Noah,
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Abraham, Joseph and Moses, the story of the birth and childhood of Jesus; on
post-Biblical – Rabbinical and Christian – material (such as the story of the
Seven Sleepers of Ephesus and motifs from the Alexander Romance), religious
concepts (the Spirit and Word of God, angels and devils), and indeed popular
folk wisdom of Arabia (attributed to the wise man, LuqmÅn). The literate
Meccans accused him of plagiarism:

Those who disbelieve say: This is nought but a lie that he hath invented, and other
folk have helped him with it … And they say: fables of the men of old which he hath
had written down so that they are dictated to him morn and evening. Say (unto
them, O Mu˙ammad): He who knoweth the secret of the heavens and the earth hath
revealed it. Lo! He ever is forgiving, merciful. (Sura 25, verses 4–6)

This Koran, given in ‘clear Arabic speech’ (sura 16, verse 105 – and
elsewhere) can only – according to Mu˙ammad – be the work of divine mercy.

The conflict with the Quraysh intensified. It developed into social and
economic reprisals against Mu˙ammad’s clan, the BanË HÅshim. Recourse to
sacred history now acquired a new dimension: Biblical figures as well as ancient
Arabian prophets appear as warners in exemplary legends in which unbelief and
wickedness receive dreadful punishment. At the same time the conflict led to a
theological struggle with polytheism. The concept of AllÅh, the Almighty
Divine Creator, did not at first preclude the existence of other deities. Only
now did the Prophet turn decisively and harshly against the cult of the (female)
deities of Mecca and formulate the creed of the one God who has no partner
(sharÈk), who allows no intercessor. Finally, indifference and rejection on the
part of the Meccans led to the conclusion that it was God Himself who shut
their eyes and hearts to the signs of His creation and the wonder of His
revelation: ‘He sendeth whom He will astray and guideth whom He will’ (sura
16, verse 93).

The activities of Mu˙ammad in Medina put other themes in the forefront
of the revelation. But always the glory and the inaccessible greatness of God
remain the fundamental experience of his religion, which includes both strict
legal prescriptions and the mystical search for God.

God is the light of the heavens and the earth. The similitude of His light is as a niche
wherein is a lamp. The lamp is in a glass. The glass is as it were a shining star. (This
lamp is) kindled from a blessed tree, an olive neither of the East nor of the West,
whose oil would almost glow forth (of itself) though no fire touched it. Light upon
light. God guideth unto His light whom He will. (Sura 24, verse 35)

‘At all times will this simile of the Lord and the mysterious aloofness of his
splendour penetrate to the innermost heart’ (G. von Grunebaum [14.22], p. 88).
But ‘even as persuasive is the portrayal in the famed “Verse of the Throne” of
the Lord in His cool and immovable grandeur’ (ibid., p. 89):
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God! There is no God save Him, the alive, the eternal. Neither slumber nor sleep
overtaketh Him. Unto Him belongeth whatsoever is in the heavens and whatsoever
in the earth. Who is he that intercedeth with Him save with His leave? He knoweth
that which is in front of them and that which is behind them, while they encompass
nothing of His knowledge, save what He will. His throne includeth the heavens and
the earth and He is never weary of preserving them. He is the sublime, the tremendous.
(Sura 2, verse 255)

The ‘emigration’ of Mu˙ammad from Mecca to Medina, the Hijra, of the
year 622, was no flight; the Muslims left the tribal alliance of the Quraysh and
were adopted by the Aws and Khazraj into theirs. Compulsion and favourable
circumstances worked together so that from the ‘Emigrants’ (muhÅjirËn) and
‘Helpers’ (anßÅr, the believers in Medina) the core of the Islamic state could
grow. Mu˙ammad showed his political genius for the first time in the pacification
of the oasis which had been torn apart by blood feuds. Thereafter he showed the
same genius as a military leader in the long conflicts against the economic
power of Mecca, which he provoked in calculated fashion, in his successes and
failures, and finally in the masterly, cleverly restrained diplomacy which led a
good seven years after the Hijra to the bloodless conquest of Mecca. The Koran
also bears witness to these events, to people’s inner response to political happen-
ings, and to the ways in which human destinies are shown to be part of God’s
design. Thus, after the battle of Badr, the Prophet is given encouragement:

And remember when thou settest forth at daybreak from thy house-folk to assign to the
believers their positions for the battle, God was Hearer, Knower. When two parties of
you almost fell away, and God was their protecting friend. In God do believers put their
trust. God had already given you the victory at Badr when ye were contemptible. So
observe your duty to God in order that ye may be thankful. (Sura 3, verses 121–3)

whereas the defeat at U˙ud is to serve as a test for the believers:

And was it so, when a disaster smote you, though he had smitten (them with a
disaster) twice (as great), that ye said, how is this? Say (unto them, O Mu˙ammad): It
is from yourselves. Lo! God is able to do all things. That which befell you, on the day
when the two armies met, was by permission of God that He might know the true
believers and that He might know the hypocrites. (Sura 3, verses 165–7)

In Medina the religious institutions of Islam took on the form which – in
their broad essentials – they have preserved until today. Mu˙ammad’s relation-
ship with the Jews of Medina was to prove a major development of Islamic
ritual. He came to Medina with the conviction that the revelation which he
had experienced was identical with earlier ones which had come to the Jews and
the Christians; he therefore expected that the Jewish tribes would accept him as
the messenger of God. This expectation was disappointed. Before the final
break, however, there was an attempt at reconciliation through adaptation: in
addition to the morning and evening prayer which had already been established
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in Mecca, he added a mid-day prayer, and communal Friday worship may well
have been instituted as a borrowing from the Sabbath. There then came the
order to turn towards Jerusalem at the time of prayer, and the fast of the Jewish
Day of Atonement was also made binding on Muslims (the ‘åshËrÅ’ fast).

Their refusal to follow Mu˙ammad – which may well have been for politi-
cal as well as religious reasons – led not only to the banishment and destruction
of the Jews of Medina (and later those of Khaybar). It also led to a new direction
in the Koranic interpretation of history. Already in the earlier suras Abraham
appeared as the representative of the true religion and the ancestor of the
Meccans. Mu˙ammad now came to the conclusion that the Jews must have
moved away from the religion of Abraham (millat IbrÅhÈm) and that they had
broken their link with God. Abraham now became the most important pre-
decessor of the Arab prophet; with his son Ishmael he built the KaÆba in Mecca
as the shrine of God and the centre of the pilgrimage. Islam, which was founded
before Moses and Jesus, before Judaism and Christianity, took precedence over
the religions of other ‘possessors of scriptures’ who had distorted the revelation.

Thus the Ka’ba regained its original significance as the goal of the Islamic
pilgrimage. The direction of prayer (qibla) was now also turned towards Mecca,
and the number of prayers was later increased to five. It was laid down that there
should be fasting during the daytime for the duration of the month of Rama∂Ån.

Whether we recognise Mu˙ammad as the Prophet of God, or whether we
regard the Koran as the expression of his personality, the creation of the Islamic
state and the unification of Arabia under Islam are his handiwork. The first
important sign of this achievement is a document handed down by historians in
an apparently authentic form – the regulations or ‘Constitution’ of the commun-
ity of Medina. This document, promulgated soon after the Hijra, regulated the
relationship of the tribes, the Meccan ‘Emigrants’ and the Medinan ‘Helpers’
and bound them together in a new larger community which was not based on
blood relationships but on religion. From now onwards, there stood above the
tribes the umma, the community of believers under the authority and protection
of God and under the leadership of Mu˙ammad.

The last years of the Prophet were devoted to the propagation of Islam
externally and the legal organisation of the umma internally. It had as its central
point the mosque (masjid: ‘place of prostration’ before God): the place of
communal prayer and at the same time the centre of the community. Solidarity
among the believers gave stability to the community. Obligatory and voluntary
alms (the zakÅt which was levied as tax and the ßadaqa which was an act of
piety) established a sure financial basis for the community. Communal ‘striving
in the path of God’ (jihÅd), namely the war against unbelievers, served to defend
and extend the realm of Islam.

Personal safety within Muslim society remained based on the principle of
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blood vengeance; but the reforms incorporated in the Koran replaced the sanction
of tribal honour by divine command and by the judgement of the Prophet. The
principle of apportioning redress and the prohibition of exacting further penalty
from the avenger prevented the internecine blood feuds of the past, while the
recommendation to accept blood money instead of blood vengeance paved the
way for more humane behaviour. The evidence of witnesses was made the basis
of contractual law and litigation.

The social system used the individualistic tendencies earlier responsible for
the break-up of the old order to build up a new system of marriage, family and
inheritance; this system treated the woman as an individual too and guaranteed
social security to her as well as to her children. Legally controlled polygamy was
an important advance on the various loosely defined arrangements which had
previously been both possible and current; it was only by this provision (backed
up by severe punishment for adultery), that the family, the core of any sedentary
society could be placed on a firm footing.

The large interrelated groups of Bedouin tribes and clans played an important
part in the Islamic community for a long time to come. But just as the religion of
Islam is the adoration of God by the individual, so too do the social system and
the ethics of Islam regulate the corporate life of individuals; each individual is
made responsible for his actions. Man’s life is not confined within the compass
of society in this world but it is given significance by the promise of eternal bliss
for all those who by following God’s commands deserve such a reward. The state
can therefore be no more than a means to this end; it is a religious institution
which has the obligation of taking under its protection the worship of God, the
maintenance of the law and the propagation of the faith.

Obscured by veneration and hatred, the picture of Mu˙ammad in history is
not easy to discern. The example and precepts of the Prophet became overlaid
in Muslim tradition by legend; they were falsified for pious and impious reasons
and misused in the struggle for succession and supreme power in the Islamic
state. Thus the commentaries on the Koran and the biographies of the Prophet
often tell us more about the commentators and transmitters than they do about
the original meaning and circumstances of their subject matter. On the other
hand, European criticism has all too often imposed concepts and criteria on the
personality of Mu˙ammad which are not appropriate to his time and his milieu.
For too long Mu˙ammad, the Prophet, has been contrasted with Mu˙ammad,
the politician, as if they were two different people; yet there is no separation
between religious and political activity either in the ancient East or throughout
Islamic history. At the same time as Mu˙ammad brought to the people of his
time and environment a new religion and a new system of communal living, he
created the base on which Islam was able to grow into a world religion and the
foundation of a world empire.
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2. The development of religious doctrine

(a) Islamic history and the history of Islam
The Koran is the fundamental document of Islam and, since its codification,
the unchangeable basis of Islamic faith and life. To the community of the
believers it gave – and still gives today – the basis of communal faith and
communal action. It contains the basic duties of the Muslim, namely those
fundamentals of communal life which tradition designates as the ‘pillars of
Islam’: prayer, or rather, adoration, the worship of God, which is incumbent
on every believer at set times; fasting in the month of Rama∂Ån – a communal
experience, which determines for one month every year the private and public
life of the Islamic world; the pilgrimage to Mecca which, even in the age of
the aeroplane, is not possible for every Muslim, but which is the fulfilment of
a lifetime for many believers who follow the example of their Prophet in all
the details of the ritual; the duty to give alms which also in the form of
taxation levied by the state preserves an awareness of social responsibility; and
finally, the confession of faith ‘There is no God but God, and Mu˙ammad is
His Prophet’, and the recitation of the Revealed texts in general which unite
all Muslims in communal worship of God, whatever their particular religious
persuasion.

The doctrine of salvation in Islam is the doctrine of men being ‘rightly
guided by God’ to temporal and eternal bliss through God’s commands. But
God’s command was not immediately recognisable in every individual case. Here,
problems began to manifest themselves early on and conflicts became apparent.
In a world of stormy and continuing change the Revealed Book constantly
needed to be interpreted anew and, moreover, to be supplemented through
experience and transmission. The spread of Islam, political conflicts, social and
economic changes – all these gave the impetus; the older religious communities,
forms of government and civilisation which the Arabs encountered in the
formation of their empire contributed foundation stones, models and methods.
With the evolution of political and religious institutions, there developed the
various branches of religious and legal doctrine in which the knowledge (Æilm)
given in the Koran was explained and systematised:

• its pronouncements on the duties towards God in jurisprudence (fiqh), the
doctrine of Revealed law (sharÈÆa, the ‘clear defined way’);

• its pronouncements on the essence and activity of God in theology (kalÅm,
polemic and apologetic ‘dialectic’) and dogmatics (ußËl al-dÈn ‘the principles
of faith’);

• its pronouncements on the reality of faith, on the personal relationship of
man with God, in mysticism (taßawwuf);

• its pronouncements on the life of the Prophet and the first community in
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historical tradition (sÈra, i.e. sÈrat al-nabÈ ‘the normative or model way of life
of the Prophet’);

• the text itself in the study of philology (grammar and lexicography) and in
extensive Koranic commentaries (tafsÈr, ‘interpretation’).

Islamic doctrine developed out of conflict between the interpreters of the
scripture and the forces of change in the community. The very destiny of society
and state was experienced and perceived through the prism of conflicts about
the interpretation and application of the Revealed Koran, of the ‘way’ based on
the Revelation, model and conduct of the Prophet, the sharÈÆa of the religious
community. From the beginning until the present day, movements and conflicts
which are presented as religious in the mirror of the sources – and that means in
the minds of the actors themselves – have profoundly affected and indeed shaken
state and society.

The expansion of Islam and its formation into a state are only the first and
most striking examples of this. At the death of Mu˙ammad (632) the Arabian
peninsula was Islamic; under the four caliphs of the first generation who had
belonged to his Companions, Arab armies subjugated the Sasanian empire from
Iraq as far as eastern Iran and the Byzantine provinces of the Near East. Under
the rulers of the Umayyad dynasty they reached as far as the Atlantic and the
Indus (711) – in the name of God and of His message revealed through
Mu˙ammad. The question could be and has been asked – was this not rather a
tribal migration and was it not economic necessity which pushed the Arab tribes
out of the peninsula? Was it not actually the religions and cultures of the
surrounding world which created ‘Islam’ – as dogma, law, state and culture?

‘The Islamic religion did not create a unified civilisation; but the unified
civilisation of the caliphal empire which evolved for quite other reasons has
been the basis for the expansion and victorious progress of the Islamic religion
until the present time.’

So wrote Carl Heinrich Becker with provocative exaggeration in an article
on ‘Islam as a problem’ (1910) [32.03].     But this is only one side. Today we know
more about the sources of Islam, including its non-Arab sources – Jewish,
Christian, Hellenistic, Iranian. In the period of its emergence and development
they gave Islam models of social structure and political order, paradigms of
religious expression, the impetus to develop and defend dogma. But the basis of
political success, the power which welded the Arabs together and then created a
community composed of totally different peoples and cultures, was the religion
of the Arab Prophet.

Religion here means the whole of life and experience of the world. Mu˙ammad
gave a disintegrating society both a diagnosis of its malaise and a therapy for it;
he was able to answer the fundamental social, economic and ethical questions of
the world around him because he saw them as religious and answered them in
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that way. He was able to create an Arab nation because he brought the Arabs,
in the language of the Revelation, a language of communication and literature;
because he – the Seal of the Prophets – gave to the Arabs as recipients of the
final truth a place in sacred history; because he made a tribal society which was
out of joint, into a community of believers under his own guidance, as the
messenger of God.

Since unity itself, the formation of a state and the expansion of the Arabs
all began under the auspices of a religious mission and under the theocracy of
the Prophet, the legitimisation and constitution of the evolving community –
and centuries later of the declining community – were viewed and appraised in
the light of Revelation. That is also a historical reality. It is true that religion
was not only a motivating force but also a provocation: conflicts soon appeared
between tribal and communal solidarity and how the community saw itself,
between Arabness and the fellowship of Islamic peoples, between autocracy and
theocracy, between the claims of charisma and normative tradition. Such
conflicts ended in bloody civil wars. Just as the Arab campaigns of conquest may
well have been caused by deep material need, so too behind the outbreaks of
violence which occurred in the periods immediately after this there may well
have been conflicts over the division of pasture and agricultural land, needs
dictated by hunger and epidemics, and later on the new migratory movements
of Turkish and Mongol nomads. Social oppression and economic exploitation
by the rulers led to the outbreak of revolts and to protracted periods of dissen-
sion. Many of these conflicts – not only in early Islam – were publicly presented
and dealt with as conflicts about the fundamental principles and the institutions
of the religious community: about the legitimacy of the caliphs, the successors
(khalÈfa) of the Prophet who as leaders (imÅm) of prayer and the guarantors of
the law had to watch over the well-being of the believers; about the relationship
of God’s omnipotence and justice vis-à-vis human freedom and responsibility;
about the relationship of personal inspiration vis-à-vis the eternal and perfect
Koran; and about the autonomy of the legal system, which had been revealed
and transmitted according to the model laid down by the Prophet, in relation to
arbitrary action on the part of individual rulers. For this reason jurisprudence
and theology also developed in Islam, both as a result of the internal stimuli of
the political, historical process and as a response to external models and
influences.

(b) From civil wars to schism
Before his unexpected death, the Prophet had given no indication about succes-
sion to the leadership of his community. With the demise of the theocrat who
spoke in God’s name the preservation of the theocracy itself was called into
question. The caliph (khalÈfa), i.e. the successor and ‘deputy’ of the Prophet, had
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to be the most pious person and to rule according to God’s will. But how was
this to be guaranteed? Unanimity was reached amongst the Prophet’s Com-
panions; but it was already a compromise, and had within it the germ of conflict.
Only the first two caliphs were brought to power unopposed, on the basis that
their legitimacy was assured by the consensus of the community (through election
by the shËrÅ) and by their membership of the tribe of Mu˙ammad, the Quraysh.
They were AbË Bakr (((((632–4),     who united the Arabs in the first wars of
conquest, and ÆUmar (634–44), who created the territorial basis of the Islamic
world empire. But these criteria of legitimisation became unusable when
dissension amongst the Prophet’s companions from the Quraysh tribe destroyed
the unity of the umma. The policy of ÆUthmÅn (644–56) which favoured the
family power of the BanË Umayya against the rival clans of the Prophet’s house
and upheld reasons of state against the rights of the tribal armies which had
achieved the conquests, not only created bad blood and social unrest; it was
branded as a betrayal of theocracy, as ‘innovation’ (bidÆa) against God’s command
and the bidding of the Prophet. (‘Innovation’ became the essence of heresy, just
as ‘precedent’ [sunna] became the fundamental concept of true religion.) The
murder of ÆUthmÅn led to the first civil war. The rival parties of the civil war
which broke out under his successor, ÆAlÈ (656–61), embodied at the same time
the conflicting beliefs of the first religious schism and these politico-religious
views remained in the minds of the theologians as paradigms of the debate
about theocracy right up to the disputations of later periods.

The party of ÆAlÈ (shÈÆat ÆAlÈ, known later as the ‘ShÈÆa’), the Prophet’s
cousin and son-in-law, had pressed their claims from the beginning. From the
outset these claims were based on ÆAlÈ’s special closeness to the Prophet: he had
been amongst the first Muslims, he was related to him by ties of blood and
marriage and he was the guardian of his inheritance; from this he apparently
sought to derive special religious authority. At any rate, it was on these grounds
that the ShÈÆa justified their claim to legitimate rule when they involved
themselves in political opposition and – after fruitless struggle – became sectarian
outsiders. Mu˙ammad, they allege, chose ÆAlÈ through designation (naßß) and
personal legacy (waßiyya) as the spiritual leader (imÅm) and head of the theo-
cracy; the ‘light’ of divine inspiration passed from Mu˙ammad to him and then
to his corporeal and spiritual successors.

With the agreement of the Medinans (Mu˙ammad’s ‘Helpers’, anßÅr, after
his Hijra) ÆAlÈ was finally made caliph in 656. Yet he lacked the authority to
command the precarious situation which developed. Supported by an anti-
Umayyad coalition, i.e. by the opponents of ÆUthmÅn, as well as by the Medinans
and above all by the tribes which had settled around KËfa in Iraq and had
opposed ÆUthmÅn’s policies of distribution of wealth, he did not manage to exact
vengeance on the murderers of æUthmÅn. In Mecca an alliance of disparate
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elements was cobbled together in revolt against ÆAlÈ – old enemies of ÆUthmÅn
amongst the Quraysh grouped around Êal˙a, Zubayr, and Æå’isha the influential
widow of the Prophet, who were morally responsible for the murder, together
with the ‘pious’ opposition of those who held fast to the ideal of theocracy. The
rebels gained Baßra, the most important garrison in Iraq; but in the Battle of the
Camel of 656 (so-called because of the camel from which Æå’isha observed the
fighting), Êal˙a and Zubayr fell. The outcome divided Islam into the supporters
of the Meccan aristocracy, who were finished politically; the party of ÆAlÈ,
which from now on was centred in KËfa; and the family power of the Umayyads
in Syria. MuÆÅwiya, the governor of Damascus, emerged as the leader of the
Umayyad family, and presented himself as the avenger of ÆUthmÅn. He forced
ÆAlÈ into a battle at ÍiffÈn (657) and with superb political acumen made himself
master of the situation: he avoided the military outcome which threatened to go
against him and entrusted the political decision to arbitration ‘according to the
Will of God’. The pious faction failed when faced with the realities of power:
the representatives from Kufa declared that neither ÆAlÈ nor MuÆÅwiya was
worthy of the caliphate, while in the meantime the Syrian troops had paid
homage to MuÆÅwiya. A few months later ÆAlÈ fell at the hand of an assassin;
MuÆÅwiya was thus left as the sole if not the uncontested ruler of the empire and
Damascus became the new centre of power.

The family to which the caliph should belong was only part of the contro-
versy which was discussed in arbitration and finally decided by military force.
That controversy also involved the stability of the Islamic community and the
responsibility of the ruler before God and the Muslims. The mismanagement
perpetrated by ÆUthmÅn as whose avenger MuÆÅwiya stepped forward had raised
the question of responsibility; if it was right to put such a question and if
ÆUthmÅn had transgressed God’s commands, MuÆÅwiya’s claim would be jeopard-
ised. The court of arbitration, in acquitting ÆUthmÅn, decided against ÆAlÈ. But
was it for a human court to decide such a question? In his readiness to accept the
arbitration, ÆAlÈ had relinquished his right to act. A violent rebellion which
rapidly spread in his own ranks was the result.

While ÆAlÈ in Kufa prepared to march against Syria, a large group of the
tribes which were settled in Iraq threw off their allegiance to him and left the
garrison town in rebellion. ÆAlÈ had first to fight against these rebels, on whom
he inflicted a decisive defeat at NahrawÅn (658); but his murder – an act of
vengeance for NahrawÅn – assured the caliphate to the Umayyad MuÆÅwiya
(661). Detailed research on the social background of the Arab tribes who had
‘seceded’ (kharaja), the KhÅrijites (khawÅrij), has produced very concrete
material reasons for their dissatisfaction. Apparently they were not considered
to be amongst the earliest conquerors who, according to the register (dÈwÅn) of
the caliph ÆUmar, received the largest incomes from the conquered land and
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property; but it was only after the euphoria of the conquests that disagreements
over the distribution of wealth began. The opposition of the KhÅrijites has
rightly been seen also as the rebellion of the tribes against any individual
assumption of authority: since if the Bedouin had ever acknowledged the
authority of anyone at all it was that of the best person in the tribal community
as the ‘first among equals’, and this was always after a unanimous decision and
for limited aims and purposes. None of the pretenders who came forward against
each other in the fight could bring unity and justice to the Muslims. The
bitterness of the KhÅrijites was directed therefore not only against the ShÈÆa but
also against the Umayyads, whose control over Iraq and Sistan was seriously
endangered by their rebellions in the following decades. The ideology of their
opposition was religious fundamentalism: the decision belonged only to God;
people should act only according to God’s revealed command; and anyone who
disobeyed this command should, regardless of his creed, be expelled from the
Muslim community. In their view, only the best and most pious person from the
community of the just should be chosen as caliph according to their unanimous
decision, ‘even if he be a black slave’. This was radical Puritanism, then, which
could maintain its identity only in opposition and which persecuted with the
sword all those who did not share such views. Only later did followers of this
doctrine, the IbÅ∂iyya characteristically enough, located in Arabia and amongst
the Berber tribes of North Africa – manage to establish small, short-lived auto-
nomous states on this basis.

Henceforth the ShÈÆa also remained a political and religious party of
opposition: political in their rebellion against the Umayyads and religious in
their expectation of the just ImÅm, a doctrine which in the course of two
centuries was elevated to a millenarian Utopia. ÆAlÈ’s son, Óusayn, was killed
during the reign of MuÆÅwiya’s successor YazÈd, by superior Syrian forces (680);
his martyrdom at KarbalÅ’ in southern Iraq is still today a commemorative day of
the ShÈÆa. His brother Óasan, the other grandson of the Prophet, resigned. But
when ÆAbdallÅh ibn al-Zubayr, as the anti-caliph in Mecca, called for war
against the Umayyads in Damascus, and a second civil war broke out (((((683–92)
against a background of plague and famine, another claimant of the ShÈÆa
appeared in Kufa. A respected follower of the family, MukhtÅr, persuaded ÆAlÈ’s
eldest son, Mu˙ammad – not from ÆAlÈ’s marriage with FÅ†ima, and therefore
not even a descendant of the Prophet – to allow himself to be used as the figure-
head of the ShÈÆite movement. Belonging to ‘the house’ of the Prophet was the
decisive factor (this Arab concept of heredity was used to legitimise the claims
of the caliphal dynasties of the Umayyads and later also of the ÆAbbÅsids). For
the political ShÈÆa their claim to leadership was linked to the Arab ‘aristocracy’
of the Prophet’s family and this remained so. Decisive, however, for their religious
impact and crucial for the doctrine of ShÈÆite Islam were the expectations which
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its rapidly increasing supporters among the Iranian mawÅlÈ pinned on it. The
mawÅlÈ were non-Arabs who became the clients of Arab families after
conversion to Islam. They had long been settled in Iraq and Persia and were the
self-confident transmitters of the old social structure and culture of the towns
and of the countryside, but were still of inferior legal status. It was in these
circles that the hope of a leader was nurtured, a ‘charismatic’ leader who would
be legitimised through succession in body and in spirit, the impeccable and just
ImÅm, the ‘director’ of the worship of God and the leader of the community. He
alone could exercise the divine leadership of all Muslims, for their well-being in
this world and the next. This was ‘the rightly guided one’, the MahdÈ.

MukhtÅr’s rebellion (685–7) foundered: the offer of alliance with the rebels
in Mecca was rejected and ‘Abd al-Malik was able to unite the Arab empire by
means of his army of Syrian tribes. But the expectation of the MahdÈ remained.
It persisted even after the death of the pretender as the hope and mainstay of
many opponents of the Umayyad ‘kingdom’, which in their eyes was illegal.

It was only after the collapse of the political ShÈÆa that this expectation
became a historical utopia and a religious hope for the restoration of justice at
the end of time. At first, for another century after the martyrdom of Óusayn and
the death of MukhtÅr, the supporters of the ÆAlids defended the political claims
of the house of the Prophet by passive resistance and militant uprisings. Up to
the end of the seventh century disunity amongst the opposition enabled the
Umayyad governors, ruling with an iron hand, to keep peace and quiet in Iraq
and in the Persian provinces which were governed from there. Continuing
bitterness between ShÈÆites and KhÅrijites, and the rivalry between the leaders of
the Arab tribes (the ashrÅf) and the mawÅlÈ who were struggling for recognition
and participation, made it easy for the dynasty to play off one party against
another. But deep conflicts and social tensions between different social groups
created a ferment of increasing unrest. The internal collapse of the Umayyad
state was accompanied by an ever-increasing number of rebellions, amongst
which was that of the great-grandson of ÆAlÈ, Zayd ibn ÆAlÈ (740).

The successful revolution of the ÆAbbÅsids ushered in a new era of Islamic
history. (The ideology of revolution obscured, however, the obvious continuity
of Arab domination, and the discrepancy between claim and reality was
strenuously ignored by the theoreticians of the ÆAbbÅsid state.) The ÆAbbÅsids
too represented the ‘house’ of the Prophet, and they also took upon themselves
the religious expectation of the MahdÈ. AbË HÅshim, the grandson of ÆAlÈ and
son of the pretender Mu˙ammad, died without issue, entrusting his rights to the
caliphate to the grandson of the uncle of the Prophet, al-ÆAbbÅs. Known as the
HÅshimiyya, this group began their propaganda in KhurÅsÅn, supported by the
ShÈÆa in Kufa who thought that their time had come. But it was the ÆAbbÅsids who
put an end to all political hopes on the part of the ShÈÆa. Al-ManßËr (754–75)
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the real architect of ÆAbbÅsid power and also the founder of the new capital,
Baghdad, got rid of the leading men of the revolution when they stood in the
way of interests of state. He replaced religious by dynastic legitimacy, which was
made acceptable to the pious by ensuring that his ancestor, al-ÆAbbÅs, was
surrounded by an aura of panegyric tradition.

After a series of unsuccessful rebellions the ShÈÆa gathered around ImÅms
who were descended from Óusayn b. ÆAlÈ and who pointed the way through the
scholarly tradition of their community to true faith even under illegal rulers.
One of the ÆAlid lines, the Zaydiyya (named after Zayd ibn ÆAlÈ) developed a
theory of government which justified toleration of the ruling régime. This was
to become the official doctrine of small states in the Yemen and on the Caspian
Sea in the second half of the ninth century. On his way to absolute power the
caliph al-Ma’mËn sought reconciliation with the ÆAlids once again and pro-
claimed the ImÅm of the Óusaynids as his successor to the throne (817) – a
gesture which remained unfulfilled, as it did not even gain support among the
staunchest supporters of the Caliph in KhurÅsÅn.

In the urban centres of the ÆAbbÅsid empire, Arabs and non-Arabs joined to
form an overall Muslim community and together created a flourishing economy
and culture in which the political significance of old conflicts receded. The
establishment of ‘orthodox’ law schools based on the Koran and on the recog-
nised traditions of early Islam retained only a dim memory of the struggle of the
KhÅrijites for the absolute validity of scripture and of the consensus of the ‘just’;
the basis of the authority of the ruling caliph was to be not the enlightenment of
the MahdÈ but rather the charisma of oriental, and above all Iranian, kingship.
However, when caliphal power collapsed from the middle of the ninth century
onwards this became an increasingly unimportant problem. The religious expec-
tation of the ‘moderate’ ShÈÆa was no longer directed towards rebellion; it
became utopian.

The Twelfth ImÅm from the line of succession of ÆAlÈ disappeared (873)
and was taken into ‘hiding’ (ghayba); the chain of ImÅms was broken. At the
beginning agents (wakÈl) appeared who, it was believed, received his commands;
but in the eyes of the widely-scattered and heterogeneous groups of the ShÈÆite
community they lacked unifying authority. In the year 940, on the death of the
fourth wakÈl, the theologians of the ShÈÆa saw the link with the ImÅm as being at
an end: the ‘Lesser’ Occultation of the Hidden ImÅm was followed by ‘Greater’
Occultation, out of which he will return at the end of time as the MahdÈ and
will re-establish God’s authority in an empire of justice.

Until that time it is the task of legal scholars to set out the fundamentals of
the law, the Koran and tradition according to ÆAlÈ and the later ‘visible’ ImÅms.
They have also to apply these fundamentals, using the insight which has been
bestowed on them for the benefit and well-being of the believers and temporal
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authorities. Scholars and the mass of believers were drawn together by a con-
tinuum of painful experience beginning with Óusayn’s martyrdom at KarbalÅ’;
the certainty of the restoration of justice at the end of time reconciled them to
an unjust régime. Not only the belief but also the life of the ShÈÆite Muslim was
imbued with this attitude; it became a force for social order and for the consoli-
dation of the urban bourgeoisie and the agricultural classes in southern Iraq and
Iran. This attitude hardened under the Iranian dynasties of ShÈÆite persuasion in
the tenth century, and became a critical factor in the continuation of Iranian-
Islamic culture in the face of the Turkish and Mongol invasions of later periods.
It was only in the sixteenth century, however, that the dynasty of the Íafavids
elevated the ‘Imamite’ or ‘Twelver ShÈÆite’ creed to the status of a state religion
and made the clergy of their spiritual community into a dominant institution of
Iranian government.

Yet while the ShÈÆa withdrew to the side-lines, gave up any political aspira-
tions and renounced the hope of the MahdÈ until the end of time, the move-
ment had become split. The descendants of Zayd ibn ÆAlÈ have already been
mentioned. The majority of the party followed JaÆfar al-ÍÅdiq (d. 765), the sixth
ImÅm of the line which began with ÆAlÈ. But disputes arose as to whether JaÆfar
had passed on the Imamate to his son IsmÅÆÈl who had died before him and
through him to his grandson Mu˙ammad, or to the younger MËsÅ al-KÅΩim. A
minority, the IsmÅÆÈliyya, recognised Mu˙ammad ibn IsmÅÆÈl as the seventh and
last ImÅm: he is also ‘hidden’.

The early history of the ‘Sevener’ schism remains shrouded in obscurity.
Around the end of the ninth century, however, there arose a militant mission in
the name of the seventh ImÅm, the movement of the Carmathians (QarÅmi†a)
(called after their leader ÓamdÅn Qarma†) which renewed the revolutionary
élan of the old ShÈÆa. To the farmers in southern Iraq, in the Persian villages
around Rayy and later also in KhurÅsÅn, to the Bedouin in Ba˙rayn, and to the
Berbers of North Africa, they promised the return of the MahdÈ or QÅ’im ‘who
would stand up for the cause of God’ and bring social justice. Their propaganda
also appealed to educated people, since it drew on Greek, neo-Platonic
cosmology for its doctrine of the enlightened ImÅm and it was presented in
esoteric circles as a secret doctrine: the cosmic order of the seven heavenly
spheres, the seven intellects emanating from the divine spirit, is mirrored in the
seven ImÅms – or even in the Seven Prophets among the last of whom were
Mu˙ammad, ÆAlÈ and the QÅ’im. The rebellions of the Carmathians at the
beginning of the tenth century shook the weakened power of the Caliphate,
whose authority deteriorated in face of the pressure of the Turkish praetorian
guards in their own entourage and of movements for autonomy in the provinces.
At the same time a new split inside the IsmÅÆÈliyya itself led to the establishment
of an anti-Caliphate. In the Syrian centre of the movement their leader
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ÆUbaydallÅh had himself proclaimed as the expected MahdÈ (899). The Ba˙rayn
Carmathians and others denied him their allegiance; but in North Africa the
ground was already prepared for him. With an army of supporters from Tunisian
Berber tribes he pushed the dynasty of the Aghlabids, which was loyal to the
ÆAbbÅsids, out of QayrawÅn (909–10) and became the first caliph of the
‘FÅ†imids’ (named after Mu˙ammad’s daughter FÅ†ima, the wife of ÆAlÈ and the
mother of Óasan and Óusayn, with whom he sought to establish a blood
connection through the ImÅm Mu˙ammad ibn IsmÅÆÈl by means of controver-
sial genealogy). He proclaimed his son as the expected QÅ’im.

After a few years the FÅ†imids had become masters of North Africa. After
the conquest of Egypt in 969 they founded Cairo (al-QÅhira ‘the victorious’)
which was from then onwards their metropolis. They extended their sway to
Palestine, Syria, and even the holy cities of Arabia, so that for a century they
remained the foremost power of the south and east Mediterranean. For a long
time, too, through their continuing missionary activity, they remained a force
for spiritual and social unrest in the Islamic east. Even when the political power
and religious authority of the Caliphs in Cairo dwindled, new schisms kept alive
the revolutionary pathos of the movement: the movement of the Druzes, who
revered the deified FÅ†imid Caliph, al-ÓÅkim (996–1021); and, more virulent
and dangerous still, the NizÅriyya – called after NizÅr, the son of al-Mustanßir
(1036–94), who was bypassed in the succession for the throne. Under the
leadership of their Persian missionary, Óasan ibn al-SabbÅ˙ (1090–1124)     who
established himself in AlamËt in the Elburz mountains, they became a
movement of terror in Persia and afterwards in Syria too. Their commanders
spread fear and terror amongst orthodox Muslims as well as amongst the
Frankish Crusaders by means of religiously motivated murder (allegedly under
the influence of hashish, from which comes the name ÓashshÅshËn: ‘assassins’).
The Mongols destroyed the power of AlamËt (1256); yet even today there
survive widely scattered groups of the IsmÅÆÈliyya, such as NizÅr’s group under
the leadership of the Agha Khan in Bombay and others too in Syria, in eastern
Iran and in India.

But with these sects of the ShÈÆa we have reached the antipodes of
‘orthodox’ Islam, the heresy of the ‘radicals’ (ghulÅt) – radical in that after the
revelation and the divinely inspired pronouncements of the Prophet Mu˙ammad
they allowed his inspiration and word to be superseded or even abrogated by
other, human leaders. The more stress the sects laid upon this claim, the more
firmly the orthodoxy of the legal schools under the ÆAbbÅsid caliphate and its
loyal vassals linked itself to the statutes of the Koran and the transmitted words
of the Prophet.
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(c) Between theology and tradition: the development of dogma
The political opposition parties of early Islam lived on in the religious sects of
the later period, in the large and small groups of the KhÅrijites and the ShÈÆa,
and in many other movements, which – in a constant convergence of the
political and the religious – awaited justice from inspired leaders either in their
own lifetimes or on their expected return. Religious scholars erected the edifice
of Islamic dogma and pronounced on what was heresy and what was orthodox
belief, not in the unrest of the period of expansion and civil wars but under the
shelter of stable rule. According to a statement handed down from the Prophet,
his community would be split into 73 ‘divisions’ or sects and dogmas. Heresio-
graphers, the authors of manuals on various schisms and sects were busy
describing them all; not only the opponents but also the architects of state
orthodoxy are covered in this medley of opinions and it is not easy to discern
historical reality behind the bias and polemic of later tradition. Indeed, the
orthodoxy of the majority, from whose perspective the wide-ranging discussion
of the early period is presented to us as a Babel of heresy and error, only
formulated its articles of faith three centuries after the revelation of the Koran –
three centuries of debate amongst the Muslims and of the defence of their faith
against the old religions of different peoples, who were quickly conquered but
were united under Islam only after a long process of social and spiritual
assimilation.

The schism of the first civil war led to a conflict of opinion about the
legitimacy of the Caliphs and their rivals, and more generally about the criteria
of orthodox faith. We have just looked at the extreme positions in this dispute:
the anti-authoritarian anarchy of the KhÅrijites and the cult of authority of the
ShÈÆa. If, according to the opinion of the ShÈÆa, the just ImÅm was sufficient (and
at the same time indispensable) as a guarantor of the well-being of the com-
munity, the KhÅrijites limited the community to a handful of the just. The
political reality of the Umayyad caliphate allowed for compromise positions
which made it possible to come to an accommodation with the ruling authorities.

The party of ‘postponement’, the Murji’a, represented such a position: it left
judgement on the sinner to God, postponed the verdict on those who aspired to
the caliphate and declared that the worship of God, even under a sinful ImÅm,
was valid. When, however, in the last decades of the Umayyad period, one of
their leaders in KhurÅsÅn consistently demanded equal rights for all Muslims
and – a sign of the social conflicts of the times (cf. p. 78f.) – the removal of land
tax and equal pay for all, Arabs and mawÅlÈ, it became a party of opposition.
Amongst the mawÅlÈ, too, who stood up against the Umayyads but who sought a
modus vivendi, there were efforts at a compromise solution. The representatives
of ‘retreat’ or ‘neutrality’ in the dispute between ÆAlÈ and his opponents, the
MuÆtazila (as they were later to be called), did not excommunicate the sinner as



44 Islam: an historical introduction

the KhÅrijites did. Nor did they treat him as a righteous person, as did the
Murji’a. Instead, they viewed him as a member of the community, not as an
unbeliever against whom Muslims had to fight.

But these and other positions, attitudes which gradually transpired in the
political confrontations of the day, became models of systematic theology only
in the course of the decades; only very much later did the MuÆtazila become the
name of a dogmatic ‘school’. At first it was a matter of open discussion about
disputed questions in the community without dogmatic limits. Nor was all the
impetus to theological reflection of a political kind; not all discussions were
characterised by the divisiveness of schism. Deepened insight – often, it is true,
sharpened by political debate – into the image of God in the Koran led to
reflection on the stumbling-blocks of monotheistic belief and the justification
of man before God.

The preacher Óasan of Baßra (d. 728), who is revered because of his ascetic
piety as one of the fathers of Islamic mysticism, was one of the first to think
about the hypothesis which is embodied in the doctrine of the KhÅrijites as well
as the Murji’a: the concept of a just God who demands virtuous behaviour from
man, who punishes the sinner and rewards the pious. He concluded that man,
having free will, is responsible for his acts. In the generation of his disciples,
discussions about divine justice (Æadl) and man’s free will in the face of God’s
power (qadar) ranged widely; qadariyya became the label of theologians (many
of them were mawÅlÈ and harsh critics of the Umayyad caliphate) who could not
attribute to God any acts of will which ran counter to the hypothesis of justice,
and who could not envisage justice without freedom of choice. Such theologians
directed the logic of their arguments against those who advocated unquestion-
ing acceptance of the scriptures, who insisted on the words of the Koran about
God’s omnipotence and predetermination and who placed God above the
alleged necessity of human reasoning. (It was these opponents of theirs who –
partly in collaboration with authorities and partly in silent protest – began to
develop the statutes of dogma, ethics, and law based on the Revealed Word and
on the collection of the established traditions of Islam, the Sunna of the Prophet.)

The weapons of theology acquired dialectical brilliance and rationalist edge
by discussion with the Hellenised Christianity of the East – experienced in
subtle dogmatics – and by the defence of monotheism against the dualism of the
Iranian religions, Zoroastrianism and Manichaeism. Missionary zeal, the need
for apology and polemic provided the impetus for speculative ‘talk’ or
‘discussion’ about God and the world, kalÅm. While jurists practised a pragmatic
‘understanding’ of revealed ethics (fiqh, the Arabic word for jurisprudence) the
‘disputants’, ‘dialecticians’ (ahl al-kalÅm, mutakallimËn), tried to make the
‘knowledge’ (Æilm) provided in the Revelation accessible to human reason by
speculation (naΩar). Thus a methodological distinction was drawn between
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jurisprudence and theology, fiqh and Æilm. Whereas the casuistry of legal doctrine
was based on strict analogy, the mutakallimËn used a rational interpretation of
the text with the aim of making the doctrine of the faith firm and fast against
the attacks of unbelievers and the heresies of sectarians. It is true that they
themselves were legally minded enough to justify their reflections as fulfilment
of religious duty, the duty of attaining pure knowledge of God. While a rational
understanding of divine justice had evolved from the struggle between parties
within Islam, the doctrine of divine oneness (taw˙Èd) had to be refined and
defended against non-Muslims, against Iranian dualism and the Christian Trinity.
This could not happen without interpreting as metaphor the naively anthro-
pomorphic and all too ‘human’ picture of God presented in the Koran, thus
aiming at a more abstract and spiritual understanding. The Muslims learnt from
their Christian opponents Greek dialectical methods and metaphysical ideas.
They learned too a transcendent concept of God, stripped of anything visual, a
concept which in every predicate and attribute shunned the aberration of shirk,
polytheism. The rigorous application of this concept led some mutakallimËn to
propose a ‘negative’ theology similar to Neoplatonic philosophy (as for example
the so-called Jahmiyya – later a term of abuse employed by the opponents of
kalÅm for all such tendencies).

The theologians of kalÅm were not philosophers, even though they used
concepts and methods of Greek philosophy; they always served the interests of
Revealed Law. However, their speculations would not have been possible
without their contacts with philosophy; and they themselves prepared the
ground for the emergence of philosophy in Islam, a philosophy which was at
home in the Hellenistic milieu of the Near East and which became better
known from the eighth century onwards amongst the Arabs and Arabic-
speaking scientists and scholars through translations of the ancient and late
Hellenistic heritage from Greek and Syriac into Arabic. This heritage provided
the subject-matter and the starting point for creative progress. Impassioned efforts
to explain the relationship between faith and knowledge, between Revelation
and the rational cognition of truth and ethical values, also had their effect on
philosophy. Thus Islamic philosophy appeared, a philosophy which, drawing on
the Neo-Platonic tradition of Aristotle, honoured him as the First Teacher of a
universal and absolute truth which is shown to encompass the specific symbols
of revealed religion.

The emergence of rationalism, the formation of a theological scholarly
tradition and its increasing political influence all took place before the
formation of a new multi-national society of Arabs and non-Arabs to whom the
Caliphs of the ÆAbbÅsid family promised social equality and just leadership. The
zenith of ÆAbbÅsid power was also the period of the great teachers of kalÅm –
MuÆammar, AbË ’l-Hudhayl and his pupil al-NaΩΩÅm in Baßra, and Bishr ibn
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al-MuÆtamir in Baghdad. The principles of their doctrine – embodied in the
catchwords ‘justice’ (i.e. God’s justice vis-à-vis human freedom) and ‘the
profession of oneness’ (i.e. purified, spintualised monotheism) – became the
ideology on which the ÆAbbÅsid claim to power was based. Why was this?
Firstly, because they had proved themselves as mutakallimËn, namely as disput-
ants in attack and defence against unbelievers and heretics. Zandaqa, ‘dualism’
or ‘Manichaeism’, was not only a cheap jibe against political opponents; it was –
often in the guise of radical ShÈÆism – a real danger and was widespread above all
amongst the members of the old Persian aristocracy who rose to the highest
positions in the ÆAbbÅsid governmental and military establishments.

On the other hand, in the contemporary situation the position of the
mutakallimËn was important because it could be used in discussing the bases of
theocracy, to provide a compromise between conflicting social and political
groups. As MuÆtazilites – this label now became the name of rationalist theology
– they took as their predecessors those men who had been ready to condemn
neither ÆAlÈ nor æUthmÅn, who had been receptive to the ShÈÆa but against its
‘radical’ direction as well as being against the KhÅrijites and against the claims
of the Umayyads, and who had therefore been the intellectual harbingers of the
ÆAbbÅsid revolution. The old disputed questions about the caliphate, about ÆAlÈ
and his opponents, had been decided de facto by political reality, but behind the
subtle disputations about the first schism there were hidden disagreements of
contemporary significance. It was no longer a question of which person or
family should rule; it was more a question of the general view of the caliphate.
Was the caliph a ‘charismatic’ ruler appointed by God, and therefore the
highest lawgiving authority in the State (this was the standpoint of the ShÈÆa) or
did he also have to submit to the protectors of the Sunna, of the exegesis of the
Koran as supported by the sanctioned traditions of the Prophet, and to the
consensus of the jurists? That was also a question of practical politics. It was a
question of whether power – the legislative power and an important part of
actual political power – should be in the hands of the scholarly class, the
theologians and the jurists; or in the hands of their rivals, the ‘secretaries’ – the
high officials of the bureaucracy set up by the ÆAbbÅsids.

The question as to whether tradition or charisma should be the basis of
legitimacy was the decisive question between the two groups of the social and
intellectual elite whom one may (following a suggestion of W. M. Watt [32.47]
p. 53, 62f) call ‘autocrats’ and ‘constitutionalists’. To the ‘autocratic’ bloc
belonged the secretaries and the descendants of the Persian nobility, the old
party of the mawÅlÈ, who helped to introduce Iranian ideas into the political
institutions of the ÆAbbÅsid caliphate. On the other side there was the
‘constitutional’ bloc, the transmitters of the scholarly tradition which had
developed within Islam; their ideal was not a charismatic leader – the leader had
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to conform to the Koran and tradition – but rather a charismatic community
whose consensus guaranteed the right path. It would appear that the rationalism
of the MuÆtazila, already long concerned with the unity of doctrine against
extremists and the enemies of Islam, provided a basis for compromise between
the ‘blocs’, by recognising both ImÅm and scripture as mediators of divine order.
The doctrine of the creation of the Koran, an important bone of contention in
MuÆtazilite dogma, was the product of absolute monotheism: it distinguished
between God’s essence – which is eternal and beyond understanding – and His
word which is created and accessible to reason. It is difficult to put into their
contemporary context fragmentary dogmas which were handed down shorn of
their original connotation and were in no way unified. But we can suggest
(again with W. M. Watt) that this doctrine also had political implications: it
weakened the position of the traditionalists who recognised the text of the
Koranic revelation and the practice of early Islam as the sole basis of govern-
ment order and political behaviour; and it formed a bridge with the ShÈÆa, who
saw the ImÅm as the authorised interpreter of God’s will. Such positions
promised to ease tensions and thus appeared politically useful.

This concept was transformed into action by the caliph al-Ma’mËn (813–
33). We know that he gave important legal posts to a number of MuÆtazilite
teachers and that he was very receptive to their speculations. In the year 817 he
appointed the ImÅm ÆAlÈ al-Ri∂Å as his successor and thus sought to come to an
understanding with the ShÈÆa; however, he provoked a revolt of ‘constitution-
alists’ who appointed the anti-caliph IbrÅhÈm ibn al-MahdÈ, and after the
(violent?) death of the ImÅm, al-Ma’mËn’s move was not followed up. At the
end of his reign (827) al-Ma’mËn again tried to fashion a compromise between
the conflicting parties and sought further support by forcing through a doctrine
agreeable to the moderate ShÈÆa. The dogma of the creation of the Koran was
proclaimed officially as an article of faith. An interrogation of the highest judges
was held to ensure that this dogma received universal acceptance. This
procedure, which was continued also under the next two caliphs, is known as
the Mi˙na, the ‘trial’ or also the ‘inquisition’ – because behind it stood the
brutal force of authority. But after two decades, under al-Mutawakkil, reaction
set in (848); the policy of compromise had foundered.

It foundered because it sought to find a compromise between groups within
the ruling class at a time when the political leadership deeply alienated the
people and élitist dogmatism alienated the pious. The traditionist A˙mad ibn
Óanbal, a steadfast opponent of this compromise who was long imprisoned,
became a martyr of fundamentalist belief who opposed the arbitrariness of human
reason and human authority. He also became a hero of a popular movement
against the ‘innovators’ – whether these were theologians, jurists or philo-
sophers. It was no accident that al-MuÆtaßim (833–42) – who succeeded
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al-Ma’mËn and continued his policy – removed himself and his Turkish body-
guard from Baghdad, which was becoming more and more disturbed, to the
newly-built residence of SÅmarrÅ. This was not only a traditional manifestation
of royal splendour but it was also a move which boded ill for the future. The
restoration of 848, which made the codified tradition, the ‘sunna of the Prophet’,
the constitution of orthodoxy, could not stop the collapse of authority. In vain
had the caliph arrogated to himself authority in matters of religious doctrine.
From now on the generals of the Turkish bodyguard ruled – until the collapse of
the caliphate in the year 945 – while the system of orthodox doctrine was
developed by traditionists and jurists.

The methods of kalÅm, too, were used to develop a dogma based on literal
understanding of the Koran and of tradition ‘without asking how?’ – i.e. without
speculative interpretation. One of the pupils of al-JubbÅ’i (d. 915), the
systematiser of the MuÆtazila in the wake of the restoration, was al-AshÆari (d. c.
936) who formulated the ‘SunnÈ’ position using the concepts of MuÆtazilite
kalÅm. When al-AshÆarÈ’s doctrine had been systematised by al-MÅturÈdÈ (d.
941) and al-BÅqillÅnÈ (d. 1013) there was no more room in SunnÈ Islam for a
lively discussion of similar theological questions. From now on, the schools of
law were in charge of orthodoxy. The MuÆtazila survived – especially in ShÈÆite
Islam – and its attitudes determined theological issues for a long time to come;
but it had finally become devoid of all relevance, the preserve of learned
disputation in which well-known opponents indulged in shadow-boxing and
attacked well-known losers with arguments which were thought out with more
and more subtlety but which were no longer new. ‘Anyone who wants to
understand properly one of the orthodox doctrines of belief, ÆaqÈdas, must always
be aware that each sentence is a refutation of the dogmatic opponents, ShÈÆa,
KhawÅrij, Murji’a, Jahmiyya and MuÆtazila: only in the fight against the “sects” –
they appear as such only after the victory of the aß˙ab al-sunna wa’l-jamÅÆa
(“people of the sunna and of the community”) – did the orthodox confession of
faith become established’ (H. Ritter, Der Islam, 17, 1928, p. 252).

A few sentences from the creed of al-AshÆarÈ illustrate this:

A summary of the views of the followers of tradition and sunna: They profess their
belief in God and His angels, His books (of revelation) and His messengers, in that
which has come from God and which trustworthy (authorities) have transmitted
from the apostle of God – may God bless him and give him peace – without rejecting
any of it. They acknowledge that God the Almighty is one God, unique and eternal,
that there is no God but Him, that He has taken neither companion nor children and
that Mu˙ammad is His servant and messenger; that paradise and the fire of hell are
true, and that the Hour (the Last Judgement) will come without any doubt and that
God will resurrect those who are in their graves.

They acknowledge that God – may He be praised – is upon His throne in
accordance with His word: ‘The Beneficent One is established on the Throne’
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(Koran, sura 20, verse 5), and that He has two hands – without asking how –
according to His word ‘I have created with my hands’ (sura 38, verse 75) and ‘No, His
hands are spread out’ (sura 5, verse 64) … They acknowledge that the names of God
are nothing other than God, as the MuÆtazila and the KhÅrijites asserted, and that
God – may He be praised – has knowledge, according to His word: In His knowledge
hath He revealed it (his revelation)’ (sura 4, verse 166).

… They confirm that God hears and sees and they do not deny this in respect of
God as the MuÆtazila do; and they maintain that God has power, according to His
word ‘Could they not see that God who created them was mightier than them in
power?’ (sura 41, verse 15).

They maintain that there is nothing good and nothing bad on the earth other than
what God wills and that everything occurs according to the will of God, as He the
Mighty and Glorious One has said: ‘And ye will not, unless God willeth’ (sura 81,
verse 29) and as the Muslims say: ‘What God wants has happened and what He does
not want will not happen.’ They maintain that nobody has the ability to perform any
course of action before he performs it [enabled to do it by God] and that nobody can
escape from God’s knowledge or do anything whereof God knows that He will not do
it. And they maintain that there is no Creator other than God, that it is God who has
also created evil deeds in man, that it is God the Mighty and Glorious One who has
created the deeds of men, and that men can create nothing.

Furthermore, that God – may He be praised – gives help to the believers so that
they may obey Him and that He abandons the unbelievers, that He is merciful to the
believers, looks after them and allows them to be virtuous and rightly guided; but that
He is not merciful to the unbelievers and that He does not let them be virtuous and
rightly guided – for if He allowed them to be just they would be just and if He guided
them aright then they would be on the right road … They maintain that the Koran is
the Word of God and uncreated … They maintain that God – may He be praised –
will be seen with the eye on the Day of Resurrection as one sees the moon in the
night when it is full …

They declare none of those who observe the direction [i.e. the direction prayer
towards the shrine of Mecca – viz. the believers of Islam] to be unbelievers because of
a sin which they have committed – such as adultery, theft or similar grave sins – but
they all are believers because of the faith which they have even if they commit
serious sins. In their view, belief consists in faith ‘in God, and His angels, His
[revealed] scriptures and His messengers’ [sura 2, verse 285). They believe in the
predestination of good and evil, sweet and bitter, and they believe that what a person
misses cannot meet him and what meets him cannot miss him. Islam consists
[according to them) in the confession that there is no God but God and that
Mu˙ammad is the messenger of God – as it is mentioned in the tradition [according
to a statement of the Prophet]. Islam [the confession] is in their view something
different from faith … and they agree that faith consists of words and deeds […]
(al-AshÆarÈ: MaqÅlÅt al-IslÅmiyyÈn. Die dogmatischen Lehren der Anhänger des Islam,
edited by H. Ritter, Istanbul 1929, pp. 290–3).

In this credo are revealed three basic attitudes, which gained acceptance in
the consciousness of orthodox Islam:
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• God’s being is comprehensible to man only in the signs from God’s revealed
word, and yet it is actually inaccessible; the text of the Koran is therefore to
be accepted without any interpretation.

• Man’s actions are determined by God’s almighty power; his fate in this
world and the next is predestined. (Al-AshÆarÈ, and even more clearly his
disciples, seized on a solution of earlier kalÅm in order to remove the
contradiction between predestination and just reward: God creates the acts
themselves but He also creates for man the possibility of choice, to ‘acquire’
the acts for himself and thus to take a limited responsibility for their
outcome. The reward is just but it always includes mercy too.)

• The confession of Islam is not the whole of the faith but is sufficient as a
justification for those to whom it is granted by God’s mercy as a gift. It is not
sinners but only unbelievers and heretics who are damned; for the fallible
but believing sinner there is the intercession of the Prophet.

But it was not in kalÅm – even in the ‘orthodox’ kalÅm of the AshÆariyya –
that Islamic orthodox belief received its definitive expression; this was achieved
in the schools of law. It was not in kalÅm that Islamic piety found its certainty of
salvation and knowledge of God; this occurred in mystical contemplation. Faced
with the consolidation of orthodoxy against a background of social and political
change – we will study this development later – the philosophy of the Hellen-
istic heritage faded into the background. This does not alter the fact that
philosophical elements had come into early kalÅm and survived; these origin-
ated from living contact with a Hellenised milieu and not from a scholastic
continuation by religious thinkers of the heritage transmitted to them.

Nor does this alter the fact that the scholarly tradition of the Ancient
sciences found direct continuation and fruitful development in the Arabic
language under Islam. But the philosopher’s view of the world contained incal-
culable risks for the faith, risks which Islamic theologians were not prepared to
take. This was in spite of the serious efforts on the part of great Islamic
philosophers – above all al-FÅrÅbi and Ibn SÈnÅ (Avicenna) – to ensure harmony
by applying the universal insight of philosophy to an interpretation of Islamic
prophecy and Revealed Law. The fact that the ShÈÆa used the neo-Platonic view
of the world – the representation of the procession and reversion of the intellect
in hierarchical orders, the metaphysics of the intellect and the concept of
cosmic sympathy – as an ideology for their doctrine of the ImÅmate, deepened
the suspicion against Hellenistic philosophy. Nevertheless, the logic and the
world view of the Greeks left a deep mark even in orthodox Islam. Even in the
course of the rejection of Aristotelian physics (which alleged that the world had
no beginning) the followers of al-AshÆarÈ hellenised the language of systematic
theology; and the linking of the Platonic religion of the intellect with a ration-
alist interpretation of Islamic mysticism is the contribution which Avicenna
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made to the Persian ‘theosophy’ of the Íafavid period, the last synthesis
between Islam and Hellenism.

(d) Asceticism, mysticism and the religious orders
Pious asceticism (zuhd), worship of God (ÆibÅda) directed towards the world to
come and mystical ecstasy (fanÅ’), simple folk belief as well as esoteric specula-
tion bordering on heresy – all combined in the ÍËfÈ movement, so-called because
of the coarse woollen garment (ßËf) of the ascetics. KalÅm had come to the
defence of the pure faith but it was not only the mass of believers who remained
estranged from its rationalism; clear-sighted intellectuals also turned away from
it because to them man’s faculty of perception appeared inadequate in the face
of God’s greatness and unknowability. The orthodoxy of the ahl al-Sunna justified
the believer who was powerless before God as a member of the community of
the faith recognising the law: but not all Muslims were able to contemplate the
threat of judgement so easily. As in Judaism and in Christianity, fear of a just
God led men in Islam too towards asceticism, escape from the world and painful
pangs of conscience. In Islam too, individuals sought to receive enlightenment
from God in solitary meditation and encounter, sought indeed spiritual union
with God. The piety of the ÍËfÈs does not count on the guarantees of the collec-
tive religious community, of public religion – which is such a characteristic,
indeed basic, feature of official Islam – but seeks personal certainty of salvation
in withdrawal and contradiction. The model of the Prophet, however, could
also be used as a yardstick for the way of the ÍËfÈs: he too as a solitary person by
ascetic withdrawal from his fellowmen and after his deep search for God had
shared in God’s theophany; the fear of judgement and the warning to repent
were amongst the first and most powerful themes of his message.

The piety and admonitory sermons of the early ascetics can be seen as an
imitation of the Prophet; an exemplary case is the work of Óasan of Baßra (d.
728, see also above, p. 44). In the careful questioning of his conscience by
al-Mu˙ÅsibÈ (d. 857) a rejection of possessions and worldly effort went hand in
hand with the subtle argumentation of kalÅm. His contemporary Junayd (d. 910)
was amongst those who prepared the way for real mysticism by striving towards
loving union with God. ‘The mysticism of love overcomes the severity of God’s
harsh acts through the love which gives itself up to the will of the beloved and
indeed which is made joyful by the expressions of that will even if they are
painful. The doctrine of the sole efficacy of God in human activity also
accorded with the mystical tendency which had as its aim the disappearance of
one’s own activity, one’s own personality, in that of God, the fanÅ’. From the
theoretical point of view, finally, this became a basic tenet in the pantheistic
monism developed from mysticism’ (H. Ritter [32.64] p. 66). In the paradigm of
love, in the self-identification of the lover with the beloved object – æI am You’,
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a fundamental theme of ÍËfÈ poetry – the mystics bridged the gulf between the
religion of the law, of rational knowledge (Æilm), and the religion of intuitive
gnosis.

From that point onwards different ways of mystical thinking and activity
opened up, simple practices of self-denying asceticism and intensive contempla-
tion leading to ecstasy. In the ‘drunken’ mysticism of AbË YazÈd al-Bis†ÅmÈ (d.
874?) and al-ÓallÅj (executed 922) mystical union looked like blasphemy: the
ecstatic ‘I am God’ of al-ÓallÅj brought him to the cross. His successors avoided
the scandal of affecting union with God by using the metaphors of gnostic
philosophy (Plotinus was amongst their teachers). But al-SuhrawardÈ, the
harbinger of mystical illumination, was also executed as a heretic (1191), and
Ibn ‘ArabÈ (1165–1240),     the great theoretician of ÍËfÈ monism and pantheism –
in his thought, lover, beloved and love, God, man and the world all merge
together – also remained controversial even amongst those people who felt drawn
to the depth and sincerity of his thought. Many mystics were controversial and
also accused of heresy, because the rebellion of pious people against the constrict-
ing ethics of the law became a platform for popular anti-authoritarian movements.

The ÍËfiyya became the spiritual bond which united new forms of religious
community, ranging from esoteric circles to proletarian vagabonds who wore
the ascetic garments of the ‘poor’ (Arabic faqÈr, Persian darvÈsh). In these circles
men sought – in new forms of ritualised worship of God, in communal recitation
(dhikr, the incessant ‘naming’ of God) and in singing, music and whirling dance
(samÅÆ, ‘listening’ to such recitals) – inspiration on the ascent through the
stations (maqÅmÅt) of the mystical way towards annihilation (fanÅ’), and unity
with God. The ÍËfÈs influenced social life in the border fortresses of the warriors
of the faith (ghÅzÈ) on the edge of the Islamic world as well as the urban
fraternity of the futuwwa. Brotherhoods and organised orders emerged. Disciples
(murÈd) assembled around a master (Arabic shaykh, Persian pÈr) of the mystical
path, and obtained from him the cloak (khirqa) of the initiates in initiation
rituals. With the emergence of the orders from the end of the tenth century
onwards, the ÍËfÈ movement reached its highest degree of social and political
importance. In them the individualism of the mystics acquired a social dimension.

The authoritative organisation of the orders had yet another consequence:
the authority of the ‘path’, the ‘method’ (†arÈqa), which the master revealed to
his pupils was founded on the recognised, respected teachers of the early period.
Thus the mystical path also became a doctrine transmitted by ‘schools’ of tradi-
tion, validated by an uninterrupted chain (silsila) of authentic transmitters –
according to the model and the norms of orthodox traditions about the sunna of
the Prophet – chains which, at the same time, served as a spiritual genealogy.
Not only the method but also the spirit of SunnÈ tradition dominated the ÍËfÈ
orders. Influential circles of strict traditionalism – indeed even the strictest, the
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Óanbalite legal tradition – were attached to them. The ÍËfÈ orders and the legal
schools together created the institutions of orthodoxy which came into their
own in the eleventh century. At a time when the authorities – the caliphs and
the sultans, engrossed in their struggles for power – had lost spiritual authority,
the scholars and the mystics became the trustees of doctrine. The way of the
ÍËfÈs became the embodiment of Islamic piety.

In the year 1095     the jurist and theologian, al-GhazÅlÈ (1058–1111), highly
respected and at the height of his career, gave up his chair at one of the colleges
of law in Baghdad, left Iraq and for eleven years led a life of denial of the world,
asceticism and meditation. Later on he gave an account of his reasons for this
step in an apologia pro vita sua, which he called ‘Deliverance from Error’
(al-Munqidh min al-∂alÅl). This was a recapitulation of his personal experience of
faith and life up to this turning point, as well as a critical review of errors and
aberrations within the Islamic community in the first five centuries of its
history: a review of dialectic dogmatics, Greek philosophy and sectarianism
based on blind following of authority. The result of this experience was a crisis
which has been compared to the Cartesian Doubt: a scepticism which called
into question even the evidence of perception and intellectual certainty. But
al-GhazÅlÈ’s doubt was not – like Descartes’ – directed against tradition. He
directed his doubt against the scholasticism of theologians who wanted to make
pronouncements on faith and unbelief using reason.

At length, as he wrote, ‘God cured me of the malady’, but ‘this did not come
about by systematic demonstration or marshalled argument, but by a light which
God most high cast into my breast. That light is the key to the greater part of
knowledge. Whoever thinks that the understanding of things Divine rests upon
strict proofs has in his thought narrowed down the wideness of God’s mercy.’ He
recognised the way of salvation as following the ÍËfÈs, the mystics: ‘I appre-
hended clearly that the mystics were men who had real experiences, not men of
words, and that I had already progressed as far as was possible by way of intel-
lectual apprehension. What remained for me was not to be attained by oral
instruction and study but only by tasting [immediate experience] and by walking
[in the mystic way]. […] It had become clear to me that I had no hope of the
bliss of the world to come save through a God-fearing life and the withdrawal of
myself from vain desire. It was clear to me that the key to all this was to sever
the attachment of the heart to worldly things by leaving the mansion of
deception and returning to that of eternity, and to advance towards God most
high with all earnestness’ (al-Munqidh, ed. by Farid Jabre. Beirut, 21969, pp. 13f.,
35f. = transl. by W. M. Watt: The faith and practice of al-GhazÅlÈ. London, 1953,
pp. 25, 55–6).

Five years before his death he again went back into public life and worked
at the request of a vizier of the Sultan of NÈshÅpËr for a few years more in his
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native land of eastern Iran as a teacher of law. This he did at the pressing request
of the vizier and on the advice of friends, but also because he believed that he
had a divine mission. According to a well-known tradition transmitted as the
word of the Prophet Mu˙ammad, at the end of each century God was to send a
renewer of His religion. The certainty had grown up within al-GhazÅlÈ that he
could be this renewer. His great work The Revival of the Sciences of Religion (I˙yÅ’
ÆUlËm al-DÈn), composed in the years of his spiritual exile, revealed to the
Islamic world that obedience to the sharÈÆa – the divine law according to the
Koran and tradition – was the path to meaningful living and that the worship of
God as practised by the mystics was the way of faith in God which brought
salvation.

Al-GhazÅlÈ became the voice of renewal (not its initiator – that process had
begun before him) because he expressed the predicament of Muslim society in
his own time. In his crisis not only personal experience but also the historical
experience of Islamic society reached a climax. In the centuries of turmoil
which now began, centuries of the turmoil of war and political upheaval, people
followed his advice everywhere. From now onwards Islamic society tried to base
compromise and rebellion, stability and reform, on traditionalism in the law and
in political institutions and on mysticism and fundamentalism in personal piety.

The reconciliation between ascetic, mystical ÍËfism and orthodox legal
tradition had an important effect on the integration of Islamic society. It gave
the community of the faith a stability which allowed it to emerge strengthened
from the vicissitudes of the Mongol invasion and preserved its spiritual stability
in the face of irreversible political disintegration. On the other hand, the
uniting of such diverse spiritual attitudes also had its price; it did not occur in
the long run without compromises. It is true that a man like ÆAbd al-QÅdir
al-JÈlÅnÈ (1077–1166) – – – – – a jurist, preacher and ÍËfÈ in Baghdad – was able in
exemplary fashion to combine mystical practices with the strict traditionalism
of the Óanbalite school of law. But the ÆAbd al-QÅdir of legend as he was
presented a century after his death in the tradition of his order (the QÅdiriyya)
was a different person: a fully-fledged saint, a manifestation of divine majesty
and a super-human miracle worker. The ÍËfÈ community – the QÅdiriyya as well
as others which gathered in ever-increasing numbers around respected ÍËfÈs –
covered the divergences and aberrations of popular religion. It also included
sectarian forms and concepts of pre-Islamic and non-Islamic religiosity, venera-
tion of saints and eccentric devotional practices, all of which had continued
under Islam but were banned from official worship. The authority of the ÍËfÈ
master became elevated in the course of time to the status of the spiritual ‘pole’
(qu†b), the secret ‘caliph’ of the spiritual universe the opposite of worldly
authority. The Óanbalite Ibn Taymiyya (1263–1328),     who lived in Damascus,
then under Mongol threat, felt compelled to direct the force of his criticism
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against such aberrations of folk-belief. He himself was a follower of the
QÅdiriyya (admittedly a more moderate group who based their ideas on the
writings, and not the mythology, of ÆAbd al-QÅdir) and he warned theologians
as well as ÍËfÈs to leave God’s unfathomable inscrutability to Him.

But the strength of elevated intellectual mysticism continued and experi-
enced its most beautiful flowering in the very midst of devastation, in the
Persian poetry of the Mongol period. This included the verse epics of ÆA††År
(who died at the beginning of the thirteenth century), the didactic poems of
JalÅl al-DÈn RËmÈ (1207–73) – the order of the ‘Dancing’ Dervishes of Anatolia
reveres him as MevlÅnÅ (‘our Lord’) – and the epic and lyric poetry of JÅmÈ
(1414–92). But it was above all the religious orders over the wide expanse of
Islamic history that had created a popular impact and were political dynamite.
Not even the Ottoman Sultans, masters though they were of the institution-
alisation and control of religious and social forces, could effectively combat
heterodoxy and rebellion amongst the Anatolian dervish orders. One of the
most popular orders, the sectarian BektÅshÈs, had numerous followers even
amongst the élite Janissary troops. Originally no less heretical – and feared by
the Ottomans – were the Turcoman Qïzïlbash (called ‘redheads’ because of
their caps) in ådharbÅyjÅn, with whose help the Íafavid shaykhs conquered
and united Iran at the beginning of the sixteenth century. This was, however, in
the name of the ‘orthodox’ ShÈÆa who allowed mysticism to stagnate into
theosophy in the period which followed. We cannot even mention the most
important of the 100 or more other orders, both Sunni and ShÈÆite; their number
alone indicates their great importance in every Islamic country. Jurists have
never tired of attacking their ‘innovation’ and of refuting the inspiration of
their leaders’ authority. But right up to our own times many Muslims honour
‘the friends of God’, saints who are raised to the status of the Perfect Man. They
honour them both in their lifetimes and at their tombs and they hope that they
will ensure the salvation of the world and will intercede for them on the Day of
judgement.

3. Law and government

(a) The foundation of Islamic law
The Islamic science of law (fiqh) developed out of the application and elabora-
tion of Koranic precepts. Its teaching deals with the duties of the Muslim in his
worship of God and his activities in public and private life. The law is religious
command (‘the clear defined way’: sharÈÆa): the highest lawgiver is God. Fiqh is
therefore, according to the understanding of the Muslim, ‘knowledge of the
classification of the laws of God, which concern the actions of all responsible
Muslims, as obligatory, forbidden, recommendable, disliked or permissible’ (Ibn
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KhaldËn (1332–1506): al-Muqaddima, tr. F. Rosenthal, New York, 1958, vol. 3,
p. 9). According to a modern definition it is ‘like the Jurisprudentia of the
Romans, rerum divinarum atque humanarum notitia, and in its widest sense
covers all aspects of religious, political and civil life. In addition to the laws
regulating ritual and religious observances (ÆibÅdÅt), as far as concerns perform-
ance and abstinence, it includes the whole field of family law, the law of
inheritance, of property and of contract, in a word provision for all the legal
questions that arise in social life (mËÆÅmalÅt); it also includes criminal law and
procedure, and finally constitutional law and laws regulating the administration
of the state and the conduct of war’ (I. Goldziher in El1 [13.01], volume 2,
article fiqh).

The Koran could not answer all the questions that arose in actual practice.
Even in situations for which it laid down regulations, it could not be applied
immediately as a basis for a unified legal system in the great empire which arose
in a few decades after the death of Mu˙ammad (632). In order to organise the
expanding state, the caliphs and their governors had first of all to draw on
pre-Islamic government and customary law in the old provinces of both the
Byzantine and the Sasanian empires. From the end of the seventh century these
different forms of administrative and legal practice were Arabised and Islami-
cised under the caliphate of the Umayyads – the names of the caliphs ÆAbd
al-Malik (685–705) and æUmar II ibn ÆAbd al-ÆAzÈz (717–20) should especially
be mentioned here. The Umayyads also created, about a century after the Hijra,
the office of the Islamic judge, the qÅ∂È. In this way a class of legal specialists
emerged and local ‘schools’ also developed, though not in the sense that they
professionally transmitted an established doctrine. The concepts of ‘usage’ (sunna)
and previous ‘practice’ (Æamal) played an important role in legal reasoning;
personal judgement (ra’y), supported by analogy (qiyÅs) or again – against such
analogy – legal preference (isti˙sÅn) gave a rational pragmatic character to this
kind of legal thinking. Differences were removed by recourse to the ‘consensus’
(ijmÅÆ) of the teachers of law. The Iraqi AbË ÓanÈfa (d. 767) and the Medinan
MÅlik ibn Anas (d. 795) were the authorities for the formative stage of the
Islamic schools in this period, authorities to which in the ÆAbbÅsid period (from
c. 750) the earliest legal schools stricto sensu began to refer.

It would appear that it was the Iraqi lawyers who began to link the doctrine
which had emerged from regional use and consensus with the authority of the
Prophet, to defend it as ‘the sunna of the Prophet’ – a result of rivalry between
the various local movements and indeed of opposition to the government
institution. At the same time, however, critics of the prevailing practice, which
often appeared to be capricious, argued with ever-increasing urgency – and in
steadily more determined opposition to the Umayyad administration – for that
‘sunna of the Prophet’ to be placed on a new, authentic basis: namely traditions,
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precepts and norms of behaviour which were traceable back to the Prophet and
to the ‘rightly guided’ authorities of earliest Islam. Such traditions (˙adÈth, ‘report’,
‘tradition’) gradually emerged in increasing numbers in legal literature. This
development produced in the middle of the ninth century a definitive result:
that body of tradition which was regarded as authentic was collected and
arranged systematically; and the normative judgement and model of the Prophet
and of his most respected companions which was preserved in this corpus – now
identified with the sunna – was then, with the Koran, elevated to the status of
the authoritative ‘root’ of fiqh. When, in the context of the religion and law of
Islam, there is any discussion about ‘tradition’ (˙adÈth), ‘traditionists’ (mu˙ad-
dithËn, ahl al-˙adÈth) and ‘traditionism’ (or, more general still, ‘traditionalism’) it
is about accounts of the words and deeds of the Prophet, the formalised trans-
mission of those accounts and the tendency of teachers to base Muslim belief
and actions on the tradition of the earliest community.

The transmission of these accounts poses a problem which is not only a
matter of debate in modern research but which has also long been discussed by
the Muslims themselves: the problem of authenticity. Are we dealing here with
genuine transmission from the time of Mu˙ammad, or is this a piously naive
representation of an old consensus, or tendentious fiction produced by politico-
religious parties, the defenders of sturdy material interests? These questions
cannot be answered in every case and the answers which do emerge are varied.
There is no doubt that traditions from the early period of Islam – which after the
first civil wars appeared as a golden age – were already transmitted and written
down in the first century. This did not happen because of scholarly motives; it
occurred against a background of urgent practical questions and political crises.
A society of Arab Bedouin, of old and new settlers in the countries around the
peninsula and clients who had converted to Islam from the subject peoples, was
ruled with a firm hand by the aristocracy of the Quraysh, but it was not possible
to integrate this society; the caliphs of the Umayyad dynasty closed their eyes to
the profound social and economic causes of the ever-increasing and ever more
violent conflicts that broke out. In places where the memory of the Prophet and
of the first four ‘rightly-guided’ caliphs was preserved most vividly, in the places
of their rule, in Mecca and Medina, but also in the old Islamic cities of Iraq,
work was begun on the collecting and noting down of such traditions, and here
they were used first as a means of establishing the law. However, their themes
were not restricted to those of creed and law; ˙adÈth competed as a literary genre
with gnomic wisdom, with history and with stories of secular origin. The
compilation of ˙adÈth which was aimed at placing it next to the Koran as a basis
for Islamic legal practice, was met with scepticism and indeed often open
opposition on the part of the jurists. The rise of the traditionist movement could
not, however, be stopped. The holy cities of the ÓijÅz and the Iraqi provincial
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towns were also centres of opposition against the governmental policies of the
Umayyad caliphs in Damascus which were seen by many as a betrayal of theo-
cracy. Theocracy, the just government according to God’s word through His
messenger and His legitimate representatives, had been removed at the death of
the fourth caliph ÆAlÈ (who like his two predecessors, ÆUmar and ÆUthmÅn had
come to a violent end). Theocracy had become an ideal for the pious and
theoreticians. Recourse to the authorities of earliest Islam – not exclusively, but
increasingly to the Prophet himself – was therefore influenced by the contrast
between the pious revival and practical politics. It is not surprising that the
political institution, the caliphs and their entourage, likewise used the means of
legitimisation which was to be found in such accounts. The question of authen-
ticity and its criteria became acute; for it was suspicious that so much contra-
dictory and tendentious evidence came into circulation. The consequence was
– from around the beginning of the eighth century – that firm norms were
established through which the genuineness of a ˙adÈth could be verified: the text
of each tradition was provided with a ‘support’ (isnÅd), a chain of witnesses
which traced the report in an uninterrupted sequence of personal testimony
back to the Prophet; or to another respected authority; or to witnesses who had
seen or heard the events.

A good example is the chain of transmitters with which Ibn HishÅm (d. 828
or 833), the author of the best-known biography (SÈra) of the Prophet
introduces the tradition about the beginning of the Revelation (cf. above, p. 1):

Ibn Is˙Åq (the author of the basic work which was completed by Ibn HishÅm, died
767 or 768) said: Wahb ibn KaysÅn, the mawlÅ (client) of the Zubayr family (d.
between 744 and 747) told me: I heard (personally), how ÆAbdallÅh ibn al-Zubayr
(son of the Prophet’s companion al-Zubayr, anti-caliph in Mecca, 683–92) said to
ÆUbayd ibn ÆUmayr ibn QatÅda al-LaythÈ (d. 687–88): Tell me, ÆUbayd, how it was
when the prophecy of the messenger of God began, when Gabriel came to him?
Thereupon ÆUbayd said – I myself (Wahb) was present when he informed ÆAbdallÅh
ibn al-Zubayr and the others present about it –: … (Ibn HishÅm: SÈrat Mu˙ammad
RasËl AllÅh, edited by Muß†afÅ al-SaqqÅ’, IbrÅhÈm al-AbyÅrÈ, æAbd al-ÓafÈΩ ShalabÈ.
Cairo, 21955, vol. 1, p. 235.)

Thereafter there follows the account in which variants in subject matter and
style from other parallel versions are scrupulously included.

Moreover, efforts were made to test the veracity and probity of the
informants in such chains – one of the motivating factors for the flourishing
biographical literature from the end of the eighth century.

ÓadÈth became a means of reconciling the differences between schools of
law, between jurisprudence and the administration of justice and moreover –
this acquired political significance too – between the representatives of apodictic
‘traditionism’ and the representatives of rationalist theology which had evolved
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at the same time (cf. above, p. 46ff.). To the question of the ‘authenticity’ of the
˙adÈth it is possible to give the following reply: We do not know how much has
been preserved from the time of the Prophet, but the ˙adÈth represent an
authentic picture of the experiences of early Islam in the first one and a half
centuries after the death of the Prophet.

(b) Government, legislation and the administration of justice
Tradition was not the sole nor at first even the most important source of the
evolving discipline of jurisprudence. At the beginning tradition was used as a
foundation and supplement to rational pragmatic legislation according to the
judgement of the jurists. But its importance increased and under the caliphate of
the ÆAbbÅsids, for whom the outbreak of uncontrollable social conflicts in the
middle of the eighth century had paved the way through revolution and the fall
of the Umayyads, tradition acquired a completely new dimension. Here again,
the articulation of political tendencies played a role. An increasing number of
jurists viewed the authentic sunna of the Prophet preserved in ˙adÈth as the
constitution of the religious community, against the claim of enlightened
‘charismatic’ leadership. This was the claim of the ShÈÆite imÅms but it also
revealed itself as an ominous tendency in the absolutism of the ÆAbbÅsids.

The ÆAbbÅsids promised that they as true imÅms and commanders of the
faithful would establish just rule in succession to the Prophet and that they
would do away with any distinction between temporal and spiritual authority. A
process of assimilation and integration began (reflected in pro-ÆAbbÅsid texts).
But with increasing power they created an autocracy which tried to make for
itself instruments of absolute power in the institutions of the military, the
administration and the law. It is probable that here the model of the Sasanian
government of pre-Islamic Iran played a role, transmitted by the ‘secretaries’
from the circles of the Persian mawÅlÈ to whom the early ÆAbbÅsids accorded
great importance.

The KhurÅsÅnian army created the power basis of the dynasty. The destruc-
tion of the Umayyads, the suppression of the political ShÈÆa (and the frustrating
of all attempts at compromise) were their handiwork. The first ÆAbbÅsids
developed their local military support into a standing imperial army. Military
leaders, amÈrs, received full powers as provincial governors; next to the amÈr was
the ‘governor’ (ÆÅmil) on whom was placed responsibility for the civil fiscal
organisation. With the replacement of the KhurÅsÅnian army by the guard of
Turkish military slaves (under al-MuÆtaßim, 833–44) the decline of the
caliphate began. It was increasingly deprived of power by generals who finally
combined military and financial control in the office of chief amÈr (amÈr al-umarÅ’)
and was completely incapacitated when the Iranian dynasty of the BËyids (945)
usurped this office.
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The civil administration passed into the hands of a centralised bureaucracy.
At its head the caliph reigned in inaccessible seclusion. The class of ‘secretaries’
(kuttÅb) became the authoritative ruling class of urban society. The increasing
involvement of Iranian mawÅlÈ stamped court protocol and government practice
with Sasanian models.

The basic unit of government was the dÈwÅn (which originally meant ‘list’);
other dÈwÅns with increasingly specialised responsibilities had already been
added in the Umayyad administration to the early Islamic ministries of the army
(dÈwÅn al-jund ‘army list’, established by the second caliph ÆUmar) and of the
land-tax (dÈwÅn al-kharÅj): these new dÈwÅns included the treasury, chancellery
and departments for post and intelligence and different aspects of the financial
administration and state control. The post of the vizier (wazÈr, ‘helper’) at the
head was an ÆAbbÅsid innovation which was indicative of the centralisation and
institutionalisation of the bureaucracy. Full powers were conferred on the viziers
of HÅrËn al-RashÈd, the Barmecides who had originated from eastern Iran, and
had previously been royal tutors. Famed for their omnipotence, they neverthe-
less fell from grace in 803. The post and status of the vizier as the highest official
of the sovereign already reflected the separation between the political and
religious institutions of the Islamic state. Towards the end of the ninth century
the rivalry between bureaucrats, military men and jurists for political influence
over the weakened leadership became increasingly apparent in ever more frequent
rise and fall of viziers. The victors were the Turkish generals and their Persian
successors (the BËyids) in the office of chief amir. Yet it had been ultimately the
apparatus of specialists under the vizier which maintained the functioning of
government under foreign usurpers and which preserved Arabic culture among
the Iranian amirs of the tenth century and Persian culture in the east under the
Turkish and Mongol sultans of the period which followed.

The caliph as imÅm delegated the maintenance of religious law and judge-
ment on controversial issues to the specialists of the sharÈÆa, the judges (qÅ∂È).
The Umayyads had nominated judges as government officials; the ÆAbbÅsids
created religious jurisdiction as an institution which was basically independent,
answerable only to God-given law. Legislation, in view of the heteronomous
nature of Islamic law, was limited to interpretation; in principle the caliph was
also subject to the law of the Koran and the precepts of the Prophets, and
interpretation was already linked to the scholarly tradition of the legal schools.
But the legal apparatus of the lawyers was not sufficient for all the demands of
legal practice. The imperial authority of the political administration possessed
de facto wide-ranging juridical privileges: punitive powers were delegated to the
police (shur†a), supervision of trade and public conduct (˙isba) was entrusted to
the inspector of markets (mu˙tasib, comparable to the Byzantine agoranomos).
Both institutions had to develop usages in respect of evidence, meting out of
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punishment and control, which could not be derived from the substance or
according to the criteria of jurisprudence in a practicable form and which indeed
went against the statutes of the sharÈÆa. The ruler in particular acted as sovereign
in matters of political leadership (siyÅsa). Furthermore, the caliphs as a court of
appeal took it upon themselves to inspect and correct the decision of judges.
The ‘inspection of injustice’ (naΩar fÈ ’l-maΩÅlim), the prerogative of the sovereign
established according to a Sasanian model, examined grievances against
encroachments and abuses of government but also against legal decisions. The
jurisdiction of the maΩÅlim, which was set up as a court for complaints, com-
peted with the office of judge and impinged on his sphere of competence, for a
long time, from the period of the caliphate until that of the Ottomans.

The caliph was not only a political ruler; he was, as the imÅm and
Commander of the Faithful, guarantor of the law for the well-being of the
Muslims; in the view of the ÆAbbÅsids he was not only KhalÈfat rasËl AllÅh, ‘the
vicegerent of the messenger of God’, but also KhalÈfat AllÅh, ‘the representative
of God on earth’. Al-ManßËr (754–75) called himself Sul†an AllÅh fÈ ar∂ihÈ, ‘the
authority of God on His earth’. The appointment of judges and the setting-up of
a chief judge (qÅ∂È ’l-qu∂Åt; this was also modelled on Sasanian practice) were
methods of controlling the exercise of this authority. Nevertheless, the caliph
was not a law-giver; the law was given. The decision against the assumption of
legislative power was taken early. It is true that the Persian Ibn al-MuqaffaÆ
(executed after 756) presented a political programme to al-ManßËr in which he
recommended that he should interpret, unify and codify the religious law
according to his own personal inspiration:

May the Commander of the Faithful also cast his eye on the different and conflicting
administration of justice of these two capital cities [of Iraq: Baßra and Kufa – the
treatise was written before the foundation of Baghdad] and of other cities and regions
… If the Commander of the Faithful would deign to order that these different rulings
and attitudes should be laid before him in written form, together with the legislative
arguments of the individual schools, be they a sunna or a [demonstration of proof
based on] analogy; if thereafter the Commander of the Faithful would deign to
examine these cases, to apply his own divinely-inspired judgement to each case, to
make a firm decision and to forbid contradictory rulings and moreover to have this
legislation codified in a comprehensive way – then we might hope that God would
impose a single correct rule instead of these rules in which right is mixed with error.
We might also hope that the unification of legal practice goes hand in hand with
unity of authority according to the opinion and verdict of the Commander of the
Faithful. (Ibn al-MuqaffaÆ, RisÅla fÈ ’l-Ía˙Åba, ed. M. Kurd ÆAlÈ in RasÅ’il al-bulaghÅ’,
Cairo, 1946, pp.     126–7.)

But this programme was not put into practice. The caliph must presumably
have seen that such a step could bring him increased power but that, in view of
the influence of the lawyers who had formulated a juridical basis to his political
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programme of Islamic justice it could also lose him authority over the Muslims.
The jurists themselves were in the process of visibly restricting the judgement
(ra’y) of scholars by the authority of ˙adÈth transmission and scholarly tradition.
When the chief judge, AbË YËsuf YaÆqËb (d. 798) wrote a handbook on land tax
for his caliph HÅrËn al-RashÈd, he issued a strict warning to the sovereign, the
warning to shine as the conserver of the law but of a law which preserves the
sunna of the ancestors:

God in His mercy, pity and forgiveness has appointed the temporal rulers as caliphs
on earth, He has given them light with which they may illuminate for their subjects
everything that appears dark in their daily affairs, and with which they make clear
those of their rights which are in doubt. The illumination provided by the mighty is
the maintenance of legal ordinances (˙udËd) and the guarding of the rights of all
through firmness and clear command. The revival of the sunna, propagated by a pious
generation, takes highest place, because reviving the sunna is one of those good deeds
which continue and do not perish. (AbË YËsuf YaÆqËb, KitÅb al-KharÅj [Book of
land-tax], trans. by C. R. Barber and S. M. Stern in I. Goldziher [30.02], vol. 2, p. 73.)

AbË YËsuf, like his teacher AbË ÓanÈfa, conceded wide judgement to the
reasoning (ijtihÅd) of scholars which was proven and supported by consensus.
Yet, with the alienation between pragmatic administration and the profession of
learned judges, with the increasing gulf between idea and reality in the Islamic
state there grew amongst jurists the tendency to base the law on immovable
norms. This tendency did not remain restricted to the law; the entire scholarly
tradition in the Islamic sciences, even in their external form, was stamped with
the norms of ˙adÈth transmission: the connection of personal authorisation with
written records, and the formal authentication of each tradition – of individual
accounts or entire literary works – by a coherent isnÅd. The writing of history
was also presented in this way in order to serve as a piece of model teaching
(quite a few ‘historical’ reports turn out on closer analysis to be legal instruc-
tions). Already, towards the end of the Umayyad and the beginning of the
ÆAbbasid period, traditions were collected (tadwÈn) and classified (taßnÈf) accord-
ing to the chapters of the sharÈÆa for the use of lawyers.

(c) The classical schools of law
Around the turn of the second and third Islamic centuries (eighth and ninth
centuries ad) the great jurist al-ShÅfiÆÈ made the decisive step towards a new
theory of law: for al-ShÅfiÆÈ sunna was no longer idealised practice according to
the consensus of the authorities, as had been the case with his Medinan teachers.
It was identical with the content of formal traditions from the Prophet, which
again were postulated to be identical with the consensus of the community,
explicable by strict analogy but not at the disposal of personal judgement:
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Whatever the Apostle has decreed [as sunna] that is not based on any scriptural
command of God, he has done so by God’s command. So God instructed us in his
saying: ‘And verily thou [Mu˙ammad] wilt guide [mankind] to a straight path, the
path of God’ [Koran, sËra 42, verses 52–3]. For the Apostle has laid down a sunna [on
matters] for which there is a text in the Book of God as well as for others concerning
which there is no [specific] text. But whatever he laid down in the sunna God has
ordered us to obey, and He regards [our[ obedience to him as obedience to Him, and
[our] refusal to obey him as disobedience to Him for which no man will be forgiven;
nor is an excuse for failure to obey the Apostle’s sunna possible. (al-ShÅfiÆÈ: al-RisÅla,
ed. by A. M. ShÅkir, Cairo, 1948, pp. 88–9 = transl. by Majid Khadduri: Islamic
jurisprudence – ShÅfiÆÈ’s RisÅla. Baltimore, 1961, pp. 118–19.)

The clash of opinions about the principles of the sharÈÆa developed into an
open conflict when the caliph al-Ma’mËn (813–33) tried in a famous and
notorious inquisition (the Mi˙na, see above, p. 47f.) to force the highest judges
to accept the doctrine of the creation of the Koran. This dogma was the
shibboleth of rationalist theologians, who in polemic and apologetic against
people of different faiths, and more especially in a dialogue with Hellenised
Christianity, had acquired the dialectics and interpretative methods of the
Hellenistic tradition. The most important opponent of the inquisition, the
traditionist A˙mad ibn Óanbal, stood out firmly on the other hand in favour of
pious acceptance of the uncreated word of God. Behind him stood the people
who were alienated from the caliph, his administration and the speculations of
élitist theologians. The turning point came around the middle of the ninth
century. The inquisition was ended and a movement against the rationalist
interpretation of the Revelation set in: besides the Koran there should only be
the Sunna, tradition which was sanctioned by the authority of the Prophet and
authoritative scholarly transmission, which was the source of the sharÈÆa and the
constitution of the umma and as such to be recognised even by the caliph. The
canonisation of the ˙adÈth was accompanied by the compiling of collections of
texts which were regarded as definitive. Speculative theology also joined in this
development and sought compromise formulae which preserved the literal sense
of the Koran (see above, pp. 48ff.). But thereafter ta’wÈl, the ‘exegesis’ of the
Koran which was, however, always accompanied by subjective judgement,
remained suspect to the champions of religious orthodoxy. The ancestors, the
companions of the Prophet and the transmitters of tradition had not used such a
procedure: it was innovation (bidÆa) bordering on heresy.

Sunna and orthodoxy therefore became synonyms: orthodoxy, the publicly
declared and universally recognised teaching of right belief and right action was
not created and formulated by speculative theology (kalÅm) but by the collectors
and interpreters of legal tradition. All schools of law, though different in the
importance which they attached to the ‘principles of law’ (ußËl al-fiqh),
‘opinion’ (ra’y) in relation to the Koran, sunna and consensus (ijmÅÆ) were
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unanimous in their respect for tradition. These were schools which were
attached to the prominent authorities of the formative period and from which
four survived: the followers of MÅlik (MÅlikites), of AbË ÓanÈfa (Óanafites), of
al-ShÅfiÆÈ (ShÅfiÆites) and of Ibn Óanbal (Óanbalites). The dogmatic ‘principles
of faith’ (ußËl al-dÈn) were governed on the basis of traditional sources by the
schools of law and in this way theological ‘knowledge’ (Æilm) and legal ‘under-
standing’ (fiqh) were both united as disciplines of the SharÈÆa. It was only in
collaboration with the schools of law that the attitudes of kalÅm survived and
continued to influence the positions of politico-religious factions: the MuÆtazila
maintained themselves in coalition with Óanafite law (which had always
reserved a place for rational interpretation); the AshÆariyya (see above, pp.
48ff.) joined up with the ShÅfiÆite school (without thereby finding ‘official’
recognition as an orthodox dogma as earlier Orientalists would have it).

It has been said that the SharÈÆa in the course of history became an edifice of
theoreticians, a dead letter which could not take account of changes in society.
That is not correct in such a general way. Of course the restricting of the sources
of law to the Koran and sacred tradition presented practical difficulties and the
character of the law as a doctrine of duties compelled the jurists to conceive of
all acts and legal relationships, including all matters of real property, under the
categories ‘obligatory’, ‘forbidden’, ‘recommended’, ‘disapproved’, and a simple
‘permissible’. It was possible to respect these principles in the broadest way and
for the longest period in the sphere of religious ritual and family and inheritance
laws. In government and administrative law, in fiscal law and in penal law,
practice in fact went in other directions; in the end the Ottomans placed next
to the SharÈÆa a separate legal body, the qÅnËn (for which the siyÅsa of the
MamlËks was a precursor) to deal with these legal areas. But it is important to
realise that Islamic law was never officially imposed by the body politic. The
different interpretations of the four ‘canonical’ law schools always enjoyed equal
status; they differed in the extent and freedom of individual interpretation
which they allowed. It is true that al-ShÅfiÆÈ had closed ‘the door of ijtihÅd’,
individual reasoning, by limiting individual judgement to strict analogy accord-
ing to the Sunna and had thereby decisively influenced general development;
but the other schools did not follow him with equal strictness. Thus the Óanafite
lawyers of Iraq, the Islamic country with the most progressive and diverse social
structure, created a legal foundation of commercial law by the use of liberal
casuistry which nevertheless intelligently preserved the letter of the tradition;
this was a commercial law which took account of the flourishing economy of
the early ÆAbbÅsid empire in an appropriate way. And even the followers of Ibn
Óanbal, the intransigent opponents of all theological speculation and the strictest
defenders of traditionalism, who even refused to use analogy, developed their
jurisprudence into a flexible instrument of rational pragmatism.



Islam: religion and legal system 65

A similar process occurred with the ShÈÆa: we can confidently class their
branches as legal schools alongside the four legal schools of ‘orthodox’ thought.
Before the ‘Twelver’ ShÈÆa, the Zaydiyya (cf. p. 42) had produced already an
early and subtly developed legal system. The doctrine of the occultation of the
ImÅm (see p. 40f.) then gave lawyers full powers and an especially wide scope
for personal interpretation since in his absence the exercise of ijtihÅd was
granted to them. The ShÈÆa also based their doctrine on sunna, the model and
instruction of the Prophet and his companions; but theirs was a different under-
standing and a different transmission of sunna, which separated them from the
consensus and the tradition of the ‘orthodox’ lawyers who were loyal to the
ÆAbbÅsids: they viewed only ÆAlÈ and his successors as its legitimate and
authentic transmitters. It was only amongst the Sunnis that the terms sunna
and shÈÆa became used as contradictory concepts and labels for the two big
confessional groups of Islam. The ‘party’ – shÈÆa – of ÆAlÈ recognised only him as
the successor designated by the Prophet, the bearer of the light which had been
sent down to Mu˙ammad and the bearer of his sunna; they saw only his
successors as the rightful representatives of the community and expected true
guidance to salvation only from these enlightened imÅms. Furthermore, they
sought to legitimise their claims in an interpretation of the ‘inner’ meaning of
Revelation and, the more they claimed esoteric insight, the more they were in
opposition to the understanding of the Koran of orthodox traditionalism which
was loyal to the letter of the book. But only the ‘radical’ ShÈÆite sect of the
IsmÅÆÈliyya pursued their claim to illumination and leadership by word and
sword right up until the time of the Crusades (see p. 43f.). The ‘Twelver’ or
ImÅmite ShÈÆa arrived at peaceful coexistence with Sunni orthodoxy. With the
decline of caliphal power, with the disintegration of the empire, with the
emergence of Iranian and Turkish dynasties which forced the caliph into their
service and involved them in their power struggles, the old conflict about the
legitimacy of the ÆAbbÅsid caliphal family became meaningless and the spiritual
as well as the political authority of the caliph remained only a hypothesis of
theoreticians. The political ShÈÆa gave up; the twelfth ImÅm went into
concealment and was only to return from hiding as the MahdÈ, the ‘rightly-
guided’ one, at the end of time. Before his return there was no legitimate
authority. When, at the beginning of the sixteenth century, the Íafavids
conquered Iran on behalf of the hidden ImÅm, they relied on the prominent
jurists of the ShÈÆa for their overall authority. These assured their position later
on in opposition to the decline of the dynasty and the disintegration of the
State. Since the end of the nineteenth century they have acquired independent
authority and political influence. Their leaders were then granted the honorary
title of ÅyatallÅh ‘sign of God’, and they formed an increasingly powerful
opposition to the reigning dynasties. Authority, both according to the sunna of
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the orthodox schools and to the ShÈÆa, is legitimised only when it obeys the
judgements of the law.

It is true however that ‘the government of AllÅh and the government of the
Sultan (who was soon no longer identical with the caliph) grew apart’, that ‘the
grandiose dream of a social body operating perpetually under the immutable law
which God had revealed in the fullness of time was abandoned’ (G. E. von
Grunebaum [14.22], p. 143). The discrepancy between theory and reality was
particularly noticeable in the government of the Islamic empire. From the middle
of the tenth century the caliph was only a nominal overlord of a fragmented
empire divided up between a number of independent rulers. After the Turkish
praetorian guards, the BËyids, ShÈÆite condottieri from the Caspian Sea, the
conquerors of Western Persia and Iraq, subjected the caliph to their protection
and their will; indeed, ÆA∂ud al-Dawla (949–983) forced the Commander of the
Faithful to crown him as king according to Iranian ceremony (977 or 978). The
IsmÅÆÈlÈ sect of the ShÈÆa became under the anti-caliphate of the FÅ†imids in
North Africa and (from 969) in Egypt a fierce and militant threat to the whole
of the Near East. Soon – from the turn of the eleventh century – the nomadic
invasion of the Turcomans from Transoxiana to Anatolia ushered in profound
social changes. In a period of material threats and political turmoil there arose
in the community of Muslims an awareness that the unity and the continuation
of the law and thereby the salvation of the believers were to be guaranteed not
by the rulers who were locked in power conflicts (whether they were caliphs or
the sultans of the invaders) but only by the teachers of the sharÈÆa, the Æulama’.
Only they were viewed as the legitimate preservers of the faith according to the
sunna. The rulers also spoke in the name of the sunna, in order to be heard.

The result was a movement which has been called the SunnÈ revival – more
precisely not a revival but a re-emergence of traditional forces after a long but
never dormant activity under the leadership of the Óanbalites, a movement
which after the decline of the BËyids was also joined by political leaders. The
outcome was apparent in the confession which the caliph al-QÅdir had publicly
proclaimed in the year 1018, a confession directed against the ShÈÆa, against the
MuÆtazila, but also against the AshÆariyya and therefore against kalÅm altogether.
It was a movement of integration uniting different social classes, Arabs and
Turks, jurisprudence and mysticism – not, however, without restricting diversity
of free intellectual exchange. In the teaching institution of orthodox law, the
madrasa, a new institution of this movement emerged. In addition to the schools
which had long been established in the mosques, whose teachers were appointed
by the caliphate or subject to its control, private initiative and endowment
founded an increasing number of teaching institutions which were also places to
live, in which teachers and pupils were given accommodation and upkeep. The
madrasa was not a ‘university’; the rational sciences and philosophy were studied
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in secular institutions – the caliphal library of the early æAbbÅsids, the obser-
vatories and hospitals of the urban centres – and taught in private circles, and
only from the twelfth century entered the schools of the ‘ulamÅ’. The madrasa
was a school of law, of fiqh, according to the madhhab (doctrine) of the founder
– and mostly of one particular madhhab, which could be ShÅfiÆite, Óanbalite and
so on – according to his instruction or his caprice (a rapid succession of professors
in coveted posts is an eloquent testimony to this). The madrasa became the
religious and also the political instrument of control in the hands of the orthodox
ruling class.

At the same time the teachers of orthodoxy utilised movements of pious
awakening in the countryside and anti-authoritarian popular piety in the cities
– which had long been in league with Óanbalite doctrine. The mysticism of the
ÍËfÈs became respectable after it had emerged as an individualistic reaction
against authority and collectivity; their teachers – again under the influence of
Óanbalite traditionalism – linked their doctrine in formal chains of transmission
to the ways of early ascetics and pious men. Mystical orders and convents devel-
oped under the influence of orthodox missionary zeal into pillars of the Sunna.
Sectarian and eccentric directions were neutralised in communal life and ritual-
ised worship of God. In the following centuries they acquired also an increasing
political and (through wealth from pious foundations) economic importance.

The Turkish sultans also had to make sure of support from the orthodox
institutions. When the Seljuq chief Toghrïl had himself crowned sultan (sul†Ån
‘power’ – the title itself is a usurpation of the caliphal prerogative) by the caliph
of Baghdad, he had legitimised his seizure of power in Baghdad (1055) as
Defender of the Faith against its heretical enemies. In their struggle against
Christian Byzantium and against the FÅ†imid heretics the Seljuqs showed
religious zeal. But that was not all; within their realm they elevated the doctrine
of the Sunna to a state institution. The number of madrasas founded by their
viziers – famous above all are the foundations of the Persian vizier, NiΩÅm
al-Mulk (1018–92) – shows that they knew how to use the authority of doctrine
as an instrument of political leadership. The Seljuqs were not the ‘rescuers’ of
the caliphate; in reality they remained its lasting rivals. Nor were the Seljuqs
the creators of the orthodox movement; but by making it the ideology of their
government they assured political stability for it which ensured the intellectual
integration of the Islamic world under the banner of the Sunna.

(d) The state in the light of legal theory
The last integration of Islamic culture under the leadership of orthodox tradi-
tionalism found its highest expression in the work of the jurist and theologian
al-GhazÅlÈ (1058–1111, see also p. 53f.). In him scientific logic and mystical
piety, philosophical depth and legal pragmatism, strict obedience to the law and
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dogmatic dialectic were combined. His warning and his advice to abandon
everything which did not serve towards salvation appealed to the people of
Islam from East to West. God’s promise of reward to those who observed the
‘true faith’ had remained the only assurance of salvation in a political situation
which knew Islamic justice under the rule of the most pious person as only a
remote ideal. To risk steadfast opposition and militant uprising must have seemed
futile in the face of political reality and indeed harmful to the interests of the
common weal. Theocracy had already become a fiction of legal scholars. The
Sunni tradition became ossified gradually into book knowledge, while the
mystical way – which became more and more popular as a retreat and with-
drawal in the face of the even greater catastrophe of the Mongol invasion
which broke out a century later – degenerated into obscurantism and scholastic
theosophy.

It was al-GhazÅlÈ himself who first soberly drew attention to the wretched-
ness of the political situation. The classical theory of the caliphate, developed
under ShÅfiÆite lawyers, had recognised two methods by which the ruler could
be legitimised as imÅm and by which voluntary homage to him by the Muslims
could be justified; either by the consensus of leading teachers of the sharÈÆa or
by designation through his legitimate predecessor. When, after the decline of
the BËyids, and before the Seljuq seizure of power the Baghdad caliphate began
once again to hope for a revival of its erstwhile greatness, al-MÅwardÈ (974–
1058) once again drew up in a classical treatise ‘The Ordinances of Govern-
ment’. But he already had to pose the question whether the caliph, if ‘one of his
vassals seizes control of him and usurps the executive power while formally
recognising his authority’ (al-A˙kÅm al-Sul†aniyya, ed. æAlamÈ, Beirut 1990, p.
76f.) – this was precisely what the BËyids had done – could still be regarded as
the legitimate imÅm. He even had to bear in mind the possibility of an ‘emirate
by usurpation’ (imÅrat al-istÈlÅ’) (even if carefully restricted to rebellion in the
provinces) and he was forced to concede that only necessity and the interest of
the communal good were able to justify the delegation of authority to the
usurper. Al-GhazÅlÈ spoke out openly and bluntly in the face of the political
reality of Seljuq rule:

There are those who hold that the Imamate is dead, lacking as it does the required
qualifications. But no substitute can be found for it. What then? Are we to give up
obeying the law, shall we dismiss the qÅ∂Ès, declare all authority to be valueless, cease
marrying and pronounce the acts of those in high places to be invalid at all points,
leaving the populace to live in sinfulness? Or shall we continue as we are, recognising
that the Imamate really exists and that all acts of the administration are valid, given
the circumstances of the case and the necessities of the moment?

Faced with a choice between anarchy and inactivity, civil war and bloodshed in
futile opposition and the recognition of existing authority:
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the lesser evil is relatively speaking the better, and the reasonable person must choose
the latter possibility’. (Al-IqtißÅd bi’l-iÆtiqÅd, ed. Çubukçu and Atay, Ankara 1962, p.
240, trans. G. E. von Grunebaum [14.22], p. 168.)

Two centuries later the political situation allowed the lawyers no other
alternative but to legally ratify the collapse of the theocratic state:

As regards the third method (of legitimation, after the other two already mentioned),
that by which the allegiance is contracted by compulsion, this arises from the compul-
sion of the holder of power. At a time when there is no imÅm and an unqualified
person seeks the Imamate and compels the people by his power and his armies
without any allegiance or succession then his allegiance is validly contracted and
obedience to him is obligatory, so as to maintain the unity of the Muslims and preserve
agreement among them. This is still so, even if he is barbarous or vicious according to
the best opinion. (Badr al-DÈn ibn JamÅÆa (1241–1333): Ta˙rÈr al-A˙kÅm, ed. H.
Kofler in Islamica 6, 1934, p. 357.)

Even Ibn KhaldËn (1332–1406,     a contemporary of the Mongol, TÈmËr),
whose practical insight into the social factors of history arouse so much admira-
tion, could not in his grandiose attempt to bring the ‘science of civilisation’ into
the canon of Islamic and philosophical sciences, try anything different from
what Islamic lawyers before him had tried: to test the facts of history against the
legal ideal of the SharÈÆa and to warn against the consequences of transgression
and despotism.

It is true that the MamlËk state – under whose authority the above
mentioned Ibn JamÅÆa worked as chief judge in Cairo and Damascus – installed
a successor of the ÆAbbÅsid family as ‘God’s vicegerent on earth’ in order to
present a semblance of legal investiture. In reality they created a monarchy
which granted the caliph modest powers only as head of the religious institu-
tion, deprived of all real power. The real owners of political authority were the
aristocracy of Turkish military slaves (mamlËk) from whose number the ruling
élite came and which was constantly being replenished from outside by the
import of young slaves from the Black Sea and the Caucasus. This aristocracy
preferred Jews and Christians at the head of its civil administration and allowed
the authority of Arab lawyers to be valid only in the exercise and doctrine of
religious law. The Ottomans who in 1516 conquered the Arab east and took
over the succession of the MamlËks followed them in many respects. The
Ottoman state too relied on a small ruling class of slaves of the sultan as the
officials of the imperial institution (partly recruited by the ‘levy of boys’,
devshirme, from amongst the Christian subjects of the Balkans). The Ottoman
state also made a distinction between government law (siyÅsa, codified in the
Ottoman qÅnËn) and the sharÈÆa, and it organised the institutions of the military,
of the administration and of religious law (assuring autonomy to every religious
community, millet) in a wide-ranging and all embracing government system. It
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was not a puppet caliph but the sultans themselves who took over the title of
caliph and of commander of the faithful. But long before the last bearer of this
title was deposed (1924) the caliphate as the guarantor of the SharÈÆa on behalf
of all Muslims had become a theoretical fiction.

Yet even today there is current amongst the peoples of Islam the belief that
political authority must be legitimised in a religious way. Again and again
rigorous, pietistic and fundamentalist movements in Islam have toppled and
re-established political power. Whilst pious idealists as well as pragmatists in the
East already resigned themselves to the realities of Seljuq power, in the West
the Berber Ibn TËmart (d. 1130) – who had perhaps learnt about al-GhazÅlÈ’s
doctrine in the East – founded the fundamentalist reform movement of the
Muwa˙˙idËn (‘those who recognise God’s unity’), Almohads, who revered him
as the promised MahdÈ; they fought with spiritual and military weapons against
the rigid empty legalism of the Almoravid dynasty and emerged towards the
middle of the twelfth century as their successors in Morocco and Spain. The
dynasty of the Íafavids which conquered Iran at the beginning of the sixteenth
century in the name of the ShÈÆite ImÅm emerged from a mystical order there. It
was a remarkable repetition of the events in the Near East in the eleventh
century in that they accorded the ShÈÆite scholarly institution the status of a
government authority in order to legitimise themselves (a status which it has
recently regained in the Islamic Republic of Iran). As late as the eighteenth
century the traditionalism of the Óanbalites continued to exert its power in the
struggle of Mu˙ammad ibn ÆAbd al-WahhÅb amongst the Bedouin of the
Arabian peninsula against the ‘heresy’ and ‘superstitions’ of popular religion;
and in league with his supporters – the WahhÅbÈs – the ål SaÆËd began their rise
to become rulers of Arabia. Even today in the Islamic world, social movements
and the struggle for power are clothed in the garb of religion. Contemporary
events show Islam to be a religious community which has not yet accepted the
split between private belief and secularised public life (a split which is widely
accepted in Western society), although it is slowly beginning to realise this
painfully and amidst great conflict. Even today, Islam is considered to be a
public religion, a community which obeys God’s laws in the articles of the faith,
professes them in communal worship and makes the government in power
responsible for the maintenance of these laws, as well as for the eternal salvation
of the believers. Even today, and despite the irretrievable loss of political and
spiritual unity, the state and society, civilisation and learning of the Muslim
peoples are permeated with this attitude: the quest for the Civitas Dei, which
through the early conflicts with the religions and cultures of the Hellenistic and
Iranian environment fostered the rise and splendour of ‘classical’ Islam, which
afterwards furthered the consolidation of institutions, scholasticism and sclerosis,
which in modern times again accompanied the encounter of Islam with the
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West and its manifold efforts at both reform and restoration, which in the
recent past – in the formation of the state of Pakistan, in the overthrow of the
state of Iran – has once more proven its political force.

In the social revolution which is gripping the traditional societies of the
Islamic east, once again the question of religious legitimacy in government poses
itself. How effectively it can be used by the protectors of religious institutions is
demonstrated for example in the fall of the PahlavÈ dynasty in Iran. But even in
places where such legitimacy bears the authority of government – Saudi Arabia,
where the Koran is valid as a constitution, is a good example – ineluctable social
and economic reforms are undermining traditional society and the traditional
foundations of power. There is discussion as to how the foundations of Islam can
be interpreted to solve the conflicts of the present. The traditionalism of the old
law schools after long ossification could no longer be profitably revived and
reused. From the nineteenth century onwards an Islamic modernism has emerged
which propagates the spirit, not the letter of the Koran, and seeks to incorporate
the legal system of the modern national state, the demands of international
trade and the rationalism of enlightened scientific thought into reformed Islam;
but it must in the interests of contemporary solutions question the authenticity
and validity of the sunna and apply relevant precepts from the Koran to a new
society (thus for example, it has used the duty to perform jihÅd, military ‘effort’
in the cause of Islam, in the service of anti-colonialist nationalism). Here in
sharp contrast, often in collaboration with the simple piety of the masses and
borne along by malaise of social change, Islamic fundamentalism fights for the
establishment of a truly Islamic state on the basis of the sharÈÆa, calls for a
campaign (also called jihÅd) against the satanic forces of secularism inside and
outside the Islamic world and denies that there is any separation between religion
and politics whether it is in the interest of national or any other pragmatic aims.
In the face of conflict and stress, the language of religion is a compliant
instrument for ideologues claiming absolute authority for their message under
the guise of the word of God. But moderate forces, too, demand an Islamic reply
to the challenges of modernity. Against the rise of secularism, Muslims raise the
certainty of truth – the timeless truth of the Revelation and the word of the
Prophet, and the infallibility of God’s law.



The Islamic world:
society and economy

4

1. Arabia: landscape and history at the beginning of Islam

‘We have explained that the cultivated region of that part of the earth which is
not covered by water has its centre towards the north, because of the excessive
heat in the south and the excessive cold in the north. The north and the south
represent opposite extremes of cold and heat. It necessarily follows that there
must be a gradual decrease from the extremes toward the centre, which, thus, is
moderate. The fourth zone [of the seven climes] is the most temperate cultivated
region. The bordering third and fifth zones are rather close to being temperate.
The sixth and second zones which are adjacent to them are far from temperate,
and the first and seventh zones still less so. Therefore, the sciences, the crafts,
the buildings, the clothing, the foodstuffs, the fruits, even the animals, and
everything that comes into being in the three middle zones are distinguished by
their temperate (well-proportioned) character. The human inhabitants of these
zones are more temperate (well-proportioned) in their bodies, colour, character
qualities and (general) conditions and religions, even including the various
(manifestations of) prophecy that are mostly to be found there, in as much as no
historical information about prophetic missions in the southern and northern
zones has come to our notice. This is because only those representatives of the
(human) species who have the most perfect physique and character are distin-
guished by prophets and messengers. The Qur’Ån says (sura 3, v. 110), “You are
the best group (ever) produced for mankind”. The purpose of this is to have the
divine message of the prophets fully accepted … The (foregoing statement) is
not contradicted by the existence of the Yemen, the Óa∂ramawt, al-A˙qÅf, the
ÓijÅz, the YamÅma, and adjacent regions of the Arabian Peninsula in the first and
second zones. As we have mentioned, the Arabian Peninsula is surrounded by
the sea on three sides. The humidity (of the sea) influences the humidity in the
air (of the Arabian Peninsula). This diminishes the dryness and intemperance
that (otherwise) the heat would cause. Because of the humidity from the sea,
the Arabian Peninsula is to some degree temperate.’ (Ibn KhaldËn (1332–
1406): al-Muqaddima, tr. F. Rosenthal [33,88], vol. 1, p. 167; n. 214, p. 169.)



The Islamic world 73

Throughout history the earth’s form and climate have exercised an influ-
ence on human behaviour. Decisive moments of Islamic history have left
inextinguishable traces on the face of the earth; landscape and settlement in the
East have experienced fundamental changes through the Arab conquests and
the expansion of Islam. Conversely, the demands of the landscape have
influenced the culture of Islam – its material and spiritual culture: the
necessities of life in the dry belt of the Ancient World, the great deserts from
the Arabian peninsula to central Asia on the one hand and as far as the
Atlantic Sahara on the other, the zones of uncertain equilibrium between
sedentary people and nomads, dominated by urban centers in the middle of
regions of agricultural settlement. But what sort of relationship is there between
landscape and history? Ibn KhaldËn, whose work was quoted at the beginning,
was probably the first to see such a relationship, influenced as he was by the
historical experience of his North African homeland. Recently his ideas have
been re-examined in a penetrating analysis of Islamic anthropogeography:
Xavier de Planhol [40.03] found a ‘general mechanism of interaction between
religion and landscape’ which he illustrated by pointing to the ‘evident affinity’
of Islam with processes of nomadisation. But regional differences and historical
diversity in the Islamic world make the historian hesitant to propose rapid
generalisations. Only gradually from the great wealth of unexploited sources do
the outlines of decisive periods, and the individuality of different regions
become sharper. The ‘Islamic world’ – a concept which already contains a
generalisation – has many faces.

The arena for the emergence of Islam was not the desert of the Arabian
camel nomads, the Bedouin, but an oasis of the ÓijÅz, the stretch of land on the
eastern slope of the chain of mountains above the Red Sea on the North West
coast of the Arabian Peninsula. The city of Mecca was one of the natural
stopping places on the ‘incense route’ which followed the valleys of southern
Arabia to Syria. Its emergence into a flourishing trading entrepôt in the course
of the sixth century ad was the consequence of the economic decline and
political collapse of south Arabia – the Arabia Felix of the ancient world. The
bursting of the great Ma’rib dam (around 570), viewed by the Islamic theology
of history as a sign of God’s punishment, put an end in spectacular fashion to
the ancient high culture of the Yemen. Around the same time the Prophet
Mu˙ammad was born. South Arabia had fallen under Iranian and then under
Abyssinian hegemony (Abyssinia was subject to Byzantine control): the Quraysh,
the tribe of the rulers of Mecca, entered into the political game of the great
powers. With the decline of Persia and its Arab vassals in Iraq the power of the
tribes in the north and west of the peninsula grew. The status of the shrine of
the Meccan goddesses and the periods of truce during the sacred months stabil-
ised economic prosperity for those who dealt in commerce; at the same time the
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sacred area became a refuge for the homeless and the persecuted from the
Bedouin tribes of Arabia and the surrounding settled area. Marriages between
members of the Quraysh and immigrants from different tribes reflected the
gradual integration of the immigrants under the traditional leadership of the
Meccan aristocracy; but social conflicts were also a result. The ethical norms
and legal concepts of the old ‘tribal humanism’ (W. M. Watt), based as they
were on absolute solidarity and strict manly virtue, collapsed in the face of the
burgeoning individualism of merchants and traders in families which had
become sedentary. The economy around the shrine flourished; but its goddesses
became mere figures in a new mixed society of Arabs of different origins, of
immigrant Jews and Christians.

The message which Mu˙ammad experienced as a revelation gave an answer
to the moral and social problems of his environment by providing a new
religious orientation. The exhortation to care for the poor and the orphans is
not the only nor indeed the prime concern of the oldest parts of the Koran but
it is nevertheless a crucial part. The way for Mu˙ammad and his young com-
munity to go to Medina (the oasis Yathrib 400 kilometres north of Mecca,
which was later called ‘the city of the Prophet’ was prepared by conflicts in a
society in transition: blood revenge was a force for order in the desert where an
overall authority was lacking; but amongst sedentary people who could not
avoid the vicious circle of revenge and further vengeance, it led – exacerbated
by daily problems of subsistence – to self-destructive civil war. In his political
leadership Mu˙ammad revealed talent and willpower and he regulated the law
of blood vengeance in a way which was all embracing and adapted to the new
circumstances (but not by abrogating it); furthermore, he made the law of
marriage and inheritance the basis of a new ‘urban’ form of family. He also
brought to his community unity of faith in the one God whose Revelation he
had received – a unity which stood above tribal solidarity and which abrogated
it when necessary. The consequences are well known: a century after the Hijra,
the emigration of Mu˙ammad from Mecca to Medina, Arab armies had con-
quered territory from the Atlantic to the Indus for Islam.

2. Bedouins and sedentary peoples

‘Because of their savagery, the Arabs are the least willing of nations to sub-
ordinate themselves to each other, as they are rude, proud, ambitious, and eager
to be the leader. Their individual aspirations rarely coincide. But when there is
religion (among them) through prophecy or sainthood, then they have some
restraining influence in themselves. The qualities of haughtiness and jealousy
leave them. It is, then, easy for them to subordinate themselves and to unite (as
a social organisation).’
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‘When there is a ruler in the city, the submissiveness and obedience (of the
Bedouins) is the result of the superiority of the ruler. When there is no ruler in
the city, some political leadership and control by some of the inhabitants over
the remainder must, of necessity, exist in it. If not, the civilisation of the city
would be wiped out. Such a leader makes (the Bedouins) obey him and exert
themselves on behalf of his interests. He does so either by persuasion, in that he
distributes money among them and lets them have the necessities they need
from his city, which enables their civilisation to subsist; or, if he has the power
to do so, he forces them to obey him, even if he has to cause discord among
them so as to get the support of one party, with the help of which he will then
be able to overcome the remainder and thus force the others to obey him, since
they fear the decay of their civilisation as the result of the unstable situation.’
(Ibn KhaldËn: al-Muqaddima, tr. F. Rosenthal, vol. i, p. 305, 309.)

It was not only in the early period of Islam but repeatedly at turning points
of its history that migrations of people, periods of nomadic expansion from the
steppe, changed the historical map; but regularly – though not to such an extent
– it was also changed by the unifying force of religious movements. The strength
of pietist reform and heterodox sects in the eleventh century united the ÍanhÅja
Berbers south of the Atlas under the Almoravids, around 1500 united the
Turcomans of ådharbÅyjÅn under the Íafavids, and once again in the middle of
the eighteenth century in Arabia the WahhÅbis under the leadership of the ål
SaæËd. It is true that more profound causes for nomadic movements – from the
Arab conquests to the catastrophic Mongol invasions of the thirteenth and
fifteenth centuries – can be found in ecological and economic changes.
Reference has been made to the periodic overflow of nomadic population which
‘generates people like locusts regularly and unremittingly’ (J. Weulersse, as
quoted by X. de Planhol [40.03], p. 14).     Some researchers (as for example the
Orientalist Leone Caetani and also Arnold Toynbee) have attributed the first
expansion of Islam to climatic changes in the peninsula, which caused a search
for new pastureland. But the unification of the conquering tribes and the con-
solidation of the conquests into a permanent state were achieved under the rule
of urban centres, centres of religiously legitimated authority, places of common
public prayer, focal points of the dynastic exercise of power. Nomads were the
conquerors of the Islamic empire but Islamic culture – as were ancient oriental
cultures before it – is a culture of cities. The radius of its influence is limited, and
at times endangered; for nomadic life is no more economically self-sufficient
than agricultural society, nor is it completely dependent: badw – the steppe – and
˙a∂ar – the zone of cultivated land and settlement – live in ancient symbiosis.

The way of life of the Bedouin, the specifically Arab form of camel nomad-
ism, developed in the last centuries before Islam in the nw border areas of the
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peninsula, in contact with the urban culture of Syria. Constant attacks and
assaults on the territory of the sedentary people were a basic part of this way of
life; strong tribal unity, given visible shape by genealogy, and the sanction of
blood vengeance afforded it the necessary inner cohesion. The lack of respect of
the Bedouin vis-à-vis the sedentary peoples was a basic tenet of Bedouin self-
awareness, of tribal pride (fakhr); and it acquired a mythological character in
the accounts of the feuds of the ancient Arabs. This was all the more possible as
the ideals of Bedouin life were still preserved in glorified memory by the sedentary
Arabs in the old and new centres of Islamic power. For this reason the pattern of
‘natural’ hostility between the Bedouin and the cities should not be used too
sweepingly as a generalisation and it should not be brought out as an explan-
ation of very disparate historical phenomena. Ibn KhaldËn first made it one of
the bases of his interpretation of the great movements of Islamic history; but
when he speaks of the Bedouin – especially in respect of the North African
situation with which he is familiar – he means all those groups of people who
were far away from the city and its direct control, nomads as well as farmers
(Bedouin and fellahs). In both groups there were nuclei of rebellion and centres
of opposition, sustained by anti-authoritarian solidarity (Ibn KhaldËn’s Æaßabiyya).

There were indeed hotbeds of insubordination and rebellion both amongst
the nomadic tribal confederations and in areas of peasant unrest, especially in
inaccessible mountainous regions. Such insurrections were often fostered by
heretical movements and the dynasty in power had to know how to play off
centrifugal forces against each other. This was not always successful; often equi-
librium between urban dynasties and the areas of rebellion was only tenuous.
Until quite recently the history of Morocco has been characterised by frequent
conflict between areas under the control of urban government (bilÅd al-makhzan,
‘the land of government treasury’, that area subject to taxation by the ruling
dynasty) and the ‘land of rebellion’ (bilÅd al-sÅ’iba, sÈba), in this case Berber
tribes from the mountain areas. The situation of the Baghdad caliphate towards
the middle of the eleventh century, before the fall of the Iranian BËyids and the
seizure of power by the Turkish Seljuqs, provides an earlier historical example.
The caliphate was almost impotent in the hands of a ShÈæite confederation of
Arab Bedouins, the attacks of the Turcomans and the depredations of retreating
Kurdish tribes. The orbit of dynastic control was always limited. It could, if
means were available, be secured and extended by military and at the same time
missionary operations on the frontiers. These outposts of the faith far away from
the metropolis became centres of military and religious activity and by gaining
both in strength and autonomy, threatened to endanger the dynasty or indeed
fundamentally destroy it. The Almoravids, the Berber leaders who took the
Maghrib and Islamic Spain in the eleventh century, came from the cloister-like
garrisons (Arabic ribÅ†, hence the name al-MurÅbi†Ën, Spanish Almorávides) in
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the border region towards the Sahara. In the Iranian east and in Turkestan the
ghÅzÈs, the fighters for the faith on the borders of Islam [amongst whom there
were numerous converted Turcomans] also formed an element of separatism.

Because it was not always possible for declining dynasties to maintain an
equilibrium between different forces, phases of Bedouinisation occurred during
periods of great upheaval in oriental history. Pre-Islamic Arabia had also under-
gone such a process. Great waves of nomadic expansion led to the devastation
of whole areas: in his chronicle, Ibn KhaldËn speaks of the ravaging ‘swarms of
locusts’ of the BanË HilÅl in North Africa. Having first moved towards Egypt
they were then, in the middle of the eleventh century, unleashed on IfrÈqiyya by
the FÅ†imid caliphs of Cairo who intended thereby to punish the insubordinate
ZÈrids. The invasions of Turkish tribes from central Asia into Iran and Anatolia
from the eleventh century, and finally the Mongol invasion, as a consequence
of which Turkish nomads overran Iranian territory, were in the long run no less
portentous. The way in which the expansion of the Turcomans was consolid-
ated politically, not only by military force on the part of the rulers of the Seljuqs
and the lkhÅns but also in the long term by cultural assimilation and the reli-
gious legitimisation of their ruling class, is one of the most instructive chapters
of Islamic history.

These events were important not only because of the devastations of the
advancing armies bringing pillage, arson and murder in their wake; they were
still more momentous because the ruined peasantry was forced to revert to
nomadism, because migrant tribes who had immigrated or who had long been
near at hand took over old agricultural land. The extent of this development is
in many places still perceptible today; not only in the wide expanse of the
territory occupied by the Turkish nomads in Iran and Anatolia but also in the
expansion of Arab Bedouin into the Mesopotamian border zones of the Arabian
peninsula. It is true that many Bedouin tribes there – as had already happened
before in pre-Islamic times – became sedentary or semi-sedentary, dependent
economically on agriculture. But even today the colloquial Arabic of Iraq bears
the imprint of the dialects of the Bedouin, who – after the ‘classical’ period of
urbanisation in the first Islamic centuries – as a result of the decline of central
power and definitively after the fall of the æAbbÅsids in Baghdad (1258) were
able to penetrate unhindered into the settled territory and were even settled by
the Ottoman government in the towns. Remnants of the old sedentary dialects
have survived only in the nw border areas, in upper Mesopotamia and Anatolia
and in the Jewish and Christian urban population of the south.

In spite of social adaptation and strong discipline, Arab tribalism remained
until the late Ottoman period a force of unrest and opposition against those who
tried to govern it. Skilfully bolstered up by the European powers, and especially
by Britain – not always in the best interests of agriculturalism, when it fell under
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the sway of powerful tribal leaders – it allied itself with the nationalism of urban
intellectuals in the struggle for national independence. Now as ever, the tribal
aristocracy of the tribes in places where it has survived – notably in the
monarchies of Morocco, Saudi Arabia and Jordan – remains, beside government
power and the urban élite, as a very significant third force.

3. Agricultural economy, taxation and land tenure

Nomadism is at home in the steppes; but the basis of oriental economy was
agricultural and that remained so under Islam too. The Arab conquerors made
no changes in this respect; they did not disturb agriculture overall since they did
not allow Bedouinisation of the conquered territories. Arab tribes, which were
in Syria and Mesopotamia even before Islam, had moved over to sedentary
farming. They submitted not unwillingly to their fellow Arabs and held on to
their land with a lighter burden of taxation (the tithe, the alms tax of the
Muslims laid down by the Koran). The land too remained in the care of the
local farmers; the old territories of the Persian landed aristocracy, the dihqÅns,
also remained – although locked up legally as foundations (waqf) at the disposal
of the Islamic community – under their care on payment of the land tax
(kharÅj). The former crown land of the Sasanians and the land which had other-
wise become ownerless reverted to the Islamic community, the umma, but was
handed out in ‘allotments’ (qa†Å’iæ) to be cultivated by Arab Muslims, who in
return for it had to pay the Koranic tithe (zakÅt). The land tax was therefore at
first a tax on the yield from the conquered land which was in the possession of
non-Muslims (who also had to pay the poll tax, jizya). At the end of the great
conquests which brought in great amounts of booty in money and in property,
the land tax became the most important source of income for the state; as the
land tax was more than the tithe, increasing conversion in the early Umayyad
period began to create financial problems for the government exchequer, and
above all for the military budget of the central government. These problems
combined and were exacerbated by the results of social change: the abrogation
of the previous feudal system and of rural slavery freed farmers from being tied to
the land and to feudal service for the dihqÅns or other landowners in Iraq, in
Syria and in Egypt.

The more unwillingly the newly converted Muslims were granted exemp-
tion from paying the land tax, the more they made use of their freedom of
movement. An increasing emigration from the countryside to the rich garrison
towns began, where the non-Arab Muslims as clients, mawÅlÈ, of Arab families
vied with the Arabs for social advancement in an urban society. As a counter-
move, Arab tribal leaders, the ashrÅf, seized the empty land and acquired more
and more large estates on which they paid only the tithe. The reaction of the
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Umayyads – in Iraq initiated by the governor al-ÓajjÅj ibn YËsuf, the dreaded
governor of the caliph æAbd al-Malik, and the architect of the government
organisation in the east – was to take measures which were directed at both the
mawÅlÈ and the ashrÅf. Emigration from the land was curbed and the land –
whether it was in the hands of Muslims or unbelievers – was made overall liable
to the kharÅj. The disturbances and rebellions which arose as a reaction to this
(amongst which was the serious revolt of Ibn al-Ashæath in Iraq, 701) could call
on the unambiguous injunctions of the Koran, which were, it is true, issued in
different circumstances; here too the roots of the reproaches made against the
godless rule of the Umayyads can be found. The far-sighted æUmar II attempted
to introduce an egalitarian reform of the land tax and sought by defining culti-
vated land as the collective property of the Islamic community to place kharÅj
taxation on a Koranic footing and thereby to create unified and stable practice.
But he was not able in his all too short period of rule (717–20) to carry out any
far-reaching changes. Social differences grew and led to ever increasing tensions
not only between Arabs and mawÅlÈ but also amongst Arabs themselves, between
the aristocracy who owned the land and the landless settlers. Militant opposi-
tion, frequently established by religious criticism and supported by religious
opposition parties (above all the ShÈæa, as for example in the rebellion of Zayd
ibn ÆAlÈ ibn al-Óusayn in 740) undermined the authority of the caliphate of
Damascus. Only the ÆAbbÅsids who were brought to power by rebellious forces
in KhurÅsÅn (749) could take into account the transition from an Arab tribal
economy to an agrarian society by the creation of a uniform system of land
taxation.

The flowering of agriculture in the great period of the ‘AbbÅsid caliphate is
closely linked with the rise of urban economy and foreign trade. Increasing
demand led to a stepping up of yield through intensive cultivation and not by
the development of hitherto marginal areas for cultivation. The reclamation of
the great salt marshes in the delta region of southern Mesopotamia around Baßra
is a famous example, as indeed it is also an example of the fateful abuse of power
by the landowners: their negro slaves who had been imported in hundreds of
thousands from Africa, the Zanj, organised in 869 a dangerous rebellion and
defended an independent state south of Baßra for around 15 years.

At the same time the power and authority of the Baghdad caliphate began
to wane. From the middle of the tenth century de facto foreign – Iranian, and
then from the eleventh century Turkish – princes ruled in Iraq, and finally in
the whole of the Near East. They imposed momentous change on state finances
by the introduction of military land tenure: the payment of the army by investi-
ture of the land tax from state-owned land (Arabic iq†ÅÆ).

In its basic form the iq†ÅÆ, ‘the allotting of the tax income of a piece of land
(qa†ÈÆa) belonging to the state’ as a lease to civil and also military licensees was
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nothing new. The licensee received the land tax (kharÅj) of a territory; the
treasury took from that only the tithe, inter alia to cover the costs of the military
budget. But the more the increasing influence and independence of the amirs
hindered the collection of legitimate taxes from military feudal landowners, the
more difficult the situation of the government budget became. When the BËyids,
the dynasty of condottieri from Daylam on the Caspian Sea took over power in
Baghdad (945), they made a doubtful virtue of necessity: they made direct use of
the iq†ÅÆ to pay the standing army by giving out feudal estates in return for
military service. With the extension of the iq†ÅÆ under the Seljuqs in Iran and
Iraq from the eleventh century and under the AyyËbids in Egypt (second half of
the twelfth century) the military land tenure system became the main form of
bestowing state-owned land and it remained so under the successor dynasties in
Iran (the Mongol lkhÅns) and in the Near East. The MamlËk sultans (thir-
teenth–fifteenth century) in Egypt and Syria made the system the basis of their
government while at the same time trying to strengthen the economic auto-
nomy of the ruler by reforms of the land register and by extending crown land.
The tÈmÅr (‘caretakership’) of the Ottoman empire is a comparable institution
probably also based on Byzantine precedents, and is of comparable importance.
In addition, other forms of property allocation were introduced which were
more profitable to the exchequer, above all in the Anatolian and Arab provinces:
trusteeship (emanet), the holder of which had to hand over to the exchequer
the income which accrued to them from it while he himself was paid from the
treasury, and (increasingly from the sixteenth century) tax farming (iltizãm).

The transformation of state property into military land tenure assured the
letter of Islamic law: the land remained legally the property of the state; the
powers entrusted to the licensee were made over to him only temporarily and
were restricted to the collection of the income according to the amount and
duration of military service. The iq†ÅÆ therefore did not lead to the formation of
a hereditary land-owning military aristocracy. Islamic ‘feudalism’ is fundamen-
tally different in that respect from European land tenure. It was always only a
part – at times of strong dynastic control only a small part – of the government
land which was handed over to licensees.

However, the de facto founding of the state on a military hierarchy and the
financing of the military budget by allotment of the land tax had immediate and
also wide-ranging consequences over the centuries for the economy of the Islamic
countries. The economy in the period of æAbbÅsid prosperity had flourished in a
blending of government and private initiative, agrarian economy, handicrafts,
trade and international traffic in both goods and capital. The new rulers, the
Daylamite generals, the Turcoman tribal chiefs and their successors were alien
to this economy and its demands. Trade regressed; the monetary economy
declined and was replaced by a predominantly natural economy. Finally, agri-
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culture also suffered severe damage not only through the invasion of Turkish
nomads from the eleventh to the fifteenth century but also through the short-
comings of the system. The military, and above all its impoverished lower ranks
were only interested in the collecting of the revenue, and were not ready or in a
position to make long-term investments. Moreover, as the establishment of a
theoretical tax evaluation (Æibra) of territories for years in advance did not take
account of vacillations in the produce from the harvest, the fellahs were
subjected to increasingly unrealisable demands on the part of powerful landlords
and subordinate tenants. Only a strong administration could deal with abuses,
but had to represent the interests of the exchequer in the evaluation of the land
and the allocation of domains. The decline of state power and government led
on the one hand to hereditary ownership of fiefs which was not subject to
control, and on the other hand by exploiting both people and nature to the ruin
of agriculture and the extension of nomadism. This process repeated itself in the
periods of BËyid, MamlËk and Mongol (lkhÅn) decline; the disintegration of
the Ottoman empire in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries was also
accompanied by attempts at reform and peasant uprising in the provinces.

In comparison with feudal estates and inalienable government lands, free-
hold private ownership of land (milk) played from early times only a subordinate
role. Nevertheless, goods from ownership or usufruct which were endowed as
pious foundations (waqf, in Egypt and North Africa ˙abs, ˙ubus) for religious
and communal establishments – mosques, madrasas, hospices, convents of ÍËfÈ
orders, frequently also for the use of the family of the founder, played an impor-
tant economic role. It was not always possible for waqf property to escape
control and illegal seizure by the state, and mismanagement by corrupt tenants.
For all that, the development of the ÍËfÈ orders into numerous and authoritative
institutions brought about – notably in the Ottoman empire – a concentration
of important waqf lands outside government and military control which were
organised as a profit-making concern by the darvÈshs in just the same way as the
domains of urban landowners and tenants. Apart from phases of transition
under nomadic rule, the institutions and executive bodies of political autonomy
and fiscal government were always concentrated in urban centres. The land-
owners lived in the cities: as for example the landowning aristocracy of the
Umayyad period, and most of the tenants of the ÆAbbÅsid domains. The garri-
sons of soldiers paid out of rural iq†ÅÆs were stationed in the cities and the
religious institutions which were the beneficiaries of pious foundations were also
centred in the cities. Agriculture in rural settled areas always remained under
the direct or indirect control of urban rulers. For that reason the peasantry were
seldom very active in the political history of the Islamic countries. But here too
there were movements of opposition against the authority and oppression of the
cities. The rebellion of the Zanj, the negro slaves of the Iraqi estates, has already
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been mentioned. The sects of the ShÈÆa, who promised a just ImÅm and a
kingdom of justice at the end of time, gained a foothold in the town and the
countryside; but whilst in the cities of Iraq and Iran, ShÈÆites of the ‘Twelver’
persuasion, estranged from the ÆAbbÅsid caliphate, were content with the quiet
expectation of the coming of their ImÅm, the ‘radical’ element of the IsmÅÆÈliyya
fomented a militant messianic movement in favour of their ImÅm (who was also
in occultation), amongst the rural population of Southern Iraq and in the
villages of Northern Iran and KhurÅsÅn. This propaganda presented no small
threat to the disintegrating caliphal empire and – intensified by the Bedouin in
Ba˙rayn and carried by the FÅ†imids to North Africa and Egypt – it had impor-
tant repercussions. Rebellion arose also against the ruthless exploitation of
military land tenure; it could even, as in the rebellions of the fourteenth century
against the MamlËk state of Egypt, bring about a temporary alliance between
the fellahs and the Bedouin.

The hegemony of urban landowners over the countryside is the basis of a
system which in modern social geography (according to Hans Bobek [40.01])     is
called ‘rent capitalism’. This concept was derived from an observation of
modern developments in the Near East; it has recently been applied also to the
circumstances of land law in earlier periods of Islam, but the phenomenon is too
complex and has not yet been researched in enough detail to fully justify such a
generalisation. It is indisputable that we can already trace the historical condi-
tions of this system in the land tenure system of the Iranian and Turkish military
dynasties; this was also a form of economic exploitation of the countryside by
the city and it could by misuse lead to an oppressive dependency of village
economy on the landlords or on their tenants. Since the Ottoman period we
can really observe the characteristics of rent capitalism: the urban landlord
creams off the proceeds (‘ground rent’); he restricts investments, however, to an
amount barely sufficient to maintain productivity and gives the fellahs a share
in the harvest which only just achieves the minimum necessary for existence;
the peasant pays for the cost of the means of production (land, water, seed,
equipment and draught cattle) – especially after years of drought and natural
catastrophes – by increased servitude or by the appropriation of the land by
urban investors. But this is the culmination of a 700-year-old development: at
the outset – in the BËyid period – the relationship of the fief owner with his
land was not essentially a commercial one but was restricted to executive care
on behalf of government fiscal authority.

‘Officers who hold assignments (iq†ÅÆ) must know that they have no authority
over the peasants except to take from them – and that with courtesy – the due
amount of revenue which has been assigned to them to collect’: so wrote NiΩÅm
al-Mulk, the Iranian vizier and administrator of the great Seljuqs, in the year
1092 (SiyÅsatnÅma, trans. from the Persian by Hubert Darke. London, 1978, p.
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32). These conditions were not always contravened, but weakness and decline
of centralised control led to abuses, and then heredity of tenure and the transfer
to private ownership – against the true principles of Islamic land law – paved
the way for ‘rent capitalism’. But this did not always happen either in a uniform
way or at the same time; and if one wanted to attribute this process to a speci-
fically ‘Islamic’ combination of natural circumstances, society and economy, it
would be difficult to prove.

4. Urban society and economy

The exodus of the Arab Bedouin from the peninsula began Islamic history; but
the history of the institutions and culture of Islam was the history of its cities.
The leaders of the conquests were the Quraysh of Mecca, experienced politicians
and experts in foreign trade (S. D. Goitein [60.01], p. 227: ‘a victory of business
executives over professional generals’); Medina ‘the city of the Prophet’, was the
first Islamic metropolis before it was ousted by Damascus, the old capital of
Syria. But other cities of the pre-Islamic, Hellenistic and Iranian east also
continued to play a leading role; many ceded to new urban centres of Islamic
administration. These were in the first place the garrisons of the conquering
armies: for example Baßra and KËfa in Iraq – from which the north and east of
Iran was conquered and governed – and Fus†Å† in Egypt. Later, the foundation of
Islamic cities marked important turning points in history: Baghdad, the capital of
the ÆAbbÅsid caliphate (built in the year 763 by al-ManßËr) in its siting – near
Babylon and Seleucia (Ctesiphon), in a central position between the east and
the west of the empire – and in its layout – the Round City, in the centre of
which is the palace of the caliph – is in both respects the symbol of an imperial
design. Three centuries later, after their conquest of Egypt, the FÅ†imids
founded Cairo (al-QÅhira ‘the victorious’) near the old Fus†Å† as the capital of
the IsmÅÆÈlÈ anti-caliphate. The Mongol rulers of Iran, the lkhÅns, built their
capital Sul†Åniyya (near QazwÈn, founded in 1307) as a symbol of the apogee of
their power in close symbiosis with the pastoral economy.

The cities of Islam – as was already the case with the old centres of culture
in the Orient – became centres of dynastic power and control, centres of
spiritual authority, places of economic production and trade, the repositories of
science and literature. There was continuity with the pre-Islamic city also in the
external appearance of its Islamic counterpart; the seat of the ruler or of his
representative was its central point, and his troops guarded the surrounding
walls and their gates. This corresponded to the political status of the cities: they
were not autonomous and self governing; their inhabitants were not ‘citizens’ in
the narrower sense of the word which evolved in medieval Europe, members of
an urban community with special legal status. They were rather members of the
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Islamic community (the umma); they were therefore at the same time ‘protected
subjects’ (literally ‘flock’: raÆÅyÅ, Ottoman Turkish râya), often directly depend-
ent economically on the sovereign, who safeguarded God’s law.

The mosque and the market, the focal points of religious and economic life,
were under the religious authority and political supervision of the theocratic ruler.
The spiritual focus of the city was the Friday mosque (jÅmiÆ), the ‘cathedral’
mosque, in relation to the other mosques (masjid) the place of communal public
worship, which the sovereign himself or another delegated imÅm led as his
deputy. The mosque was also the place where the legal schools carried out their
teaching and frequently where they pronounced legal decisions (fatwÅ of the
muftÈ), as well as being a social centre, similar in function to the Greek agora
and often situated in its place. The centre of urban commercial activities was
the market (Arabic sËq, Persian bÅzÅr) – which had often grown up around the
‘great’ Friday mosque, whose handicrafts and retail trade formed the basis of
urban economy, always divided into branches of trade (but only very much later
officially organised into ‘guilds’). The market took part in long-distance trade
whose stages were the guest houses and warehouses (khÅn) on the outskirts and
the caravanserais on the trade routes. Here too the government intervened;
administratively through the ˙isba, the supervision of trade and public conduct,
economically as the employer and the owner of monopolies in certain spheres.

The ‘vertical’ social structure had its parallels and precedents in the East
and also in early Europe. A striking phenomenon of the Islamic city was its
‘horizontal’ division into ethnic, religious and professional groups, which is
clearly apparent in circumscribed quarters. The Islamic city had no regular net-
work of streets, which allowed direct access to all points (except where traces of
a Hellenistic city plan have been preserved, as for example in the Seleucid
ground plan of the old city of Aleppo); it was an agglomeration of units, living
quarters, around a few through roads, accessible at times only at specific points,
often only through a gate which could be closed and which led to a labyrinth of
blind alleys. Still, the axis provided by the qibla of worship (the direction of
Mecca), and the orientation towards the ‘pole’ of the Friday mosque, give to
Islamic cities a basic pattern and deep structure of their own.

The Christian and Jewish population in the ancient and also in the newly
flourishing cities preserved from the beginning a narrow social and local
identity. Islamic law placed the dhimmÈs, the ‘People of the Book’ (ahl al-kitÅb)
of earlier revealed religions, under the protection (dhimma) of the Islamic umma,
if they recognised its authority. The Zoroastrians, numerous in early Islamic Iraq
and southern Iran, were also treated in the same way. (The Ottoman empire
institutionalised this practice: every religious community, millet, preserved the
right to self-autonomy and jurisdiction under its own leader.) As the dhimmÈs
had to undergo no specific restrictions in religious worship (only in its outward
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expression, such as processions and the use of bells) and no special burdens – the
poll tax (jizya) levied on the dhimmÈs was not usually more onerous than the
alms tax (zakÅt) of the Muslims – conditions were laid down which led to
tolerant coexistence for centuries. Reprisals and persecution under the banner
of orthodox or sectarian zeal or in times of war with Christian powers were the
exception. It is true that opportunities for social advancement for non-Muslims
were limited. In the early period of the Islamic empire the indigenous officials
kept their jobs in the existing government machine; but the subsequent Arab-
isation and Islamicisation of the chancery and economy deprived them of their
offices. Experts were, however, still in demand. Even in MamlËk Egypt Copts
were still in important positions in the civil administration. The ancient scien-
tific tradition of Hellenism was transferred to the Arabs by Christians and Jews;
and long after the acceptance and active continuation of this inheritance
within Islam, Christian and Jewish doctors enjoyed a prestige which was seldom
accorded to their Muslim colleagues.

As usury was forbidden to the Muslims, people of other faiths dominated
the money market (as well as the trade in wine); but most dhimmÈs lived as
artisans. Conversion to Islam decimated their number; the death penalty was
exacted on Muslims who apostatised. The old popular languages of the Christian
east – Aramaic and Coptic – were ousted by Arabic. But the religious minorities
always remained sharply divided from their environment; even today in the old
cities of the Islamic world the quarters of the Jews and the Christians are clearly
delineated entities in which special dialects distinct from those of the Muslim
environment have been preserved.

Muslims, on the other hand, formed no uniform group. The history of urban
settlement reflects the ethnic multiplicity of Islamic society which never totally
coalesced into a unified whole. The different tribes of the Arab armies of
conquest were settled in separate quarters, which formed administrative units
for collective payment and taxation. Old tribal affiliations and conflicts lived on
after colonisation. Merit and status in the cause of Islam, recorded in the army
list (the DÈwÅn) of the caliph ÆUmar, guaranteed to the descendants of the
Prophet’s companions and the participants in the great campaigns shares in the
booty and permanent pensions. Their leaders, the ‘nobles’ (ashrÅf) of the tribes,
became the first – transient – urban aristocracy of Islam, the leaders of the
armies, the possessors of the highest offices, and of the increasing number of
large estates (see p. 78f.). But the Koran said nothing about privileges and prero-
gatives which differentiated between Muslims. It was not only the Arabs who
had come too late and too recently, the new settlers in the countryside and in
the towns, who were dissatisfied; it was also the newly converted Muslims from
other nations who demanded equal rights.

The consequences of the conflict about land and taxation laws have already
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been mentioned; they led in the Umayyad period to an increasing emigration
from the countryside to the towns. Prisoners of war who were freed after con-
version as well as an increasing number of those who sought profit and material
security through conversion, attached themselves as mawÅlÈ, ‘clients’ – an old
Arab legal practice – to Arab families. Their number and also their political
influence grew. Amongst the mawÅlÈ were the landed nobility in Iran, the
dihqÅns, the Byzantine patrikioi, the upper échélon of the old administration,
the élite in both birth and education. They participated in the expansion and
defence of the faith – mawÅli were amongst the founders of kalÅm, theological
discourse – and they sought equal rank and the highest positions.

Theory favoured these efforts. Tensions in society, tensions also amongst
the Arabs themselves, caused the jurists to propagate the Islamic justice of the
earliest community – a community of equals under God’s law. The ÆAbbÅsids,
whose revolution settled these tensions, adopted this principle as part of their
programme. Under their régime the emergence of the Iranian mawÅlÈ – the
ÆAbbÅsids had indeed begun their advance from Iran – in the bureaucracy and in
all spheres of economic and spiritual life began. The ‘peoples’ (Arabic shuÆËb,
hence ShuÆËbiyya, the term used for their movement of literary rivalry) com-
peted with the Arabs for supremacy in religious and secular sciences, in litera-
ture and in music. But Arabic remained the medium for their efforts too.

The rise of the mawÅlÈ and the destruction of ethnic constraints went hand
in hand with the emergence of new social hierarchies. It is true that the descen-
dants of the Prophet’s family remained especially respected amongst Arab
families, but they were only a part and, with the exception of the caliph’s family,
not the most important part of the new elite. With the help of a ruling class of
Arab as well as Persian, Aramaic and Greek origin and education, the great
caliphs of the ÆAbbÅsids – al-ManßËr, al-RashÈd, al-Ma’mËn – based their supremacy
and their authority on Iranian ideas of government and Hellenistic rationalism.
But the élite of the urban society did not only comprise the ruling class of ‘secre-
taries’ (kuttÅb) and jurists; it was neither an aristocracy of birth or possessions
nor a professional clique. As well as administrators and lawyers of the theocracy,
there was the intelligentsia of the aspiring bourgeoisie, of the mercantile, com-
mercial and artisan classes, the proponents of a flourishing international economy
who also knew how to acquire competence in cultivated speech, theological
dispute and literary contest and thereby to hold their own with the upper class.

The basis of the prosperity and the variety of the economy and therefore of
the well-being of the élite, of the ‘special people’ (khÅßßa), was the work force of
the ‘common people’ (ÆÅmma), the small craftsmen and shopkeepers, who
looked after mass production and the distribution of goods; at the end of the social
scale there were the despised and rejected elements – the debit side socially of
the prosperity – the growing mass of hired workers (above all in the complex
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hierarchy of the textile industry) and the down and outs. An army of house slaves
was as natural to the Islamic Middle Ages as it had been to classical antiquity.

The economy of the oriental city was based on agricultural production and
the financial yields of the agrarian environment. The countryside did not only
provide the daily requirements and the raw materials for subsistence; it was also
a source of taxation for the state, for its administration, its tenants, its civil and
– above all from the Seljuq period onwards – military fief-holders. Times of good
yield and efficient central government created mercantile power and promoted
thereby a market economy and traffic in commodities:

It should be known that all markets cater to the needs of people. Some of these needs
are necessities, foodstuffs, for instance, such as wheat and barley; corresponding foods,
such as beans, chickpeas, and other edible grams; and wholesome foods such as onions,
garlic, and the like. Other things are conveniences or luxuries, such as seasonings,
fruits, clothes, utensils, mounts, all the crafts, and buildings. When a city is highly
developed and has many inhabitants, the prices of necessary foodstuffs and corres-
ponding items are low, and the prices for luxuries, such as seasonings, fruits, and the
things that go with them, are high. When the inhabitants of a city are few and its
civilization weak, the opposite is the case. (Ibn KhaldËn [1332–1406], al-Muqaddima,
trans. F. Rosenthal, vol. II, p. 276.)

With the growth and the prosperity of the cities, handicrafts and individual
trades, the basis of their own economic activity, flourished. The centre of this
was the market in the centre of the city. Its organisation had remained constant
over centuries and can be seen in its outlines even today. The places of
production and commerce as well as the individual trades are topographically
divided and organised. On the outskirts of the town there are the warehouses
and trading centres (which are at the same time inns) for wholesale and long-
distance trade; also on the periphery are the markets for agricultural produce.
The urban dealers and tradesmen sit in the shops in the bazar in the centre of
the city, situated usually near the great mosque. Their arrangement is usually
dictated by functional demands and by commercial prestige: thus books and
devotional literature as well as fine material, leather goods and perfumes are sold
near the main door of the mosque; in their immediate vicinity the money
changers, gold- and silversmiths (often non-Muslims and therefore not in sight
of the mosque) have their shops; the main street of the bazaar provides essential
household requirements, materials and clothes; in the side streets basic needs,
food and equipment are on offer, and the louder and dirtier the commercial
wares and crafts are, the further away they are positioned from the main roads of
public traffic.

Stability, government backing of the currency, and thereby a functioning
monetary economy and open frontiers within an orderly empire created the
conditions necessary for a surge in trade. The ÆAbbÅsid capital, Baghdad (later
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overshadowed by Cairo) became the first centre of a trading network over the
land routes of the Fertile Crescent and the Iraqi seaports on the Persian gulf, a
network which stretched from NÈshÅpËr to Cordoba, an inter-regional and
international traffic which extended far beyond the frontiers of Islam towards
eastern Asia and north and west Europe.

It should be known that commerce means the attempt to make a profit by increasing
capital, through buying goods at a low price and selling them at a high price, whether
these goods consist of slaves, grain, animals, weapons, or clothing material. The
accrued (amount) is called ‘profit’ (rib˙). The attempt to make such a profit may be
undertaken by storing goods and holding them until the market has fluctuated from
low prices to high prices. This will bring a large profit. Or, the merchant may trans-
port his goods to another country where they are more in demand than in his own,
where he bought them. This (again) will bring a large profit. (Ibn KhaldËn,
al-Muqaddima, trans. F. Rosenthal, vol. II, pp. 336–7.)

The wholesale dealer (khazzÅn), who stockpiled staple wares, could derive
profit from fluctuations in the harvest and trade. But fine and rare wares, spices,
drugs, perfumes, silks were the domain of the long-distance trader (raqqÅd). The
prosperity of inter-regional trade accompanied the ‘international’ culture of
classical Islam, and it was in many ways its prerequisite. It was not Islam, in its
political or ethical attitude, which was responsible for the decline of western
Mediterranean trade (as Henri Pirenne argued); the sources suggest the opposite.
From the ninth century onwards we have detailed information about trade
routes from the itineraries of administrative geography and travel accounts; we
also have details about the theory and practice of trade. The actual practice has
recently become even better known through the study of papyrus documents
from Egypt and by the numerous business letters and trade agreements from the
Cairo Geniza (the archive of the Jewish community), from which sources S. D.
Goitein and others have presented a picture of the ‘Mediterranean society’ of
the tenth to the thirteenth century from the FÅ†imid to the AyyËbid period).

A remarkable testimony of Islamic trading spirit is revealed from the end of
the eighth century in the development of Islamic commercial law, especially
that of the Óanafite school: a law which emerged under the initiative of mer-
chants and which met their needs; it was not a dead letter but a mirror of used
and tried practice. It is remarkable because the Koran and the material of early
Islamic law which had been collected in ˙adÈth and formed the canonical basis
of the SharÈÆa imposed certain restrictions on financial transactions in com-
merce; but these were tailored to smaller dimensions of commercial enterprise,
whereas the political and economic development of the empire opened new
horizons. The Koran forbade lending money at interest, and the sharÈÆa also
prohibited commercial investment in goods because transactions in cash only
allowed a fair division of the profit between the partners. But in many cases the
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legal bases of commercial trade were provided in the sharÈÆa; it regulated partner-
ship treaties, it regulated in particular the so-called commenda (Arabic,
mu∂Åraba, muqÅra∂a): partnership between capital investors and traders with a
specified portion of profit for those undertaking the agreement and at the risk of
the investor. The lawyers then developed ‘tricks’ (˙iyal), ‘legal means for extra-
legal ends – aims that could not, whether they were in themselves legal or
illegal, be achieved directly with the means provided by the sharÈÆa’ (J. Schacht
[33.07], p. 78) – devices with the aim of formally circumventing the giving or
taking of interest, or facilitating capital investments in the form of goods in
partnership agreements. Moreover, the lawyers developed formularies (shurË†)
for the written authentication of various commercial treaties; this was also against
the legal principle which accorded validity not to the written document but to
oral witness only. Experts drew these documents up and became active as public
notaries who at the same time could bear personal testimony. Amongst these
written documents (Arabic, ßakk, from which we derive the word ‘cheque’) there
were also the documents used for a non-monetary economy, as for example the
letter of credit (Persian-Arabic, suftaja) which could moreover be used by the
owner as a form of capital investment. That such practices were operable over
great distances was not, however, only due to the observance of legal formalities
– these could not always cover the different casuistry of legal schools; the
functioning of foreign trade would have been unthinkable without the element
of personal reciprocal guarantee, evident in the sphere of informal personal
cooperation in economic and also private contexts between partners who often
lived very far away from each other.

In all spheres of economy and trade the government interfered in a guiding
and controlling manner. The prosperity and decline of the economy, the
development and collapse of the social order were therefore most closely linked
with the great political processes.

The state was not only – as the steward of the treasury (bayt al-mÅl) – the
customer for trade and commerce and the commercial investor of capital. It also
exercised a monopoly in many spheres: as for example in the production of
papyrus and paper, brocade (†irÅz) and weapons. In Egypt the state controlled
the import of iron and wood and, to regulate the balance of payments, the export
of alum. The sovereign had coins minted in his name and controlled their
weight and proportion of fine metal by the jahbadh, the officially appointed
examiner and money-changer. The jahbadha also served as bankers. (It would
appear that the profit from the exploitation of gold and silver resources was not
subject to any monopoly.) Naturally the state also took taxes and custom-duties
from the trades of the city and the commerce of imported goods. The organisa-
tion and upkeep of urban life and all its professional activities were subject to
overall authority. Such authority was imposed not by a city-based principality,
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but the local governors and officials were appointed by the centralised state of
the caliph, by the administrative chiefs with delegated powers, and later by the
amirs and sultans authorised by the caliph as well as by the MamlËk and
Ottoman rulers who acted as his legal successors. The state controlled the inspec-
tion of markets (˙isba), indeed all inspection of urban trade and commerce,
through the office of the mu˙tasib. Religious establishments and institutions of
public welfare – mosques, schools, hospitals, fountains – were founded by rulers
and high-ranking officials as a private pious act. Such foundations (waqf) were
also established by the individual who sought respect in this world and reward
in the next; they did not form any specific ‘public sector’ of the town.

The professions and groups in urban society often formed communities in
individual quarters of the city. They were defined as such for fiscal purposes but
they were not institutional groups. Professions and crafts are sometimes men-
tioned as ‘guilds’ (ßinf, ˙irfa) but these were by no means autonomous nor were
they organised into large units. Guilds were only organised systematically in the
Ottoman empire – but their main function was then to serve as a framework for
tight government control.

The madrasa, the law college, and the †arÈqa, the ÍËfÈ order – the institu-
tions of legal education and religious social life which had developed from the
eleventh century onwards – had no corporate nature (in contrast to European
universities and monastic orders of the High Middle Ages); there was no form of
corporate life for the upper classes, no urban self-government and no privileges
of urban ‘freedom’. There was therefore no urban institution which could serve
as a political mouthpiece or a forum to resolve conflict. The people in the town
were subjects; and the authority of the dynasty waxed and waned with the
balance of social forces.

We have already observed that opposition to the autocratic rule of the
caliphate on the part of lawyers and traditionists was presented as opposition to
the assumption of charismatic authority (see pp. 46f., 63). But opposition,
expressed by ‘intellectuals’ as a matter of religion, went deeper. The ÆAbbÅsids
had fulfilled old demands for equality amongst the Muslims but their adminis-
tration could not resolve social tensions in the new turbulent society of the
cities. From the ninth century onwards we read about revolts amongst groups of
the urban proletariat, the ÆayyÅrËn, against the wealthy élite. Moreover, the
people of Baghdad took up the cudgels on behalf of A˙mad ibn Óanbal, who
was persecuted in the Mi˙na, and they rebelled against the measures taken by
the ruler against him. From that time onwards historians mention such revolts
again and again. Óanbalism became the label for anti-authoritarian and
anti-élitist protest. The reaction of the caliphs was fateful; the formation of a
bodyguard of Turkish military slaves delivered the caliphs more and more into
the hands of those with military power. In the tenth century the office of
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generalissimo (amÈr al-umarÅ’ ‘chief amir’) was taken over by foreign forces, at
first by the Iranian BËyids. From the Seljuq period onwards, military dynasties of
Turcoman tribes were the uncontested autonomous rulers of the Near East. At
the same time a caste of military slaves, the MamlËks, became the ruling élite;
the Egyptian-Syrian state of the thirteenth–sixteenth centuries was named after
them. This was a state in which a closed ruling class of Turcoman and Circass-
ian slaves belonging to the Sultan (who had also come from their ranks) and
constantly regenerated by further imports of slaves, wielded supreme authority.
The Ottoman state, which placed all groups of society under centralised control
by institutionalising the social order, also adopted this principle; the members of
the ruling class, the Osmanlis who were sharply divided from the rank and file
(literally ‘flock’: râya) of subjects, were the slaves of the sultan.

From the beginning this development exerted an adverse influence on
urban economy. The new dynasties based their financial system on military land
tenure (iq†ÅÆ, see above, p. 79f.). A buoyant market economy, orientated towards
capital, was replaced by a subsistence economy directed towards acquisition and
based on agrarian production. When the, caliphal state, alienated from the
people, delegated its authority and its revenues to the generals of the Iranian
and Turkish military élite, it literally squandered its capital. The monetary
economy collapsed from the BËyid period onwards (the increasing fluctuations
in the fineness of the coins can still be seen in those pieces which have been
preserved). Long-distance trade was jeopardised by political unrest and declined
in its turn. Under favourable circumstances, however, it took a new direction
and received fresh impetus. In FÅ†imid Egypt estates were allotted also to private
tax farmers (only the AyyËbids made the iq†ÅÆ on the Seljuq model the privilege
of the military élite). Egypt thus became the important trading partner of India
and Venice. However, when the Mediterranean trade with the Near East col-
lapsed again as a consequence of the Mongol invasion, Europe sought commercial
contacts across the Northern land route with the great empire of the Mongols
and with the Far East (contacts which were later monopolised by new routes to
the detriment of the Islamic world).

While urban culture, its prime and its diversity, declined in the wake of this
development, it also resisted; where the effects of fiscal and economic exploita-
tion evolved late or were alleviated by prudent rule, urban societies even
mobilised political forces of their own. Out of the groups of the ÆayyÅrËn, there
grew up in the towns of eastern Islam ‘bourgeois’ brotherhoods which repre-
sented an ideology of manly virtue (futuwwa) and social justice. The influence
of Óanbalism, ÍËfism, and the ShÈÆa gave a religious basis to their bonds of
solidarity. Under the leadership of the caliph al-NÅßir (1180–1225), the
Futuwwa movement was finally organised into an élite state organisation, the
mainstay of the last flowering of the caliphate. The     a˙dÅth militia, the ‘young
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men’, were similar groups: these had formed from the end of the eleventh cen-
tury in the towns of Syria and the JazÈra. (Also modelled on the Futuwwa were
the akhÈ fraternities which emerged in late and post Seljuq Anatolia in the
thirteenth–fourteenth centuries.)

In a situation in which the power of government was uncertain and based
on the provinces, the urban élite – the leaders (ra’Ès) of tightly-knit groups in a
particular city quarter – became more and more influential. In many parts of the
Near East, as in the Iranian east, also in Andalusia (Seville), after the fall of the
Umayyads, families of ‘patricians’ took power in their own hands; ‘patricians’
(R. W. Bulliet used this concept in a study of NÈshÅpËr [44.03] taking due care
not to draw false parallels), who on the one hand protected the economy as the
basis of their prosperity, and on the other hand, by nominating qÅ∂Ès, arrogated
to themselves the legal autonomy of the sovereign. This was only possible in a
period of weak central government and it only happened from time to time and
in certain places. But in general the urban élite in these centuries of changing
foreign rule managed to unite spiritual forces under the banner of Islamic
tradition. They forced dynasties to rule with them and not against them, and
this meant that rulers had to recognise the religious and ethical concepts of
orthodox Islamic law as a vital aspect of government.

This intellectual élite came to be known as ‘scholars’ (ÆulamÅ’) of the
SharÈÆa; a thorough knowledge of fiqh and its auxiliary sciences was taken for
granted. Yet they did not form a separate class of professional lawyers and teachers
of law. Such groups belonged to it but amongst the ÆulamÅ’ there were also
bureaucrats, merchants and artisans. Not all of them were specialists, but by
virtue of their wide range of expertise they were guarantors of the Islamic con-
sensus in family matters, communal life, the institutions of divine worship and
doctrine, and economic relations. This scholarship of theirs was more than a
veneer: it was a continuous personal scholarly tradition which had evolved over
generations, and it was the sign of a community with spiritual and political
solidarity. The old conflicts about the principles of the SharÈÆa and of the dogma
had been hammered out and resolved after the first three centuries of Islam; but
the legal schools – as well as the dogmatic attitudes associated with certain
groups – created lasting focal points for political parties. (Our major source for
this phenomenon, the increasing number of biographical dictionaries, did not
only record consolidated learned tradition; it was also the expression of a new
self-awareness, and from the beginning of the twelfth century was not limited to
traditionalists and lawyers, but included ‘notables’ [aÆlÅm] from all disciplines).
The movements of the ascetic, contemplative and mystical ÍËfiyya – still
accused of many a heresy in the tenth century and yet increasingly widespread
and influential as the vehicle for popular religion – joined forces with this
established orthodoxy. Monastic orders grew and spread, and their refined
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scholarly tradition became an instrument of the ÆulamÅ’, a tool to bind and
control popular religious movements (but in its debased form a pious front for
mendicant dervish vagabonds: ˙arÅfÈsh).

In this milieu religious knowledge was a mark of distinction and religious
munificence was a means of social advancement. Pious bequests (waqf) from
private means for the building and upkeep of the institutions of religious life and
public welfare were from early Islamic times a kind of private participation in
public affairs. It is important to mention the increasing number of urban notables
who sought to acquire religious prestige by endowing pious foundations. These
were not only viziers and high functionaries but also merchants and representa-
tives of other classes of economic life. Deliberate self-interest was a factor in
this, since the revenue from a pious foundation was exempt from taxation and
could even become the preserve of an individual family (we have already drawn
attention to the economic value of pious foundations). On a higher level too
the self-interest of the founder came into play: the foundation of teaching
institutions of fiqh, of madrasas and mosque schools, mostly reserved for the
doctrine of a particular established legal school, afforded the founder the oppor-
tunity of appointing his own professors and choosing his own students. From the
Seljuq period onwards this practice increasingly became an instrument of power
politics.

But in the absence of autonomous corporate institutions the Islamic city
could develop no lasting defence against partisan strife and therefore no real
resistance to tyranny. The flowering and the variety of urban culture up to the
fourth Islamic century was followed in the period of Turkish and Mongol
military dynasties, the MamlËks and the lkhÅns and their vassals, by a period of
stagnation everywhere – a period of impoverishment in material culture and
stagnation in the intellectual sphere. It is true that the towns of the east still
managed, after the devastations of the Mongol invasions, to preserve small
islands of privileged well-being, and of scientific, artistic, and literary activity;
this was of course to the detriment of the surrounding agrarian land which was
threatened by the Bedouin, and exploited by urban landlords and always
dependent on the favour of the ruler. While usurpers, presenting themselves as
guarantors of divine law, thus aspiring to be the successors of the caliph, sought
to legitimise their rule, at the same time they took over the religious institutions
by making the ÆulamÅ’ into a professional class and subjecting them to central
control – as did the MamlËks and the Ottomans amongst the SunnÈs and the
Íafavids amongst the ShÈÆites. Urban society was therefore welded together not
by the indigenous but by the foreign ruling class. The period of military feudal-
ism and government bureaucracy was also a period of government monopoly,
central control of the economy and of professional guilds, and of the organisa-
tion of religion and spiritual life. Policy was aimed not at developments but at
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preservation and consolidation; it did not suffer from the tensions and struggles
to which early Islam was forcibly subjected. The period of prosperity in inter-
national trade was also the period of international scholarly exchange; as political
society and economic life in the Islamic world became provincial, teaching and
learning were also institutionalised and professionalised on a local basis.
Science became a mere assemblage of facts in handbooks and encyclopaedias
and literature degenerated into artistic mannerisms. In the meantime, the Islamic
countries having no common political focus drew further and further apart from
each other; instead of the cultural community of classical Islam, ‘national’
cultures arose with different linguistic, literary and artistic forms of expression.

The economic and intellectual development of the Islamic world came to a
standstill while the aspiring cities of Europe, on the threshold of modern times,
developed new sources of wealth not dependent on land ownership and created
autonomous bourgeois institutions; while the Renaissance and the Enlighten-
ment in the West ushered in new eras of self-awareness and self-determination.
Islam’s economy remained an economy of acquisition which was directed to the
requirements of the government and aristocracy: ‘the idea of promoting trade
because of an excess in production, with the aim of ensuring or increasing work
and the sources of production or simply of creating a balance between import
and export in goods – an idea which is self-understood for every modern state –
had probably never arisen in any state in the medieval Near East’ (C. Cahen
[44.40], p. 35). Political successes created an illusion of security and economic
autonomy; when European expansionism destroyed this illusion it was too late
to change course effectively. In Europe the impetus arising from the lack of
monetary resources and then the great discoveries of new trade routes led a new
urban society to build up dangerous and ultimately disastrous competition. At
first the Italian cities established hegemony over Mediterranean trade, while
the friendly relations of the European powers with the Mongols facilitated the
creation of a northern transit route to the Far East. But more decisive than this
was the discovery of the sea route to India, which secured the Portuguese the
monopoly over the Indian and Far Eastern spice trade. Gradually European
capital and European trade privileges infiltrated into the Islamic world and
rebuffed the belated local initiatives; unprotected by the state, which greedily
seized customs dues, local attempts to carve out a foreign market collapsed (in
particular the efforts of the Ottomans to promote agriculture).

Alongside the economic influence of Europe its intellectual influence also
increased. On the one hand Europe in the nineteenth century had taken under
its wing a new urban élite of Muslim intellectuals who led the movements of
political autonomy and economic adaptation in a nationalist and, in their inter-
pretation of Islam, modernistic direction (it is one of the ironies of this process
that the historical theory of Ibn KhaldËn, who was heralded by Arab reformers
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of the nineteenth century as the chief witness of an Islamic ideology of progress,
was until then read only by Turks and then rediscovered by European oriental-
ists). On the other hand, this uprooted élite could only achieve historical
self-awareness as well as support from the masses who had remained medieval in
attitude by seeking religious authentication for their ideology. This occurred in
different places in very different ways. While the Islamic world struggled with
the forces unleashed by these conflicts, the West imposed on it a renewed
acceleration in economic and social change. The multi-faceted changes which
have been achieved through industrialisation, division of labour, social mobility
and economic globalisation, demand a new definition of ‘Islamic society’.
Against the forces of a modernity defined from without, contemporary Muslims
look for a response from within the sharÈÆa: an Islamic pragmatism which goes
beyond putting Western ideologies into Islamic terms. But as ever in history,
the answers of the present are as manifold as are the forces in society.
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5

The Arab conquests of the first Islamic century created in a few decades a great
empire of unprecedented size. The Prophet himself in his own lifetime had
united the Arabian peninsula under a Pax Islamica. The threatening movement
of apostasy after his death (632) was stemmed by the first caliph AbË Bakr
through the call to wage war against the unbelievers – with the aim of booty in
this world and eternal salvation in the next. Not only the Arab tribes but also
those of the neighbouring areas of Syria and Mesopotamia (where until the
sixth century Christian Arab dynasties had served as the buffer states of Eastern
Byzantium and Iran against attacks from Inner Arabia) embraced the new
movement and advanced in the name of God against the empires of Byzantium
and Sasanian Persia, which were unprepared from both the military and the
political point of view. Under AbË Bakr’s great successor, ÆUmar, Damascus fell
(635), and soon afterwards the other territories of the Byzantine Empire in Syria
and Egypt fell too (Alexandria 642). At the same time the Persians in Iraq had
to undergo severe defeats (636 at QÅdisiyya). The decisive battle of NihÅwand
(641) cleared the way across the Iranian plateau. In the year 649 the empire of
the Sasanian kings came completely to an end, and two years later the fugitive
Yazdagird III was killed in KhurÅsÅn. The caliphs of the Umayyad dynasty (from
661), after emerging triumphant from two civil wars, renewed a policy of
expansion. Arab armies poured out of Iraq to the east and the north (as far as
ådharbÅyjÅn), and westwards from Egypt. In the year 711 they finally reached
Spain, Transoxiana and India.

The consequences of Islamisation and the effects of Arabisation were very
different from region to region; everywhere Islamisation was a very slow-moving
process. The centres of power, which were at first determined by military neces-
sity, shifted and multiplied under the pressure of political change: the transition
from tribal alliance to a centrally-organised State, and tensions between
sedentary, nomadic and newly-settled population as well as between Arab and
newly-converted non-Arab Muslims. Everywhere the broad outlines of later
disintegration can already be seen in the geographical and geopolitical structure
of the emerging empire.
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Each of the classic regions of Islam had its own individual history: the
Arabian peninsula; the Fertile Crescent: Egypt, Syria and the JazÈra, the ‘island’
between the upper Euphrates and the Tigris; the Islamic West (Maghrib): North
Africa and Spain (al-Andalus), Iraq and Iran with the provinces in the east:
KhurÅsÅn, KhwÅrazm on the Oxus and Transoxiana, SÈstÅn and Sind. Even after
the collapse of the caliphal empire other areas came under Muslim rule: Anatolia
and India, South-East Asia and Inner Africa.

1. The Arabian peninsula

Arabia was the first home of Islam: Mecca was the place of the shrine and the
spiritual focus of the new religion, whilst Medina was the city of the Prophet
and of the first Islamic community. But already in the first civil war of succes-
sion it was clear that the ÓijÅz had forfeited its role as the political centre of
Islam. The capital of the Arab Empire of the Umayyads became Damascus in
Syria, an old provincial centre, whose administration continued to function
almost without break, and whose new government with its reliable army
controlled and continued to control the situation in Egypt and in Iraq as long as
the privileged position of the Arabs themselves was maintained. The second
civil war (683–92) was unleashed in an attempt by the anticaliph ÆAbdallÅh ibn
al-Zubayr in Mecca, with the help of the tribes of Arabia and in league with
tribes which had wandered to the Upper Euphrates, to turn the clock back: to
restore the primacy of Mecca and of the Meccan aristocracy and to enforce the
territorial demands of the tribes who had fought the conquests; this attempt
clashed with the dynastic claims of the Umayyads and with their policy of com-
promise between the sedentary tribes – allies of the occupants – and the Bedouin
invaders. The successful counter-coup (684 at Marj RÅhi† north of Damascus)
was a crucial turning point; the victory of the urban government over the
tribalism of the peninsula and the partisan interests of the tribes led to a per-
manent victory for Islam and for the Arabic language outside Arabia.

Control of the holy cities in the ÓijÅz remained a requirement of caliphal
authority, but the leading political role of Arabia was played out. The peninsula,
above all in the south, became a backwater of heterodoxy, of the KhÅrijites and
IbÅ∂ites, the Zaydiyya and the Carmathians. In the eighteenth century a
religious movement, that of the WahhÅbÈs, laid the foundations for the power of
the ål SaÆËd, the dynasty which rules there to this day.

2. Syria and Palestine

In Syria nomadic and sedentary Arabs as well as Aramaeans had received the
Muslims as liberators from Byzantine power. The old symbiosis between settlers
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and Bedouin was only temporarily disrupted by the Islamic invasion. MuÆÅwiya,
who received the governorship of this area from the caliph ÆUthmÅn, stabilised
his power by forming an alliance with a nomadic group, which had been estab-
lished in the Syrian Arab buffer zone of Palmyra: the association of the Yaman
tribes (under the leadership of the Kalb, its most powerful tribe). When MuÆÅwiya
had gained the caliphate (661) Damascus became the natural centre of the
empire and the tribes which had made an alliance with him became the main-
stay of the Umayyad dynasty.

Tensions emerged in places where a struggle for land erupted in the pastures
and settled territories of the tribes, a struggle between the early followers of
Islam and the incoming armies of conquest of the second generation, above all
in the fertile JazÈra, the upper part of Mesopotamia. Thus hostility erupted
between the Qays, who had fought in the JazÈra against Byzantium and
demanded their own pasture lands (having used up the booty obtained in war)
and the Kalb. This conflict was viewed (and established in tradition) as a
struggle between the ‘North Arabian’ genealogy of the Qays and the ‘South
Arabian’ of the Kalb. As bitter opponents of the Umayyads, the Qays joined up
with ÆAbdallÅh ibn al-Zubayr, the anti-caliph in Mecca, in the second civil war.
They were, however, defeated in the battle of Marj RÅhi† against the allied
forces of the caliph MarwÅn and the Kalb. In any case, this victory was only the
first stage towards the re-establishment of Umayyad supreme power. The founda-
tion of the Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem marked a bold attempt by ÆAbd
al-Malik (685–705) to establish a counterbalance against Mecca in this city,
which was also sacred to the Muslims. In any case it took a further eight years to
pacify Iraq, which was subjected to the struggles of different parties of opposition.
ÆAbd al-Malik, the most eminent of MarwÅn’s sons, managed to bring about a
compromise between Qays and Yaman and to make the tribal troops the means
of promoting order in this great empire. With the decline of the Umayyad
caliphate the struggle between the tribes once again became a cause of unrest,
weakening political control and jeopardising the strategy against the increasing
opposition in Iraq and the eastern provinces. Integration in a permanent way
could not be achieved by simple policies of expansionism and occupation.

After the ÆAbbÅsid revolution in 749 the geographical centre of the multi-
racial empire, Iraq with its new capital of Baghdad, became the political centre
too. Syria became a province. The South (with Palestine) remained closely
linked with the political destiny of Egypt; the North (the JazÈra around Mosul
and Aleppo) was controlled until the middle of the eleventh century by con-
federations of North Arabian tribes, until 991 under the leadership of the
ÓamdÅnid dynasty. When the ÓamdÅnids, towards the middle of the tenth
century, became embroiled in the internal confusion of Iraq and by offering
protection to the caliphate gained the office of chief amir, they were pushed
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back by the Iranian power of the BËyids. Nevertheless they maintained the
Islamic western frontier in tedious wars against Byzantium and the great Sayf
al-Dawla made the court at Aleppo a centre of literary and scholarly life.

In the second half of the eleventh century the Turkish military dynasty of
the Seljuqs, having taken Iraq, also captured Syria and Palestine. During the
twelfth century several vassals of the Seljuqs ruled there. They were known as
the Atabegs (‘tutors of princes’, a term which was at first a high position at
court). The Zangids, the Atabegs of northern Syria (Aleppo) and the JazÈra
(Mosul and Diyarbakr) began the war against the Christian Crusaders, a war
which was to last 200 years; their Kurdish general ÍalÅ˙ al-DÈn (Saladin), who
had set himself up as ruler in Cairo and Damascus after the fall of the Egyptian
FÅ†imids and had cut loose from Aleppo, won the decisive victory of Óa††Èn,
which led to the reconquest of Jerusalem (1187). The successes of the Zangids
and of the dynasty of Saladin, the AyyËbids, not only freed Islam from a serious
threat; they gave political importance to the Fertile Crescent, while the Baghdad
caliphate was recognised only for legal purposes and fell to the status of a
provincial power. The rise of the AyyËbids ushered in a century-long depen-
dence of Syria on Cairo; this ended when in the year 1517 Selim I incorporated
the territories of the decadent MamlËk state into the Ottoman empire.

3. Iraq

Iraq (Arabic al-ÆIrÅq) was not only the second key area of ancient Arab
settlement; it was also the basis for conquests northwards and eastwards, and the
garrison towns which were founded by the Arabs, Baßra (635) and KËfa (638),
became the two poles of the eastern half of the Islamic empire. The governor of
Baßra controlled the provinces which were conquered from that base: KhËzistÅn
(with its capital of AhwÅz in south-west Persia), FÅrs (the ancient Persis, with
ShÈrÅz near the ruins of Persepolis), further east KirmÅn, then SistÅn (with the
mountainous area of modern-day Afghanistan), and to the north-west KhurÅsÅn
with the cities of ÊËß and NÈshÅpËr. The areas governed by KËfa were, apart
from Iraq itself and the JazÈra, the provinces of Armenia and ådharbÅyjÅn in the
Caucasus, and JibÅl, the west Iranian region with a triangle of cities: HamadÅn,
Rayy (near modern Tehran) and IßfahÅn.

But KËfa was also the city of the fourth caliph ÆAlÈ, the base of his activities
against his rivals in the ÓijÅz, and later the centre of opposition against the
Umayyads. The rebellion of the KhÅrijites, the tribes who had come too late to
obtain their fair share of the government’s salaries and endowments from the
conquests, was directed first against ÆAlÈ and then against the Umayyads too.
Delegating military power to the governors of Baßra and KËfa bound the Iranian
provinces to Damascus; but if Iraq fell to the opponents of the régime, the whole
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east could be lost. The caliph ÆAbd al-Malik, the leading personality of the
Umayyad dynasty after its founder MuÆÅwiya, and his governor al-ÓajjÅj ibn
YËsuf re-established law and order with the help of the Syrian army, centralised
military power in a new garrison (WÅsi†, between Baßra and KËfa), streamlined
and reformed the administration, which until then had been maintained only
by Persian officials, and relaunched a movement of expansion towards the
north-east (KhwÅrazm, Transoxiana). But the assimilation of the Arabs who
had settled in the Iranian east into the landscape, society and economy of the
ancient country of Iran was not achieved and the small élite of Arab
adminstrators did not view the integration of the Persians who had converted to
Islam in a favourable light. In the first half of the eighth century tensions grew
and dissatisfied elements embraced the propaganda for a renewal of theocracy
under a descendant of the Prophet’s family, until finally the ÆAbbÅsids (from the
line of ÆAbbÅs, an uncle of the Prophet) managed from Iraq to raise the banner of
rebellion in KhurÅsÅn. Iran was conquered in a few months; in the year 749 the
black banner of revolution was planted in KËfa; soon afterwards (750) the last
Umayyad caliph fell in Egypt.

The supremacy of the Arabs outside Arabia was shattered; the empire of
Islam continued, but under different auspices. The ÆAbbÅsids, supported by their
followers from KhurÅsÅn, introduced a strong Iranian bias into the new capital
of Baghdad (founded in 763), in position and in layout a symbolic centre of
ÆAbbÅsid power near the ruins of Ctesiphon. The court etiquette and the
administrative hierarchy became stamped with Iranian traditions of political
thought which also influenced the division of institutions between government,
military and law – a division which caused serious alienation between ruler and
ruled. It also showed that the new dynasty could not fulfil its claim to be
exercising truly Islamic government over the faithful in true succession to the
Prophet and observance of God’s law. In his residence of SÅmarrÅ (founded 836)
with a bodyguard of Turkish slaves to protect him, the caliph became the
plaything of opposing political forces. Social unrest and militant heresy shook
the country; the greed of the soldiery disrupted the economy. The weakness of
the caliphate opened tenth-century Iraq, and in the eleventh century the JazÈra
and Asia Minor, to forces which were then erupting from Iran and from Central
Asia.

When the Mongol invasion had brought the caliphate to an end (1258),
Iraq, once the centre of Islamic culture, sank into insignificance. It became a
province of the Mongol and Turkish dynasties which ruled it from Iran, was
conquered in the sixteenth century by the Íafavids, and was finally incor-
porated (in 1638) into the Ottoman empire.
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4. The West

Immediately after the seizure of power by the ÆAbbÅsids, the Western Provinces
of the empire – Spain and North Africa – had slipped out of caliphal control
and, when the star of the ÆAbbÅsids began to sink, had finally cut loose from it.
Spain (al-Andalus of the Arabs) had been in Arab hands since 711 when the
general ÊÅriq ibn ZiyÅd had crossed via Gibraltar (Jabal ÊÅriq). One of the few
members of the Umayyad family who had escaped from the massacre of the
ÆAbbÅsids founded there a powerful and flourishing principality. In Morocco a
descendant of ÆAlÈ set up his own independent state amongst the ZenÅta Berbers
with its capital at Fez. In western Algeria (TÅhart) ÆAbd al-Ra˙mÅn ibn Rustam
gathered the Berber population in favour of the IbÅ∂iyya, a radical movement of
protest against the claim of the Arab aristocracy along the lines of the old
KhÅrijites. In IfrÈqiya (the Byzantine province of Africa, roughly speaking
modern-day Tunisia and eastern Algeria) were the Aghlabids; although loyal to
the caliph as governors, they were nevertheless largely independent.

(a) Spain
The emirate of the Umayyads of Cordova (Qur†uba), founded in 755 by ÆAbd
al-Ra˙mÅn I, ruled for two and a half centuries the difficult territory of the
Iberian peninsula as far as the Duro, the Castilian Meseta and the Ebro. The
Umayyad emirate established remarkably stable rule in southern Andalusia
(Seville and Malaga), northern Andalusia (Granada) and Murcia. The Umayyads
also managed to keep continuous hold of central Spain (Castille and Toledo) in
spite of opposition from its increasingly Arabised Christian population. They also
ruled in the north-east, the basin of the Ebro (with Zaragoza and Tudela), with
support from local rulers who were virtually autonomous. The greatest ruler of the
dynasty, ÆAbd al-Ra˙mÅn II al-NÅßir, assumed the caliphal title of ‘Commander
of the Faithful’ in opposition to the threatening claims of his rivals, the FÅ†imids
in North Africa, and in his rule of 50 years (912–61) led Cordova to the apogee
of its economic and cultural flowering – the Baghdad of the west.

In the eleventh century al-Andalus disintegrated after the sudden decline
of the Umayyads into a number of petty principalities (†awÅ’if): ‘In the eleventh
century the Spanish Muslim destroys the caliphal form of government bound up
with his religion and embarks on the adventure of fully developing his person-
ality in the heights and depths of intellectual and political life, and – as our
Arab mentor (Ibn al-Kha†Èb) has it – allows himself to be led astray by the
prince of darkness into accepting full authority: in this respect, he is to some
extent a precursor of the Renaissance; his world of petty principalities from the
eleventh to the thirteenth century resembles that of Italy in the fourteenth and
fifteenth century.’ (W. Hoenerbach [54.08], p. 293.)
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The peninsula, politically divided into small units, became an easy prey for
the Berber dynasties from Morocco, the Almoravids (1086) and the Almohads
(1145). For at the same time the Reconquista began; Toledo became Christian
in 1085 and remained so also after the victory of the Almoravid YËsuf ibn
TÅshufÈn over Alfonso IV of Castille and Leon at ZallÅqa (1086). Finally the
Almohads had to withdraw after the defeat at Las Navas de Tolosa (1212) and
to abandon almost the whole of Spain to the Christian reconquerors (Cordova
fell in 1236, Seville in 1248). Only in the mountainous region of Granada did
the Naßrids (1230–1392) preserve a stronghold of Islam and Spanish Islamic
culture; the Alhambra (Arabic al-ÓamrÅÆ ‘the red citadel’) of Granada is the
permanent symbol of this last flowering. In 1492 Ferdinand and Isabella, who
had united Christian Spain through their marriage, put an end to the centuries-
long confrontation with a last crusade against the Muslims.

(b) North Africa
In the Maghrib – North-West Africa from Cyrenaica as far as the Atlantic – the
mountain chains of the Atlas with the adjacent desert areas of the north Sahara
offered to the indigenous Berber tribes a bastion of permanent resistance against
the Arab ruling class and against the imperial claims of the caliphate. Finally it
was Islamised Berber dynasties which appeared as the successors to the Arab
governors and amirs and became the rulers of a united Maghrib.

The ZenÅta Berbers of Tripolitania were the first to follow ÆAbdallÅh ibn
IbÅ∂, who after the example of the early Islamic ‘secession’ of the KhÅrijites
against the hegemony of the Arab Quraysh, defended the rights of all orthodox
Muslims to be eligible for the position of caliph. Already in the eighth century
this doctrine, the IbÅ∂iyya, had spread amongst the tribes of North Africa. But
only the FÅ†imids, who belonged to the ‘radical’ IsmÅÆÈliyya and who based their
claim to the caliphate on illumination and charisma rather than on mere
descent from the Prophet, achieved political hegemony over the whole region.
With the help of the KetÅma, the sedentary Berbers of Lesser Kabylia, at the
beginning of the tenth century, they defeated in succession the Aghlabids
(IfrÈqiyya: Tunisia and eastern Algeria), the Rustamids (western Algeria) and
the IdrÈsids (Morocco), without it is true being able to exercise de facto control
from their subsequent capital of Cairo over the extreme west.

In IfrÈqiya (with its capital QayrawÅn) the ZÈrids (from the ÍanhÅja
Berbers), since 972 vassals of the FÅ†imids, proclaimed around the middle of the
eleventh century their allegiance once again to the ÆAbbÅsid caliphate (1049).
The reprisals taken by the FÅ†imids unleashed a catastrophe which was similar
to the Mongol invasion in the East: the Arab tribes of HilÅl and Sulaym were
launched from lower Egypt westwards (in 1057 they took QayrawÅn) and caused
through their ravaging activities the devastation and irreversible Bedouin-
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isation of wide areas of central North Africa, from which only the coastal towns
were spared.

At the same time a new power emerged in Morocco: ÍanhÅja Berbers from
the Sahara had fought for the faith in the southern border area of Islam, from
Mauretania as far as the mouth of the Senegal river in groups which were organ-
ised as in convents – Arabic ribÅ†, hence their name al-MurÅbi†Ën (rendered
into Spanish as Almorávides). Their general YËsuf ibn TÅshufÈn (who ruled from
1061–1106) led them northwards, conquered Morocco (which takes its European
name from their capital Marrakesh at the northern slopes of the High Atlas) and
Algeria, and finally in Spain took over the inheritance of the Umayyads after a
successful counter-attack against the Reconquistadores (1086). The conservative
strictness and stark legalism of the MÅlikite legal school, which the Almoravids
had established in their dominions, prevented spiritual revitalisation and was in
stark contrast to the life-style of the upper class. The dynasty of their successors
in Marrakesh, the Almohads, began as a movement of protest and reform. Its
founder Mu˙ammad ibn TËmart (d. 1130) spread among the MaßmËda Berbers
of the Atlas a renewal of pure faith and pious living, and was recognised by them
as the promised MahdÈ – his followers called themselves the al-Muwa˙˙idËn,
those who acknowledge God’s unity (the Spanish form is Almohades). Under
ÆAbd al-Mu’min (1130–63) they gained not only Morocco and Islamic Spain
(1145) but also the whole of the Maghrib as far as Tripolitania.

After the retreat of the Almohads from Spain in the thirteenth century,
North Africa again disintegrated. The BanË MarÈn (MarÈnids, a tribe of the
ZenÅta) surged northwards from the Sahara into Morocco, made Fez their
capital in 1248 and in 1269 took Marrakesh. The Óafßids, the governors of the
Almohads, made themselves independent in 1237 in Tunisia and eastern
Algeria, and the ÆAbdalwÅdids of Tlemcen (1236–1554) followed their example
(MarÈnid interim, 1337–59). Whilst a branch of the SharÈfs (shurafÅ’, the
descendants the Prophet’s family) ruled in Morocco from 1549 onwards and still
rules today, the rest of the Maghrib from the sixteenth century until the French
colonial period fell under Ottoman supremacy.

5. Egypt

Under Islam Egypt, even though it was conquered and governed from Syria, also
continued to lead its own life with its ancient administration which was adapted
to the economic demands of the Nile valley. One of its provincial governors in
the ÆAbbÅsid period, A˙mad ibn ÊulËn, contrived to disobey instructions from
Baghdad and to extend his autonomy as far as Syria. In the following centuries,
too, the rulers of Egypt managed time after time to unite Palestine and Syria
under their authority.
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The FÅ†imids (cf. above, p. 102f.) conquered the whole of North Africa
from IfrÈqiya (Tunisia), and in the year 969 they proclaimed a caliphate in Egypt
in the name of the ShÈÆite ImÅm of the IsmÅÆÈliyya, founding Cairo near the site
of the old garrison of Fus†Å†. From there they took Jerusalem, Damascus, Mecca
and Medina, pressed on the ÓamdÅnids (Arabs from the old sedentary tribe of
Taghlib) in Aleppo and Mosul, and finally threatened Baghdad. The counter-
attack in the name of the SunnÈ caliphate was led by the soldier kings of the
Turkish mounted nomads from the east, who had occupied first Iran and then
Iraq in the eleventh century and from there moved westwards: the conquerors of
Baghdad, the Seljuqs, and their governors pushed the FÅ†imids out of Syria.
Nevertheless, in the face of Crusader attacks in the twelfth century internal
Islamic quarrels were relegated to the background.

Only the great ÍalÅ˙ al-DÈn (Saladin, 1171–93), was able in his capacity as
general of the Zangids of Aleppo, to put an end to the authority of the FÅ†imids
in Cairo (1171), founded in its place an autonomous AyyËbid dynasty and in
1187 pushed the Crusaders out of Jerusalem. The peaceful policy of his
successors allowed the internal economy and Mediterranean trade to flourish
again after long years of war, but internal territorial strife weakened the dynasty
as early as the generation of Saladin’s grandsons. It was finally the generals of
the AyyËbids, the MamlËks, who took over their heritage and ruled with a
strong hand; they also managed to halt the terrible invasion of the Mongols in
southern Palestine (1260) and finally to push the Crusaders out of northern
Syria too. Founded as it was on an élite army of Circassian and Kipchaq slaves
(Arabic mamlËk), which was given a stable economic base through land-tenure
(iq†ÅÆ, see p. 79f.), the MamlËk state became the most powerful and flourishing
political force in the Near East from the middle of the thirteenth to the begin-
ning of the sixteenth century.

Syrians and Egyptians finally managed to become independent national
states in the twentieth century after a period of struggle against the successors of
the MamlËks, the Ottoman Turks; but the short-lived United Arab Republic
(1958–61) could still hark back to the old historical community of the Arabs in
the Fertile Crescent.

6. Iran

Iranian territory was only superficially Arabised. This was due not only to its
wide expanse but also to the fact that the dromedary of the Arab Bedouin could
not survive on the cold high plateau of Iran in the winter. From the beginning
the conquerors had to exercise their authority in alliance with the local landed
nobility. As early as the ninth century there emerged provincial governors and
usurpers who assumed autonomous power. Those who had settled in KhurÅsÅn
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had helped the ÆAbbÅsid revolution to victory; in the same province the caliph
al-Ma’mËn (813–33) prepared the downfall of his brother and rival al-AmÈn
and his return to Baghdad; but a few years later its governor ÊÅhir (821–2)
achieved de facto independence. As long as the power of the caliphate remained
unbroken, the rebellions which constantly erupted, and in which social unrest
was combined with Islamic sectarianism of an Iranian type, could still be put
down. But in the second half of the ninth century the caliphs lost the requisite
authority even in Iraq. It was not long before the bands of the ‘coppersmith’
YaÆqËb ibn Layth conquered SÈstÅn and took KhurÅsÅn in 873. The Iranian
dynasty of the SÅmÅnids ruled in BukhÅrÅ (the capital of Transoxiana),
FarghÅna and Samarqand, and also (from 900 onwards) KhurÅsÅn, as loyal yet
independent followers of the Caliph. They fostered the expansion of Islam and
defended it against the Turkish peoples of the Asiatic steppe. It was here that
the revival of the Persian language and Persian literature began. The powerful
family of the BËyids emerged from amongst the condottieri of the mountainous
land of Daylam on the Caspian Sea. The three sons of BËya divided up amongst
themselves western Persia and the central high plateau (JibÅl, FÅrs, KhËzistÅn,
KirmÅn) and launched themselves successfully into the power struggles of Iraq
(945); his grandson ÆA∂ud al-Dawla (949–83) established an Iranian monarchy
which lowered the caliph of Baghdad to the status of a mere puppet. The division
of the Islamic empire into an eastern and a western sphere, into an Iranian and
an Arab world, remained irreversible.

But the autonomy of Iranian dynasties in the east was only an intermezzo.
Turcoman tribes from Central Asia, held back on the Jaxartes (Syr-Darya) by
the SÅmÅnids, converted to Islam, penetrated in powerful waves towards west-
ern Asia, adopted Iranian culture and government organisation and subjugated
Mesopotamia, Syria and Asia Minor in the course of the eleventh century. The
QarakhÅnids took Transoxiana (BukhÅrÅ 992) and defended Islam against the
east. Turkish condottieri of the SÅmÅnids (known as the Ghaznavids) set up a
powerful autonomous state in Ghazna (eastern Afghanistan), snatched from
their erstwhile masters the lands west of the Oxus in KhurÅsÅn; from the kings
of GurgÅnj they seized the fertile area of KhwÅrazm on the Oxus (1017) and
from the BËyids they took Rayy and HamadÅn in western Persia. But the
Ghaznavids were soon expelled by the Seljuqs who came from the tribe of the
Oghuz and took western Iran in a few years after the conqest of NÈshÅpËr (1038).
On their campaigns for plunder the Turcomans advanced into the Caucasus,
into eastern Anatolia and upper Mesopotamia, where they found familiar
climatic conditions. Political legitimisation of this seizure of land was acquired
by Toghrïl, the grandson of the founder of the dynasty Seljuq, who invaded Iraq
in the year 1055 – ostensibly to liberate the caliph who was being threatened by
the activities of the heretical FÅ†imids. In Baghdad, following the example of
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the BËyids, Toghrïl became the real ruler, and thereafter he moved into the
JazÈra and Syria. The victory of the Seljuq sultan Alp Arslan over the Byzantine
emperor Romanus IV Diogenes at MalÅzgird (Manzikert) in 1071, opened the
way to Asia Minor for the Turcoman nomads.

In Iran, unlike the Arabs, the Turcomans found in the summer pastures of
the high plateau and in the winter pastures of the deep plains a milieu which
suited their way of life, in which their camel (a cross between the Bactrian
camel and the female dromedary) was at home. Thus they set in motion a
process of nomadisation on which the Mongols finally set the seal. The
catastrophe of the Mongol invasion did not only bring about the downfall of the
caliphate of Baghdad (1258). It altered the face of the Iranian world for
centuries in that it ruined the economic basis of agriculture, except where high
mountains – such as the massifs of Afghanistan, the Caucasus and the Elburz
near the Caspian – made retreat and opposition possible. It was only in such
mountainous areas and in urban centres – IßfahÅn, Yazd, KirmÅn, ShÈrÅz, TabrÈz,
BukhÅrÅ, Samarqand – that the Persian language and culture remained unchal-
lenged. Mongol dynasties ruled in Iran until the end of the fifteenth century:
TabrÈz was governed by the lkhÅns, the clan of Hülegü (the conqueror of
Baghdad, which fell under the authority of one of the vassals in his retinue), by
Hülegü’s descendants and by various tribal princes in his succession. The family
of TÈmËr ‘the lame’, who unleashed a second Mongol invasion at the end of the
fourteenth century and conquered India, Iran and Iraq, ruled in Samarqand.

The decline of the Mongols facilitated the re-emergence of Turkish tribal
confederations which were able to preserve their own territories even under the
(intermittent) overall authority of the TÈmËrids: the ‘Black Sheep’ (Qara-Qoyunlu
in ådharbÅyjÅn and Iraq, and later the ‘White Sheep’ (Aq-Qoyunlu), who
asserted themselves in the JazÈra and in eastern Anatolia, and then (in 1467)
conquered the territories of the Qara-Qoyunlu and finally TimËrid Persia. In
Persia they were only the precursors of the Íafavids who under ShÅh IsmÅÆÈl
(1501–24), set up a dynasty which lasted more than two centuries. The Íafavids
also relied on Turkish tribes; originally a dervish order in ådharbÅyjÅn, they
rebelled in the name of the Hidden ImÅm of the ShÈÆa and fomented political
unrest in eastern Anatolia. With their Qïzïlbash (‘Red caps’) followers they
overthrew the Aq-Qoyunlu and took the whole of Persia in ten years. They
could always defend the Persian heartland against attacks from the Ottomans;
thus Persia became and is still today the most important domain of the ShÈÆa,
and (together with the old ShÈÆite centres in Iraq) remained the spiritual
bulwark of the ShÈÆa against the ‘orthodox’ Sunna, a cause hitherto propagated
by the Turkish Muslims. The successors of the Íafavids – the QÅjÅrs in the
nineteenth century, who had to tread a difficult path toward constitutional
monarchy at the beginning of this century – laid down in accordance with
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ShÈÆite doctrine that their rule would be legitimate only until the return of the
MahdÈ.

7. Anatolia

Asia Minor – modern Turkey – was after Iran and Iraq the last country
conquered by the Turkish peoples from central Asia. The Anatolian plateau
had been successfully defended by Byzantium against the Arabs for a long time.
But it became easy and permanent prey for the Turkish nomads, and patterns of
population and settlement were quickly and drastically changed by their
invasions. The ‘Great Seljuqs’ of Baghdad had broken the Byzantine defence (in
1071 at MalÅzgird); the ‘Seljuqs of RËm’ (the term RËm means Eastern Rome,
Byzantium) pushed further westwards and were able at the end of the twelfth
century to set up a fragile authority in eastern and southern Anatolia, around
Konya and other urban centres (Sebaste-Sïvas, Caesarea–Kayseri), and to
establish permanently the religion and culture of Islam.

The Seljuq empire also fell a victim to the Mongols; a rapid collapse
followed the defeat at Köse Dagh (1243). But in the shadow of Mongol rule, the
Turcoman family of QaramÅn in Cilicia (around Konya) was able to set up an
important state; and from the Turkish tribes some of which had been pushed
westwards into Anatolia by the Mongols and some of which had fought in the
Mongol armies there emerged a number of small principalities which fought a
religious war against Byzantium. Soon the Ottomans (the sons of ÆOsmÅn)
gained the upper hand; they established their first capital in 1326 in Bursa, a
town a few days journey from the Bosphorus.

The Ottomans began their conquests in the Balkans in the year 1354. After
the decisive battle at Kosovo (1389) they led their élite European troops (the
yeni cheri, the Janissaries), driven by necessity and helped by favourable circum-
stances in an advance on Asia Minor. In the course of one year (1390–1) BÅyezÈd
Yïdïrïm (‘The Thunderbolt’) had occupied not only the small Turcoman
principalities of Western Anatolia but also conquered the principality of the
QaramÅnids, who had – long unopposed in the south – become his most
dangerous rivals. It is true that the Mongol TÈmËr defeated the growing empire
of the Ottomans (1402) and temporarily re-established the autonomy of the
Anatolian principalities; but in 1453 the Ottoman Mu˙ammad (Me˙med) II
(‘The Conqueror’) took Constantinople and in 1475 toppled the last QaramÅnid.
With the conquests of SelÈm, who took Syria and Egypt in 1517, and his
successor SulaymÅn, who with the invasion of Hungary (battle of Mohács 1526)
brought the whole of the Balkans under Turkish authority, the Ottoman empire
was founded – the last great empire of Islamic history. Able to withstand the
advance of European powers and the nationalist movements of the Arab
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countries in the nineteenth century, the Ottoman empire finally fell because of
the events of the First World War.

8. The further lands of Islam

The Arab conquests of the Umayyad period had produced the widest expansion
of the empire under the central control of the caliphate. The battle of Tours and
Poitiers against Charles Martel (732) marked the end of expansion westwards;
the confrontation with the Chinese on the Jaxartes (the Muslim victory of 751
on the Talas prevented further penetration into Islamic territory) brought the
expansion in the east temporarily to a standstill. The spread of Islam progressed;
but further conquests were not the work of the Arabs; and they were the work of
dynasties which were no longer or which were only nominally subordinate to
the Caliph. It was the Turkish Seljuqs who ended the century-long border war
against Byzantium in the JazÈra by the invasion of eastern Anatolia; two centuries
after the end of the Caliphate the Ottomans completed their work with the
destruction of the Eastern Roman empire of Constantinople.

Traders and seafarers from the Persian Gulf had colonised the coasts of the
Indian and the Pacific Oceans as far as China since the early ÆAbbÅsid period.
Northern India was finally conquered from SÈstÅn by the dynasties from Ghazna
and GhËr. From the thirteenth to the fifteenth centuries their successors, the
Sultans of Delhi, established and expanded the authority of Islam in India and
from the sixteenth until the eighteenth century the Mughal emperors brought
the power and culture of Indian Islam to its highest peak (see below p. 135f.).
From India (GujarÅt) trade and religious movements carried Islam into
southeast Asia. The rulers who became Muslim in that area set up Islamic states
in Indonesia and in the Malaysian archipelago. Here is not the place to assess
the importance of Indian Islam. Even in our own century revivalist movements
in the sub-continent found political realisation in the foundation of the Islamic
state of Pakistan (1947).

In East Africa too it was seafaring traders, Arabs and Persians from the area
of the Indian Ocean, who settled on the coasts, united with the indigenous
population and founded in Somalia and in Zanzibar a series of Islamic princi-
palities; the Bantu language of the ‘coastal dwellers’ (Arabic sawÅ˙ila), Swahili,
became the lingua franca of East Africa. The Berber tribes who expanded Islam
south from the Atlas over the Sahara as far as Senegal have already been
mentioned (see p. 107f.). From the eighth century onwards the number of
Muslims in the kingdoms of west Africa expanded: in Ghana (actually the title
of its ruler, but then the name of its capital), the centre of the gold trade, which
was taken in 1076 by the Almoravids; in Mali, which was governed by Islamic
princes from the thirteenth to the fourteenth century; further east in the Sudan
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in the kingdom of Songhai (with Gao and Timbuktu on the Niger) from the
middle of the fourteenth century until the Moroccan conquest (1591). West
African pastoral tribes from the Fulbe spread Islam further towards central
Sudan. Towards the end of the eighteenth century the Hausa were converted
and Islamic reform movements shaped a series of new governments. In the first
half of the nineteenth century the prince of Sokoto ruled the territory between
the Niger and Chad; soon afterwards, around the middle of the century, a
militant follower of the ÍËfÈ order of the TijÅniyya, al-ÓÅjj ÆUmar (d. 1864), set
up a short-lived state after religious wars and pushed western Sudan into
anarchy. In the last quarter of the nineteenth century the MahdÈ of eastern
Sudan, Mu˙ammad A˙mad ibn ÆAbdallÅh (d. 1885), and his caliph ÆAbdallÅh
AbË Bakr defied the troops of Egypt and the English colonial power, until the
battle of Umm DurmÅn (1898), which destroyed the state of Khartoum
although it did not destroy the ideas of the MahdÈ.

The further away we move from the ancient heartlands of Islam, the looser
their links are with the institutions, the political processes and the cultural
influences of the classical Islamic centres. In Ghana and Zanzibar, in Indonesia
and Vietnam, we are still dealing with Islamic religious and cultural history but
one can surely no longer speak of Islamic history in a general sense nor are the
political realities in question exclusively Islamic ones. All the same, Muslims in
those areas lived and still do live with an awareness that they also are part of the
Umma Mu˙ammadiyya, the community established by the Prophet. Through
networks of religious teaching and legal tradition, the outer regions of Islam are
tied to the centres of tradition as also with one another, linked by currents of
spiritual renewal, united by the discourse of the Prophet’s sunna, conscious of
common aims, if divided on the ways and means.
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For the Islamic chronicler of the Middle Ages the revelation which came to
Mu˙ammad was the decisive event which marked the turning point of sacred
history. The didactic concept of early historiography links the experience of
history to God’s call and command. History is thus a model for the use and
edification of believers, a model and a warning; it links the temporal with the
eternal. Everything historical is only a prelude. The medieval historian knows
no periodisation, only simple categories for dividing up the material. This may
be according to years (the annalistic format), according to the periods when
rulers were in power, and also in the biographical literature according to ‘classes’,
i.e. the generations of scholarly transmission. The modern historian tries to
describe the events of particular regions coherently, whilst at the same time
bearing in mind relations and reciprocal influences with neighbouring terri-
tories and bringing to light overlapping processes in this he is searching for a
structure, for the ‘universal’ in the multiplicity of data and facts. In the course of
Islamic history, however, it becomes progressively more difficult to define
periods of the whole Islamic world by important events or by developments
which were common to Islam in general. The west (Spain and North Africa)
and the Iranian east – even if formal loyalty to the caliph was maintained – led
a life of their own from as early as the middle of the ninth century onwards.

In all periods there were external movements and internal developments
which wide areas of the Islamic world experienced communally, but there were
always regions, too, which remained untouched. Thus, for example the processes
of nomadisation which began in the eleventh century, and which were unleashed
in the east by the invasion of the Turcomans and in the west through the
irruption of the HilÅl Bedouin into the Maghrib, are striking parallels but they
have no deeper relationship with each other. On the other hand, the simultan-
eous return to doctrinal traditionalism in the west and in the east has a common
basis, namely the decline of the religious authority of the caliphate and of its vassals.
There is no doubt too that the Mongol invasion of the thirteenth century and
the expansion of the Ottoman empire in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries
are events of wide-ranging importance and for that reason are really epoch-making.
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Every broad division into periods can therefore be no more than an aid
towards the arrangement of general synopses, and in order to achieve its aim
must combine chronological and geographical divisions. Such definitions are
questionable, since every period contains the beginnings of the following one
and in the face of every crisis there is also continuity; but they are nonetheless
useful. The following outline has above all the aim of illustrating the patterns
and divisions usually drawn up by historians of Islam.

1. Arabia before Islam (until c. 610 AD)

In the area of the Arabian peninsula, the ‘Arabia Felix’ of the south and the
border states of Syria and Mesopotamia belonged to the sphere of Hellenistic
and Iranian civilisations. The political collapse of the ancient super-powers
brought profound disruption to the whole region.

• From around the second century ad Arab camel-based nomadism extended
over the peninsula after the collapse of the border states and the decline of
south Arabian culture. The Bedouin advanced into areas which were hitherto
settled; the use of writing regressed. The society was formed to which the
Koranic revelation was directed, whose ethics and concept of justice were
to become the sub-stratum of the Islamic order, and from which there finally
were to arise the motivating forces for Islamic expansion outside Arabia.

• From the fourth century ad Arabia was drawn into the wars between Byzan-
tium and Sasanian Persia. Situated as it was in the sphere of interest of the
buffer states of the sixth century – the Kingdom of the Lakhmids in Iraq,
the phylarchy of the GhassÅnids in Syrian territory, the Yemen under
Abyssinian rule – the trading city of Mecca was also affected by the political
game of the two great powers.

• The pre-Islamic shrine of Mecca, its economic importance, the rise of trade
(along the incense route) and the emergence of an urban society from a
Bedouin milieu were behind the social conflicts which the Koranic revela-
tion sought to solve.

2. Mu˙ammad: the mission of the Arab Prophet and the first Islamic
state (c. 610–32)

The activity of the Prophet of Islam in Mecca and in Medina established the
religion, law and state of Islam.

• With the revelation of God the Creator as the benevolent almighty judge, a
revelation given in the Arabic language, he founded Arab monotheism – a
world view, a code of values and a social order – and the Arab nation.
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• Above the solidarity of individual tribes he placed the solidarity of the
community (umma) which was sanctioned by the duty of every individual
towards God, and thus gave new direction to a society in transition.

• It was the revelation of the Medinan period above all (after the Hijra,
emigration, of 622) that laid the foundation of the legal and governmental
system of the empire which was to come.

• With the subjugation of the Arab tribes in the last years of his life Mu˙am-
mad created the military and – by converting the community to faith in Islam
– the spiritual basis of an expansion which was to begin after his death.

3. The caliphate until the end of the Umayyads (632–750)

In the first century after the death of Mu˙ammad the tribes of Arabia, having
converted to Islam, conquered an empire from the Atlantic to the Indus. The
institutions of the Islamic state were established and formulated; through the
medium of the Arabic literary language the Muslims created the foundations of
classical Islamic culture.

(a) The period of the ‘orthodox’ caliphs (al-RÅshidËn, 632–61): the emergence of the
Arab state.
After the death of the Prophet four men who in his lifetime had been amongst
his companions ruled in his city of Medina as his ‘deputies’, caliphs. In the eyes
of the majority of Muslims they are deemed to be orthodox guardians of his
theocracy, legitimised by the consensus of the community.

• AbË Bakr (632–4) and ÆUmar (634–44) united the Arab tribes through
successful campaigns of conquest, thereby strengthening Islam and prepar-
ing the way for it to become a world religion.

• In three decades the Arab conquerors took the Sasanian empire (Iraq and Iran)
and the Byzantine territories of Syria, Egypt and northern Mesopotamia.

• The ‘city of the Prophet’, Medina, was the political centre of the empire;
the garrisons of the armies of conquest became provincial centres. The indi-
genous governmental systems and the existing organisation of land ownership
and taxation remained the basis for provincial administration.

• The distribution of land and booty from the conquests produced social
tensions. Misappropriation and economic exploitation of state funds by
ÆUthmÅn (644–56) led to rebellion amongst the tribes. The crisis culmin-
ated after the murder of ÆUthmÅn in the civil war against ÆAlÈ (656–61).

• The victor, MuÆÅwiya, established a secular pragmatic concept of the Islamic
state and abrogated the principle that the caliph should be elected from
amongst all the clans of the Quraysh, in favour of his own family, the
Umayyads.
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2. The Arab conquests in the seventh century
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• Amongst the opposition was the party (ShÈÆa) of ÆAlÈ which fought for the
rights of his immediate successors, the descendants of the Prophet, and the
tribes of ‘secession’ (KhÅrijites), who claimed that theocracy had been betrayed.

(b) The caliphate of the Umayyads (661–750)
Under the Umayyad dynasty the centres of power shifted to the lands of ancient
Near Eastern culture. Under their first caliph, MuÆÅwiya (661–80), Syria – with
Damascus as its capital – became for nearly a century the political centre of the
empire. From the time of ÆAlÈ, KËfa in Iraq became the refuge of ShÈÆite opposition.

• The movement to restore the Meccan aristocracy (the anticaliphate of
ÆAbdallÅh ibn al-Zubayr) and the anarchical forces of the Bedouin led to
the second civil war, which was accompanied by epidemics and economic
crises (683–92). Supported by the tribes which were settled in Syria, ÆAbd
al-Malik (685–705) secured the unity of the Empire. The price was a com-
promise between the religious ideal of the ‘just’ community and a secular
concept of unity. But this compromise allowed the revelation of the Arab
Prophet to become a world religion and brought about the intellectual inte-
gration of the empire from the Oxus to the Atlantic by means of a pervasive
Islamic culture.

• Under ÆAbd al-Malik and his successor al-WalÈd (705–10), strong governors
kept strife-torn Iraq under central control. Arab armies completed the con-
quests in the east and the west, thereby expanding the empire under
caliphal control to its greatest size.

• Comprehensive governmental reforms established the administrative and
financial autonomy of the state after the crisis decade of the civil war. ÆAbd
al-Malik ‘arabised’ and unified the chancelleries and the coinage; ÆUmar ibn
ÆAbd al-ÆAzÈz (717–20) adapted taxation and state economy to circum-
stances which had changed through the Islamisation and the expansion of
land ownership. He was not, however, able to carry through the work of
reform before his premature death.

• In the last phase of the Umayyad state, conflict over the legitimacy and
‘justice’ of the regime weakened the solidarity of the Arabs. The strife and
the rebellion of the tribes, combined with the many criticisms of the pious,
the KhÅrijites, and the ShÈÆa about the secular ‘kingship’ of the dynasty, led
to the decline of the Umayyads. They finally came to grief because of con-
flicts which resulted from the problems of the social assimilation and
economic integration of the non-Arabs into the Islamic empire.
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4. The caliphate of the AbbÅsids and its successor states from 749
until the middle of the eleventh century

The third civil war in Islam – the ÆAbbÅsid revolution – brought to power
another dynasty from the tribe of the Quraysh, the BanË ’l ÆAbbÅs (749–1258);
they were nearer in their relationship to the Prophet, and nearer also to him in
their claim that they were establishing the theocracy of a truly Islamic state.
Their claim that they would create an Islamic government and equal justice for
all Muslims failed; but from the conflict of religious, political, social and econo-
mic forces there emerged a classical Islamic culture which was based on the
participation of all Muslims, both Arabs and non-Arabs.

(a) The first century of the ÆAbbÅsids (749–847)
In the first century of their power the ÆAbbãsids completed the work of their
predecessors: they ensured the hegemony of the Arabs under the leadership of
the Quraysh; they kept at bay the politico-religious sects which threatened the
unity of the empire and of the faith; and they strengthened the borders of Islam
and established bridgeheads for its further expansion. Finally the Arabic lan-
guage, at first the language of the conquering class, became the language of the
empire, and the medium of Islamic culture for all its proponents, of whatever
origin. In the same period the process of selection and collection of religious and
legal traditions finally was completed. It was a process whose beginnings stretched
right back into the Umayyad period, and it culminated in the codification of the
Sunna (in ˙adÈth) and in the scholarly transmission of Islamic doctrine in the
‘orthodox’ legal schools.

• The political and cultural centre moved to the East (where the opponents
of the Umayyads had assembled their forces and fomented rebellion), to
Iraq and the provinces of Iran linked to it geographically and politically, in
particular KhurÅsÅn. The foundation of Baghdad (763) as the new capital
by al-ManßËr (754–75) underlined this shift.

• The caliphs of Baghdad organised the empire as a multinational centralised
state. Non-Arabs, above all Persians, participated more and more in its
administration and its culture; the model of Sasanian Iran left its imprint on
the institutions of the empire. ‘Classical’ Islamic culture developed out of
the active adoption of the Hellenistic and Iranian literary arid scientific
traditions, preceded by a period of passive reception.

• If the only political institution in the Umayyad empire had been the power
of the state, the first ÆAbbÅsids – who according to their own understanding
of the caliphate were charismatic guardians of theocracy – based their rule
on Iranian models, created instruments of their spiritual and worldly auth-
ority in the institutions of the law, the administration and the army. They
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tried to follow the command ‘to ordain what is right and to forbid what is
wrong’ (al-amr bi’l-maÆrËf wa’l-nahy Æan al-munkar) – the slogan of opposition
to the Umayyads – with reforms of the land and taxation laws and thus to
take account of social change (Islamisation and urbanisation).

(b) The decline of the caliphate (ninth–tenth centuries)
The theocratic claim of the ÆAbbÅsids became mere theory. Inner contradictions
in society sharpened under the pressure of social change; the military and ad-
ministrative institutions slipped from the control of the sovereign. Centrifugal
forces in the provinces of the great empire led to the break-up of the weakened
caliphate and finally to autonomy for a large number of regional principalities,
both Arab and Iranian. In place of the Islamic empire as a political institution
there remained an Islamic cultural sphere.

• The caliphate tried, and failed, to submit the highest judges to an inquisi-
tion – the mi˙na (‘trial’) of al-Ma’mËn (813–33) and his two successors
(829–48) – so as to force the religious institution to embrace the doctrines
of rationalist theology. This attempt came up against resistance from the
traditionalists under the leadership of A˙mad ibn Óanbal; their rebellion,
supported by large sections of the populace, succeeded (restoration of
al-Mutawakkil in 848).

• The caliph al-MuÆtaßim (833–42) established a bodyguard of Turkish military
slaves and founded the garrison of SÅmarrÅ (836) as his new residence. The
alienation of the caliphate from the people was now clearly visible. Soon
after this, however, the retreat from Baghdad was itself also a sign of disas-
trous weakness; al-Mutawakkil (847–61) and his successors became a tool
in the power politics of their Turkish generals.

• Payment of the army by military land tenure led to the ruin of the central
exchequer. The approved separation between military and financial adminis-
tration was abandoned; the chief amir (amÈr al-umarÅ’, the first of whom
was Ibn RÅ’iq 936–8) acquired wide-ranging powers.

• In the year 945 the Iranian BËyids conquered Iraq, which was being fought
over by Turks and Arabs alike. While they ‘rescued’ the caliph they made
him entirely their puppet and took over political power with the office of
chief amir. ÆA∂ud al-Dawla (949–83), the renewer of Iranian kingship and
from 978 onwards ruler in Baghdad, had himself crowned king by the caliph.

• The administration, which was founded on the traditions of Iranian agrarian
society, failed in the task of creating forms of organisation for the rapidly
growing towns. Here, social differences and tensions led to the spontaneous
formation of militant groups and to the outbreak of unrest. At the same
time there were rebellions among the agricultural slave proletariat of the
large estates in southern Iraq, culminating in the rebellion of the Zanj
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(African slaves) in 869–83. In these hotbeds of unrest, and also amongst
the Arab Bedouin, the IsmÅÆÈliyya began their propaganda in the name of
social justice and in this way started their own rise to political power.

• Political quietism on the part of intellectuals and a free interplay of intel-
lectual forces at a time of Arab–Persian rivalry produced a new diversity in
Islamic culture in the tenth century. This period has been viewed as a
‘renaissance’ vis-à-vis the ‘classicism’ of the first period of the ÆAbbÅsid
Golden Age, and with regard to renewed revival of the classical scientific
heritage.

(c) The rise of local autonomous states and the successor states of the caliphal empire
(c. 850–c.1055)
The disintegration of the caliphal empire into small states had already begun soon
after the assumption of power by the ÆAbbÅsids. First in the west, in Spain, as
early as 755, the Umayyad ÆAbd al-Ra˙mÅn had founded an independent emirate.
A little later a group of ÆAlids became independent in Morocco, KhÅrijites in
Eastern Algeria followed suit, and loyal governors in IfrÈqiyya and Egypt became
practically autonomous from the middle of the ninth century. A similar process
occurred with the governors of KhurÅsÅn, SÈstÅn and Transoxania in the Iranian
east. Under the leadership of the Iranian family of the SÅmÅnids, at the court of
BukhÅrÅ, the Iranian world from the middle of the tenth century onwards
regained its political autonomy and at the same time its cultural identity.

• In the course of the tenth century the centre of power in Iran moved west.
The Daylamites began their rise to power on the shores of the Caspian Sea
and in the second half of the tenth century, under the BËyid dynasty in
Rayy, IßfahÅn and ShÈrÅz, became the foremost power in the east, control-
ling even the caliphate itself. Thus western Iran, the former Sasanian
empire, which was so deeply Islamicised and also Arabised in the towns,
had a decisive influence on ‘new Persian’ classical culture.

• The economic policy of the BËyids depended on the exploitation of land
ownership through military land tenure and prevented social harmony;
opposition inside and outside the towns combined with dynastic struggles
accelerated their downfall. At the same time the SÅmÅnids were pushed out
of KhurÅsÅn by their Turkish slave generals from Ghazna (999), and Turco-
man tribes moved out of the Central Asian steppe towards the Oxus and
after a few decades towards Western Persia.

• The provinces of the caliphate were reduced to the immediate surroundings
of the capital, Baghdad. Just as with the Iranian world, so too the Arab Near
East broke away from the caliph. After the political fragmentation of the
Islamic empire, the FÅ†imid anti-caliphate also threatened to disrupt the
religious unity of the Islamic community. The Seljuqs restored political
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3. The Islamic world in the tenth century
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strength to orthodox Islam but it was only the Mongols who ended the
agitations caused by the NizÅriyya (the Assassins) who, after another schism in
Cairo, terrified the Islamic east from the eleventh to the thirteenth century.

5. The Seljuq period (c. 1055–c. 1258)

After inner disintegration there followed an invasion of new forces of nomad-
ism, which shook the world of Islam from the eleventh century onwards. Social
disruption, political change and new religious tendencies were consequences.

• From the early ÆAbbÅsid period onwards, Turkish military slaves imported
into the Near East from the eastern borders had enjoyed both fame and
notoriety and were already in competition with the Iranian dynasties. From
the end of the tenth century, however, an invasion of Turkish tribes was
unleashed on to the East which fundamentally changed the geographical
landscape and – under the leadership of the Seljuq family – the political
landscape too.

• Movements of Arab Bedouin towards Syria and Egypt reached a high point
of devastation with the onslaught of the BanË HilÅl over NW Africa –
launched by the FÅ†imids as a reprisal against the rebellious ZÈrids     (1049).

• Likewise, around the middle of the eleventh century Islamicised Berber
tribes advanced from the Atlas northwards, took Morocco and from there
gained possession of al-Andalus.

(a) The Seljuqs (Iran and Iraq, eleventh–twelfth centuries; in Anatolia until the
thirteenth century)
The dynasty of the Seljuqs (Selchuqids) from the Oghuz tribe gave political unity
and strategic leadership to the forces of Turkish nomads all the way to Anatolia.
The subjugation of the Ghaznavids (1040), the occupation of Baghdad by
Toghrïl Beg (1055) and the defeat of the Byzantine army by Alp Arslan (1071)
were the most important milestones on this route.

• After the conquest of Baghdad the Seljuqs took over from their prede-
cessors, the BËyids, investiture by the caliph (who gave them the title sul†Ån)
and they used the model of Iranian–Islamic government as the basis of their
authority. Again like the BËyids, they kept a standing army through payment
by land tenure (iq†ÅÆ) and in this way linked the soldiery to the land. The
system was now systematically expanded and at first, under strict control,
became a means of ensuring stability. After the collapse of the Seljuq
central power in the twelfth century, however, local forces became strong;
the grants of land which served originally as immediate payment became
the hereditary domains of provincial governors (atabegs, ‘tutors of princes’).
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The caliph received once again a certain, if regionally limited, freedom of
manoeuvre, and in addition to the Seljuq family in Iran independent lines
of Seljuqs ruled in Anatolia and Atabegs in Mesopotamia and Syria.

• In the face of the rivalry between the caliph and the sultan for political
power, religious authority fell to the teachers of law, the transmitters and
propounders of the Sunna of the Prophet. The Seljuq sultans and their
viziers presented themselves as defenders of the Sunna, especially in the
struggle against the radical IsmÅÆÈlÈ ShÈÆa; and they tried to legitimise them-
selves fully by promoting teachers and founding teaching institutions for
the recognised schools of law. A process which had continued from the ninth
century onwards came to an end with the institutionalisation of the Sunna:
the traditionalism and pragmatism of the schools of law were recognised as
the real orthodoxy of Islam. ÍËfism, which acquired a structure of ‘orders’
also turned into an institution and instrument of this orthodoxy. At the
same time religiosity was imbued with an anti-intellectual subjective
approach.

(b) Syria and Egypt under the Atabegs and AyyËbids; the Islamic confrontation with
the Crusaders; the final phase of the ÆAbbÅdsid caliphate (twelfth–mid-thirteenth
centuries)

• In the twelfth century the Zangids of Mosul and Damascus were appointed
as Atabegs of the Seljuqs and soon became autonomous. The Zangids and
thereafter the successors of their Kurdish general AyyËb led the Holy War
to restore Sunni Islam against the heretical FÅ†imids and the Christian
Crusaders. The most important rulers of the two dynasties, NËr al-DÈn ibn
ZangÈ and Íala˙ al-DÈn ibn AyyËb (Saladin), were protagonists in the
struggle against the Franks. But the crucial events in relation to Islamic
history were the ending of the IsmÅÆÈlÈ anti-caliphate in Cairo (1171) in the
name of the ÆAbbÅsid caliph by ShÈrkËh and his nephew Saladin. There-
after the latter, having made Egypt into a new power base, achieved the
unification of the Fertile Crescent under his overall authority. The
repulsion of the Third Crusade and the conquest of Jerusalem (1187) were
prestigious in the eyes of the Muslims but for Saladin they were above all
the necessary means of assuring his control over Northern Syria and the
JazÈra against the claims of the last Zangids. Here he had achieved his aim.
For Europe, the Crusades, which had been launched by a conflict of the
revolutionary papacy with political forces, marked an era; for Byzantium
they were a lasting catastrophe. For Islam they were a disturbance, and also
a regional threat, but in the final analysis only a continuation of the old
border struggles with Byzantine Christendom. Even in the face of external
danger the political split within Islam could not be cured permanently.
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• The caliph moved back to the periphery of events even more than before.
Even al-NÅßir (1180–1225),     the last great personality of the ÆAbbÅsid
family, had no more than local importance even when he had managed to
free himself from the control of the Turks and extend his power once again
towards KhËzistÅn and JibÅl. The method whereby he achieved this success
revealed political genius: he united the chivalric guilds of urban futuwwa,
revitalised them into a state-controlled organisation under his command
and made them into an instrument of political power. But the Muslims hoped
in vain for his support against the Crusaders. It is true that he confirmed
Saladin in his investiture as sultan (this helped Saladin in his struggle with
the Zangids), but the caliph’s mistrust of AyyËbid expansion was stronger
than his belief in the necessity of a united front against the Franks. Not only
the power but also the political horizon of the caliph had become provincial.

(c) Almoravids and Almohads in North Africa and Spain (1056–1269)
In the period of the Seljuqs and Atabegs in the east, the extreme west was
subdued twice by Berber dynasties from the Atlas. Both the Almoravids
(al-MurÅbi†Ën) and the Almohads (al-Muwa˙˙idËn) conquered Spain and pitted

4. The Islamic world in the twelfth century



122 Islam: an historical introduction

themselves against the Reconquista; but while the Almoravid YËsuf ibn TÅshufiÈn
achieved a great success against the Christians at ZallÅqa (1086), the last
Almohads had to retreat to North Africa after the decisive battle of Las Navas
de Tolosa (1212).

• Both dynasties rose to power under the aegis of religious revival and renewal.
But whereas the Almoravids propagated a rigid traditionalism, leading to
ossification and isolation through the medium of the orthodox institutions
of the MÅlikite legal school, the Almohads restored a lively relationship
with the eastern centres of Islamic culture by renewed encouragement of
spiritual exchange and of the sciences – religious as well as profane.

6. The Mongol period from the conquest of Baghdad by the Mongols
to the establishment of the Ottoman empire in the Near East
(1258–1517)

(a) The Mongol invasion and the Mongol period in the Islamic East (thirteenth–fifteenth
centuries)
The invasion of Mongol tribes from Central Asia affected and changed a wide
area from the Far East to the Balkans. In the Mongol invasion the Islamic world
experienced a fundamental threat from non-Islamic enemies. A centuries-old
social, economic, religious and cultural order was threatened and in many places
definitively destroyed. In that respect the destruction of the Baghdad caliphate
at the hand of Hülegü (1258 ) was an epoch-making date.

• The process of nomadisation was renewed and intensified by Turkish tribes
who stormed across the Iranian and Anatolian plateaux, either in the
Mongol army or displaced by it. The ethnic character of all these regions was
permanently changed; the cities and their culture became islands under
threat. Within the Mongol realm too, and in places where they encountered
opposition, new lines of demarcation were drawn up. Finally the Mongol
invasion not only completed the expansion of Turkish tribes over the whole
of Western Asia in a very direct fashion but also by causing the collapse of
the Seljuq empire indirectly made possible the rise of its successors in
Anatolia and finally also the rise of the Ottoman empire.

• There now developed a separation more marked than ever before between
the Arab world and the Iranian sphere, for after the conversion of the
lkhÅns to Islam (Ma˙mËd Ghazan, 1295–1304) Mongol as well as Turkish
rulers in Iran, Asia Minor, Central Asia and India adopted eastern Islamic
forms of government, Persian language and culture.

• While the Mongol rulers in the Far East promoted Buddhism, they were
astute enough to embrace the religion of their Muslim subjects in Iranian
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5. The Maghrib towards the end of the thirteenth century
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territory, and also spread Islam in Central Asia (even the Golden Horde in
Russia converted to Islam). This frustrated European hopes of strengthen-
ing Asian Christianity in lasting fashion amongst the Turks (it had already
taken hold amongst the Uighurs) and the Mongols by diplomacy and
missionary work. Christianity in Asia was reduced to an isolated minority
religion.

• Rivalry with the Islamic powers of the Near East led to the establishment of
diplomatic relations between Europe and the Mongol empire, opened Asia
and the Near East to European traders and travellers and brought about
world-wide trade and cultural contacts. These were fostered by Europe on
its own initiative and in new ways after the end of the Pax Mongolica.

(b) The MamlËks in Egypt and Syria (1250–1517). The emergence of the Ottoman
empire
The centre of Islamic Arab culture finally moved out of the ruined land of Iraq
westwards towards Cairo and Damascus.

By its victory over the Mongol army in Palestine (ÆAyn JÅlËt, 1260) and the
final destruction of the Crusader states on the Syrian–Palestine coast, the
MamlËk state created the conditions for a 200-year-long stable rule in the Near
East and for a late flourishing of SunnÈ Islamic culture. Admittedly this culture
was not creative, but it consolidated tradition and assembled knowledge.

• Like the Seljuqs and the AyyËbids as whose military slaves they rose to
prominence in Egypt and Syria, the MamlËks established their authority on
claims to be legitimised by the institution of SunnÈ orthodoxy (symbolised
in the ÆAbbÅsid ‘puppet’ caliphate of Cairo). They based their power on the
setting up of a military aristocracy consisting of Turkish military slaves
(mamlËk), and they based their state budget on the iq†ÅÆ system of land
tenure.

• In the period of its decline the MamlËk state – at first still victorious (1491)
– it came up against the expanding power of the Ottomans who after long
rivalry took over its domains in the Near East (1516–17). The emergence of
the principality of the Ottomans had begun from the fourteenth century in
Western Anatolia and in the Balkans. They had been beaten by the
Mongol TÈmËr (1402), but had recovered in a few decades. In their early
period, the Ottomans were imbued with the spirit of the ghÅzÈs (‘fighters’ for
the faith), which had inspired the Turcomans in central Asia from the time
of the border wars on the Oxus and the Jaxartes and now spurred them on
in the war against Byzantium and the Christian Balkans. Finally they took
over the imperial idea of government and the organisation of their pre-
decessors in the empire of the Arabic caliphate.
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(c) The West under the last Berber dynasties (mid-thirteenth–mid-sixteenth centuries)
• The Almohad empire, the last great empire of North Africa and Spain in

Western Islam, fell in 1269. In Spain the principality of the Naßrids of
Granada remained as a glorious bastion of Islam until it also collapsed under
the attack of the united Christian princes (1492).

• North Africa was divided between three Berber dynasties: the MarÈnids,
(1269–1465) in Fez, the ÆAbdalwÅdids (1236–1554) in Tlemcen and the
Óafßids (1229–1569) in Tunis. The Óafßids established once again nominal
control in North Africa but could not exercise real authority because of a
lack of strong central organisation. In the whole of the Maghrib an uneasy
equilibrium prevailed between insubordinate tribal groups and the pacified
crown lands which were limited to the cities and their environs (between
the bilÅd al-sÅ’iba and bilÅd al-makhzan).

7. The Ottoman period (sixteenth–eighteenth centuries)

(a) The Ottoman empire
The Ottoman empire had already emerged in the period which is generally called
the Mongol period. The principality of ÆOsmÅn, the founder of the dynasty at
the end of the thirteenth century, was at first only one of the smallest of the
Turkish states of Anatolia. Military successes in the Balkans opened the way to
supremacy in Asia Minor; the conquest of Constantinople (1453) – the end of
the Byzantine empire – and the conquest of Syria and Egypt (1516–17) – the end
of the MamlËk state – were the phases by which the Ottomans rose to supremacy
in the Near East, a supremacy which embraced all the lands of classical Arabic–
Islamic culture. The Ottoman state now entered both in theory and in the
practical exercise of power into the inheritance of the caliphate.

• The ruling hierarchy and government organisation were modelled on their
Seljuq and MamlËk predecessors. Characteristic Ottoman institutions
included the caste of ruling élite (the Osmanlïs under the leadership of the
Ottoman dynasty), the maintenance of a military élite by purchase and
importation of slaves (from the Balkans), a centralised administration under
the vizierate and the establishment of a provincial administration based on
various forms of land tenure and tax farming, and finally the legal autonomy
of the religious communities (millet) – and with it the actual abandonment
of the idea that the state and the umma were one.

• After the high point of power under SulaymÅn I (1520–66) the long period
of decline began with manifestations of collapse in the internal structure of
government. From the second half of the sixteenth century the extension of
the power of the Grand Vizier led to the central power being separated from
the sultanate, the focal point of loyalty. Then the Turkish aristocracy and,
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after 1579, also the Grand Vizierate lost their supremacy to the military
élite of the ÅghÅs of the Janissaries. From the seventeenth century (the peace
of Karlowitz, 1699), after a long series of retreats and defeats the empire had
to withdraw from most of its territories in the Balkans in the face of the
military superiority of Europe.

• The development of the empire from the eighteenth century was character-
ised by the efforts to face the challenge of Europe in economy, technology
and culture, by flexibility in the economic sphere and by reforms in the
imperial institutions. The ‘tulip’ period (the vizierate of DÅmÅd IbrÅhÈm,
1718–30) revealed a new openness towards Europe. In 1789 a series of
reforms in military government and administration began, reforms which
could not, however, halt eventual political and economic dependence on
Europe and the gradual disintegration of the great empire.

(b) North Africa
In Morocco in the fifteenth century a new dynasty of Arab SharÈfs (shurafÅ’,
ÆAlid descendants of the Prophet) emerged triumphant from protracted conflict
and managed to extend crown land over the territory north of the Atlas by a
skilful policy of alliance with the tribes. Central and eastern Maghrib fell to the
Ottoman empire in the second half of the century.

(c) Iran from the Íafavid period
After the decline of post-Mongol western Iran, the Turcoman tribal confeder-
ations of the Qara-Qoyunlu (1380–1468) and the Aq-Qoyunlu (1378–1508)
divided up the territory. The renewed unification of Iran was the work of the
Íafavids, a dynasty which sprang at first from a sectarian ÍËfi order, gathered
around itself a powerful following amongst the Turcomans of ådharbÅyjÅn and
eastern Anatolia in the course of the fifteenth century (the Qïzïlbash) and with
their help conquered the area from ådharbÅyjÅn as far as the Oxus (ShÅh
IsmÅÆÈl ibn Óaydar, 1501–24). The attacks against the Ottoman empire were
finally repelled by the victory of SelÈm at ChÅldirÅn (1514).

• The Íafavids established a theocratic government in the name of the Hidden
ImÅm of the ShÈÆa; their legitimacy rested on the institution of the teachers
of law who exercised personal judgement (ijtihÅd) in the religious law until
the return of the ImÅm, the expected MahdÈ. Under the Íafavids, Iran –
until then predominantly ruled by SunnÈ Turks and Mongols – became the
land of the ShÈÆa and, together with the old centres in Iraq, the refuge of its
religious and cultural tradition. A common faith led the peoples of Iran to
permanent political and spiritual unity. ShÅh ÆAbbÅs I (1588–1629) made
his capital IßfahÅn into a centre for the brilliant revival of Iranian Islamic
culture.
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• After a century of military conflict and the division of the empire created by
the Íafavids amongst the successor dynasties of the Turkish AfshÅr dynasty
(1736–95) and the Afghan Zand dynasty (1750–94, with its capital at
ShÈrÅz), Iran acquired once again under the despotism of the QÅjÅrs (1779–
1924) an important position of power. It was important also because the
QÅjÅrs were partners with the European powers in their politics to gain
control of the declining Ottoman empire.

(d) India under the Mughal emperors (1526–1858)
The Turkish sultans of Delhi and a succession of smaller principalities were
supplanted by the political heirs of TÈmËr, the leader of the last Mongol invasion
of the Muslim world at the end of the fourteenth century. The successful
invasion of Northern India (the battle of PÅnÈpat, 1526) established TÈmËrid
rule at first only tenuously but Akbar (1556–1605), the greatest of the Mughal
emperors, stabilised Islamic control over north and central India. Under his aegis
classical Ind-Islamic culture was formed, moulded by an Iranian government
system but also influenced and shaped by indigenous Hinduism. In the dÈn-i ilÅhÈ
(‘divine religion’) of Akbar himself, a syncretistic universal religion, this culture
reached its highest point.

• Persian literary traditions, art and architecture and ÍËfism flourished under
the Mughals and developed new forms of expression, also influenced by
Hindu and other indigenous currents.

• A rapid decline began after the death of AwrangzÈb (1658–1707). The
invasion of NÅdir ShÅh from Iran (the occupation of Delhi, 1738–39) and
of the Afghan DurrÅnÈ led the way to the emergence of Hindu principalities
and finally to British colonial power.

8. The emergence of national states. Westernisation and reform
(from the beginning of the nineteenth century)

From the turn of the nineteenth century a new development was seen in the course
of which the whole Islamic world received new political boundaries and structures.

• The political and economic intervention of Europe was decisive for the
internal development of the Islamic peoples. Napoleon’s invasion of Egypt,
1798–1801, is a highly significant date. It is true that the retreat of the
Ottomans in the face of their European opponents and the decline of the
imperial government had already begun a hundred years earlier but the
encounter with Europe now awakened forces of national consciousness
within the Islamic world: at the same time as the Wars of Liberation in the
Balkans, Egypt began to revert to autonomous government.
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• Intellectual confrontation with Europe which was secularised and techno-
logically superior led to critical reappraisal of traditional Islamic values on
the part of the Muslims. Islamic reformers showed that development and
progress could be achieved from the foundations of the faith and should be
envisaged within the spirit of Islam. They began moreover to interpret the
European concept of nation in an Islamic sense. Traditional lawyers had of
necessity accepted the claim of the sultans to authority over the believers
(to the caliphate) as legitimate; the concept of national identity within the
umma, the community of the believers, was alien to them. With the adoption
of the idea of nation the demand for opposition to unjust rule became loud,
audible above all in the rebellion against Ottoman oppression amongst the
Arabs who began to see themselves – united across borders by the language
of the Koran – as the umma Æarabiyya, ‘the Arab nation’.

• The forces of nationalism which were awakened by opposition to Ottoman
rule directed themselves finally from the end of the nineteenth century – in
the Arab world, in Iran as well as amongst the Turks – against European
colonialism and imperialism. Their success – the foundation of sovereign
states from the end of the First World War – went hand in hand with the
secularisation of public and even of private life. With turbulent develop-
ments in economics and technology, flagrant social differences and political
conflicts within the Islamic world, the idealised unity of religion and of
religious culture threatened to become a mere fiction. The movement of funda-
mentalism in recent times is a reaction to this development; but behind the
common slogans – which hark back to the Islamic bases of government and
society – there are many different concepts and programmes.
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I. Language and script

(a) Arabic: the language of Islam
Arabic is the language of Islam; it is the language in which, according to Muslim
belief, God spoke to the Arabs and through them to the whole world; the
language in which the revelation of preceding eras was renewed and transmitted
pure and complete to all humanity: ‘The Beneficent hath made known the
Koran. He hath created Man. He hath taught him [clear] utterance’ (Koran,
sura 55, verses 1–4); ‘And we never sent a messenger save with the language of
his folk, that he might make (the message) clear for them’ (sura 14, verse 4);
The Koran is ‘the revelation of the Lord of the world, which the True Spirit
hath brought down … in plain Arabic speech’ (sura 26, verses 192–3, 195).

Arabic, which was carried by the Islamic conquerors beyond the peninsula,
was at first only the language of the army and the small ruling class of officers
and governors. For the time being, the government apparatus of the conquered
empires remained in use as did the official languages of the Sasanian and
Byzantine bureaucracies, Persian and Greek. Through the government reforms
of the Umayyad caliph, ÆAbd al-Malik (685–705), Arabic became the official
administrative language of the empire in the 690s. The sources describe this
event in the following story:

In Syria the DÈwÅn [‘list’, ‘state register’ of those receiving salaries and of the land tax;
in a wider sense, the government financial administration] was written in Greek –
until the government of ÆAbd al-Malik ibn MarwÅn, who in the year 81 [700 ad]
changed it [to Arabic]. The cause of this was that one of the Greek scribes had to
write something and since he could find no water [to moisten the ink powder], he
urinated into the ink pot. ÆAbd al-Malik heard about it and had him punished; and he
ordered SulaymÅn ibn SaÆd to translate the DÈwÅn. The latter asked him to allocate
him (the proceeds of) the land tax of the province of Jordan for one year. That was
granted, and before a year was up he had completed the translation and handed it
over to ÆAbd al-Malik. The caliph called his secretary Sergius to him and presented
him with the work; the latter was filled with grief and left him full of sorrow. Outside,
he met some of the Greek secretaries and said to them: ‘Look for another profession,
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for God has taken this job away from you’. (al-BalÅdhurÈ: FutË˙ al-BuldÅn [‘The
Conquests of the Lands’], edited by M. J. de Goeje, Leiden 1866, p. 193.)

Similar incidents are recorded from the Iranian provinces which were governed
from Iraq.

Yet it was not until the influx and the urbanisation of the Arab tribes and
the Islamicisation of the non-Arab population that the indigenous local languages
of the Near East were gradually suppressed. Around the turn of the millennium
Aramaic (in Syria and Mesopotamia) and Coptic (in Egypt) were spoken only
by Christian minorities and kept up as literary languages only by learned theo-
logians. After the Mongol period these languages survived, apart from their use
in a few linguistically isolated communities, only in the liturgies of the Mono-
physite and Nestorian Churches.

The indigenous languages did not die out everywhere; they remained alive
in places where the immigration and settlement of Arab tribes after the invasions
of the conquering armies were on a small scale only. This was the case, for
example, in Iran, in the Caucasus (Armenia) and in North Africa (the lan-
guages of the Berber tribes in the Atlas and to the south of the mountain ranges).

In the whole of the Islamic empire, however, Arabic became the language
of Islamic government and of classical Islamic culture. As the language of the
Koran given by God it was the language of the worship of God, of law and of
jurisprudence. As the language of the pre-Islamic poets – these had created from
tribal dialects the common language of Arabic, on which the Koran itself drew
– it became the language of literature. Finally, as the language of administration,
it became the language of the urban political and economic centres – in a word,
the language of the exercise of political power. The language of the Arab con-
querors thus became a means of social emancipation for everyone who in a
narrow or wider sense wanted to have a say. This remained the case even when
under the ÆAbbÅsids, from the end of the eighth century onwards, more and
more representatives of the conquered peoples who had converted to Islam took
part in the political life of the empire, above all at first the Iranians. These
peoples (Arabic shuÆËb; it is from this term that the name ShuÆËbiyya applied to
the social and literary movement of the non-Arabs in the ninth century comes)
sought equality and indeed superiority through the medium of the Arabic
language. Together with the Arabs who had begun to adopt the culture of their
Hellenistic surroundings, they began to translate and develop the antique
scientific heritage. Thus Arabic became the language of the sciences in the East
after the demise of the Greek and Syriac-Aramaic used by the Christians. One
of the great men of Islamic science, al-BÈrËnÈ (973–c. 1050) who was born in
KhwÅrazm, was able to write that he would rather be scolded in Arabic than
praised in Persian. The language of the Koran permeated all spheres and became
the yardstick of all speech and writing and the influence of its vocabulary, the
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themes and forms of its poetry and the style of its prose left a profound influence
even in places where political autonomy had once again encouraged respect for,
and official use of, the local languages of the provinces.

Arabic belongs to the Semitic group of languages. Three large linguistic
families can be distinguished in the Semitic group: (1) Babylonian and Assyrian in
ancient Mesopotamia (North-east Semitic); (2) Canaanite – Hebrew, Phoenician
– and Aramaic in the Western Orient (North-west Semitic); (3) North Arabian
– from the Islamic period Arabic proper; the old ‘South Arabian’ of the south-
west borderlands (until the sixth century), and Ethiopian, which is cognate
with it (South-west Semitic). These are all closely linked by numerous common
elements of phonology, morphology, vocabulary and syntax. These links are so
close that it is plausible to postulate a common origin. A certain structural
similarity exists also between the Semitic languages and the ‘Hamitic’ languages
of North and North-west Africa, Egyptian, Cushitic (Sudan, Ethiopia) and,
especially obvious, Libyan-Berber.

The sedentary Arab tribes of the northern border states used dialects of
Aramaic, the old lingua franca of the Near East (as did for example the
Nabataeans of the Arab state of Petra and Bosra from the first century bc to the
third century ad). Much less well-attested is the language of the North Arabian
Bedouin before Islam – known only through a few inscriptions. It seems clear
that North Arabian before and after the appearance of Islam was spoken in
different regional dialects; the language of the Koran also contains peculiarities
which were characteristic of the dialect of the ÓijÅz. On the other hand, it was
also important for the subsequent development of Arabic that the language of
poets who came together at the festivals and markets connected with the
shrines – for example at Mecca – and who there lauded in song the glory and
fame of their tribes, converged in the course of the sixth century into a common
‘high language’. Of course, the original form of this tongue can no longer be
postulated with any certainty. Pre-Islamic poetry was transmitted orally, occa-
sionally written down but only codified and collected in the form that is
preserved for us now by Islamic philologists; it must be supposed, of course, that
in these collections the normative influence of the Koran was always at work
and that some texts were tampered with in this process. Yet there is no doubt
that there was one significant phenomenon for the future development of the
language: Mu˙ammad could draw on the common language of the poets and of
the pagan seers. This was an important factor in the spreading of the Islamic
message and in its impact. The authority of the Koran itself established a norm
for language from that time onwards. From the time of the early Umayyads, i.e.
from the end of the seventh century, grammarians and Koranic experts made
strenuous efforts to establish the ÆArabiyya, the pure Arabic language in accord-
ance with this norm against the influences of the vulgar language and of foreign
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languages. To counteract the linguistic effects of the turbulent social change
caused by the immigration and mixing of Arab tribes in the course of the
conquests, by their settlement and by their living in garrisons and cities both
together and with non-Arabs, efforts were made to promote the pure language
of the Bedouin dialects. Where the Koran displayed phonetic features of the
dialect of Mecca (still discernible in the archaic orthography of the established
text), its pronunciation was assimilated to the eastern dialects. Thus a common
Arabic literary language arose, namely ‘classical’ Arabic, which has maintained
its integrity according to the laws of normative grammar until the present day.

The literary language was therefore conservative from the beginning; it was
an expression of united faith and centralised government. It was also the code of
a social hierarchy. Non-Arabs (the mawÅlÈ who had become free Muslims through
conversion, see p. 86) only reached the top of that hierarchy when they adopted
this literary language as their own. But the development of the living popular
language continued apace. Different linguistic sub-strata of the population and
differences of geographical and ethnic structure led, not least in the Arabic
spoken by the conquerors, to the formation of different and increasingly indepen-
dent dialects, above all in the provinces far from the metropolis. At no point
was the high language in its ‘classical’ form spoken in daily life even by scholars,
and inevitably it became separated by an ever-widening gulf from the dialects of
the everyday language. This process had its repercussions on the literary language;
these first manifested themselves in the spheres of writing which were not – like
poetry, artistic prose, philological, religious and legal literature – subjected to
strict grammatical rules: in the literature of the Greek sciences, in the works of
authors from the Christian and Jewish minorities, and in private letters. After
the end of the caliphate, that is, after the Mongol invasion, we find phono-
logical and grammatical simplifications of this ‘middle’ Arabic occurring in
chronicles and elevated prose literature too. The development of the literary
language, however, did not go further in this direction. On the contrary, after a
long phase of stagnation, Arab nationalism in the last hundred years has also
promoted linguistic purism – at the price of being unable to express concepts in
the spheres of modern science arid technology – without, on the other hand,
being able to stem the influx of vocabulary and linguistic patterns from Euro-
pean languages.

Thus the Arabic language throughout Islamic history has been characterised
by the gulf between the written language (which is used orally only in sermons
and speeches and in learned discourse, as for example on the radio today) and
the different dialects. The Arabic literary language has remained to this day the
unifying bond of the Arab Islamic world; the fact that the Arabic script does not
express certain differences of pronunciation – the short vowels and many flex-
ional endings – has helped to maintain this unity. In the meantime the regional
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offshoots of the old tribal dialects became further removed from the high
language as well as from each other, rather as the different Romance languages
evolved in relation to Latin. The most important major groupings of the
innumerable local dialects are the Bedouin dialects of Central and North
Arabia, which after the Mongol period also penetrated into Mesopotamia (with
a few pockets of old sedentary dialects on the Upper Euphrates and in Anatolia);
the dialectal group of Syria, Palestine and Egypt; and the wide spectrum of
Maghribi – the dialects of North-west Africa – which have been influenced in a
particular way by contact with the Berber languages. Within individual regions,
too, the dialects of special social groups in cities, amongst sedentary rural
dwellers, and the Bedouin, vary. When in the year 1301 the MamlËk army put
down a rebellion of Egyptian rural origin, the peasants and the Bedouin (who
had united in an alliance which threatened the régime) could be distinguished
by their dialect. Today, growing social homogeneity and mobility of population
are gradually leading to a certain linguistic convergence; education and the
media are beginning to remove regional differences, above all of vocabulary,
and to bring the literary and popular language closer together. But the basis of
Arab unity still remains the ÆArabiyya, the language of the Koran – an impor-
tant factor in the religious, cultural and political spheres.

(b) The other languages of Islam
The declining political power of the caliph and the disintegration of the empire
after the emergence of provincial rulers with de facto autonomy ushered in new
cultural developments. National languages became once again the languages of
the court: Iranian dynasties relied on the traditions of Iranian kingship, promoted
Persian literature at their courts and once again used Persian in their govern-
ment chanceries.

The language of the Sasanian empire (Pahlavi, ‘middle Persian’, to be
distinguished from the Old Persian of the Achaemenid period), which was still
the language of government in the east under the first caliphs, was used after the
official introduction of Arabic only in the religious traditions of the Zoroastrians.
In the meantime, the Persian colloquial language experienced a very gradual
development which had begun in the late Sasanian period and was accelerated
when under Arab domination the vernacular was liberated from the bonds of a
conservative literary language, in a way similar to Anglo-Saxon under the
Normans. The disappearance of morphology, the emergence of dialectal pecu-
liarities (above all in Eastern Iran), and the adoption of Arabic elements
characterised the ‘New Persian’ which emerged in this way. As a literary language
– the script was now the Arabic one – it appeared first in places where the first
independent Islamic Iranian states emerged: in KhurÅsÅn and Transoxiana.
From the ninth century Persian literature emerged once again from the ancient
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and still surviving tradition of poetry, heroic epic and didactic and entertaining
tales, and it maintained constant dialogue with the mature poetic and stylistic
traditions of Arabic. Under the SÅmÅnids of BukhÅrÅ it experienced its first
blooming towards the end of the tenth century. Here, FirdawsÈ revived the epic
tradition of Iranian heroic and kingly sagas in his ‘Book of Kings’, using a new
poetic form; and doctors, astronomers and geographers produced practical works
in the language of the country. Finally, here and at the court of the Turkish
princes of Ghazna in SÈstÅn (who like the SÅmÅnids before them had Persian-
ised the administration) Persian historical writing began. At the same time,
Persian poetry and prose emerged in Western Iran under the dynasties from
Daylam – whose most important ruler, the BËyid ÆA∂ud al-Dawla, had himself
crowned with the Iranian title of ShÅh by the humiliated caliph; even in
Arabic-speaking Baghdad the BËyids employed a special secretary for court
correspondence in Persian. In IßfahÅn, Avicenna (Ibn SÈnÅ), the great doctor
and philosopher from BukhÅrÅ (who like most scholars of his time usually wrote
in Arabic) laid the foundations of philosophical literature in Persian by writing
a concise encyclopaedia in that language.

Throughout Iran the popular language once again became a general means
of expression, gradually unified by written interchange; up to the middle of the
eleventh century the new high language ousted the older dialects in the larger
cities of Iran. Dialectal peculiarities from the east, including archaisms, which
continued to survive there – in KhwÅrazm, Soghd and KhurÅsÅn – were super-
seded by those of the north-west. They were above all overlaid with the increasing
influence of Arabic which deeply and permanently impregnated the vocabulary
of Persian and indeed dominated it. The classical literature of Iran has been
called a literature in two languages, so powerful was the Arabic ‘super-stratum’
in Persian, both in vocabulary (as is still perceptible today) and also in the forms
of literary expression.

Iranian hegemony in the east of the Islamic world appeared only as an
intermezzo between Arab control and the first Turkish incursions. The Oghuz
tribes which penetrated westwards in the eleventh century spoke Turkish dialects,
but they were not literate. The Seljuq princes who had toppled the power of the
Ghaznavids and the BËyids around the middle of the century, and who entered
Baghdad in the year 1055, therefore had to use Persian, the language of commerce
and government in Iran – as indeed the Arabs had done before them. While
Turkish nomads on the Iranian plateau pushed back the sedentary population
and their language, their upper class took over Iranian government and culture.
The uninterrupted flourishing of Persian literature in the cities was clear testi-
mony of this. Not even under the heavy devastations of the Mongol invasions
did it wither away completely. Only the centres shifted: to the south-west which
was less affected (ShÈrÅz) and to ådharbÅyjÅn (TabrÈz became the capital of the
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lkhÅnids). Only in the sixteenth century did the centre of gravity return
towards the centre, to the Íafavid capital of IßfahÅn. Under the Anatolian
Seljuqs of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, Persian was also the language of
the court at Konya and the language of its poets and chroniclers, as was the case
under the Turkish sultans of Delhi and (after the conquest of India by the
TÈmËrids in the sixteenth century) under the Mughal successors until the
beginning of the nineteenth century. Under the heavy influence of Persian,
which in its turn passed on the Arabic script and Arabic vocabulary, there
developed at the same time – away from the big cities – the Islamic variant of
the modern Indian literary language, UrdË. In concert with the Islamic religion,
the Arabic-Persian linguistic and literary heritage (again transmitting the
Arabic script) spread from India into Indonesia. It was influential above all in
the Malay language of the Islamic kingdom of Malacca (late 14th–15th
century) and of the sultanate of Atjeh in Sumatra (16th–19th centuries).

Just as in the case of Arabic, the Persian literary language – though found in
a geographically smaller framework – embraces a wide spectrum of dialectal
areas (including Afghanistan, with its ancient dialect of Pashto). Only the eastern
(Central Asian) variant began a separate life as a literary language through the
introduction of the Cyrillic script in Soviet Tadzhikistan. The language of the
Kurds in the mountains of Western Persia, Iraq and eastern Anatolia must also
be mentioned briefly; the fate of Kurdish (an Iranian language like Persian)
mirrors, however, the political divisions and vicissitudes of this unfortunate
people which has had a powerful impact on Islamic history. Only in most recent
times has it been used as a literary language, using the Latin alphabet.

Turkish emerged as the third ‘great’ Islamic language through the govern-
ment of the Ottomans. The Ottoman imperial language, which lies at the base
of the modern Turkish spoken in Turkey today, is only one of the various Turkic
languages which grew up from the dialects of the Turkish nomads. They are
related to Mongol and other linguistic groups which like them have their home
in Central Asia. The earliest testimonies of these are to be found outside the
Islamic world from the end of the seventh century onwards and are written in
old Turkish ‘runes’, and then (eleventh–twelfth centuries) in Uighur script. In
Islamic territory, for the most part in Arabic script, we find the first literary
documents with the QarakhÅnids of eastern Turkestan in the second half of the
eleventh century: in KÅshghar – on the north side of the Pamirs – there
appeared a ‘middle Turkish’ didactic poem, and the author of an Arabic-Turkish
dictionary composed in Baghdad came from that area. Descendants of eastern
Turkish literary dialects developed in the thirteenth century in the dialect of
KhwÅrazm, and then – under the Mongols – in Transoxiana, between the Oxus
(AmË Darya) and the Jaxartes (Syr Darya): there the court poets of the
TÈmËrids in fifteenth-century Samarqand and Herat created a literature which
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was inspired by Persian models but written in the Chaghatay dialect, the literary
language into which the Turkish dialects of the Islamic east had coalesced.
Today various Eastern Turkish languages are spoken in the Central Asian
Soviet Republics and are written mostly in Cyrillic script.

The Turkish dynasties of the west formed a Turkish literary language later
than in the east. The Great Seljuqs who had established themselves in Iran and
Iraq in the eleventh century adopted, as already mentioned, Persian as the
language of administration along with the Iranian government system, as
indeed did the Anatolian branch of the dynasty. But the Turkish-speaking
element in the population steadily increased and was substantially enlarged by
the Turkish peoples who moved westwards with the Mongol incursions. Even
today there still exist in South-west and Central Persia descendants of these
tribes, whose dialects have remained at a particularly archaic stage of linguistic
development. From the thirteenth century literary monuments of ‘middle
Turkish’ survive from Asia Minor and the Volga area. The QaramÅnids in South
and Central Anatolia raised Turkish to the status of the government language
in the fourteenth century, and they were followed shortly afterwards by the
Ottoman sultans in the west. With the Ottoman victory over the Byzantines
and their own Turkish rivals, Ottoman (which belonged to the linguistic group
of the Oghuz) spread through Asia Minor and the Balkans. For quite a time it
continued to compete with Persian, above all in belles-lettres, and it developed
by adopting Persian and Arabic elements of vocabulary and syntax into a mixed
language with very substantial foreign borrowings. A distinction should be
drawn between this language, Ottoman in a narrower sense (which was written
in the Arabic script), and modern Turkish which since the nationalist Turkish
reforms (Atatürk introduced the Latin script in 1928) was purged of many
Arabic-Persian loan words and was characterised by a return to the middle
Turkish linguistic heritage.

(c) The Arabic script
When the triumphal progress of Islam spread the Arabic language, it also spread
the Arabic script over the Near East to North and Central Africa, and eastwards
through Iran and India as far as Indonesia. The Arabic script was used by Muslims
in the most diverse linguistic communities and adapted to a great number of
other languages.

The Arabic alphabet consists of 28 signs which represent the consonantal
phonemes and long vowels of Arabic. They are written from right to left; some
of them are joined up on both sides and some only to the preceding letters.
Short vowels, the absence of vowels and doubling of consonants are generally
not indicated. They can, however, when necessary – as for example in the
establishment of canonical religious texts (especially the Koran) and in order to
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make a text clearer – be represented by additional symbols added to the basic
letters. As in other Semitic languages, the basic roots of words consist of
consonants (mostly three); the distribution of vowels used in the derivation and
inflection of nouns and verbs is based on specific, regularly constructed mor-
phemic types. A correct reading is therefore discernible from the consonantal
form of an individual word, but it is often clear only from the context of the
sentence. This is even more so in cases where the Arabic language is applied to
non-Semitic languages such as Persian and Turkish. Here a correct reading of
rare words, and above all proper names, cannot always be established with
certainty in old texts.

The Arabic script is – as indeed is the Greek script and the Latin one we use
– an offshoot of the North-west Semitic alphabet which appeared for the first
time in Phoenician-Canaanite inscriptions from the beginning of the second
millennium bc. The further development of this alphabet can be traced in the
first millennium bc in Phoenician, Hebrew and Aramaic (mostly in inscriptions).
The Arab Nabataeans of the state of Petra used the Aramaic language – which
under the old Persian empire of the Achaemenids had become the lingua franca
of the Near and Middle East – and they also used the Aramaic script. After the
Roman conquest (106 ad) this Nabataean script remained in use in the area of
the Provincia Romana, with its capital at Bosra. A later, cursive form – which
may have been influenced by the Syro-Aramaic script of Mesopotamia – was
finally used for writing Arabic too. It replaced the variants of the ‘South
Semitic’ script of the Yemen which was then in use in other Arab states in the
northern part of the peninsula, and developed further into the Arabic script
proper, which became the vehicle of the classic Arabic literary language.

The phases of this development cannot be traced in a continuous fashion
on the basis of the sparse pre-Islamic evidence. Two centuries separate the
Nabataean inscription of NamÅra (328 ad), in which a certain Imra’ al-Qais is
described as ‘King of the Arabs’, from the first datable Arabic inscription from
the North-west Arabian border zone fringing the settled lands of Syria. Here, in
the sixth century, the graphic elements of the Arabic script can clearly be traced
in their basic outline. It is not certain how this alphabet reached the ÓijÅz and
Mecca, where in the second decade of the seventh century it became the vehicle
of the Islamic revelation. It may, however, be postulated that knowledge of the
script spread along the same caravan routes which linked the trading city of
Mecca with some of the places where proto-Arabic inscriptions have been found.

The culture of Islam, the last of the great religions with a scripture, is to a
very special extent a culture of the script and of the book. With the spread of
the Islamic faith and of the Koran – which received its definitive textual form
under the caliph ÆUthmÅn (644–56) – with the Arabisation of the government
(from 697) and with the flowering of legal, religious and historical tradition in
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all cities of the empire, the script developed rapidly. A further development of
the script was vital because the Arabic letters as they had developed before
Islam were not adequate to represent the range of Arabic phonemes. Some
phonological distinctions in Arabic were lacking in Aramaic, and were there-
fore not represented in the Aramaic predecessor of the Arabic alphabet; on the
other hand, some symbols which were originally different had in the course of
their development acquired the same form. In order to produce an unambiguous
script these ‘homographs’ were soon differentiated by diacritical marks consist-
ing of one, two or three dots. Towards the end of the seventh century this system
of diacritics became fully developed, thereby producing the Arabic alphabet
with its 28 letters. Around the same time the governors of the Umayyads in Iraq
made great efforts to consolidate the Koranic text, including its orthography
and pronunciation; for this purpose a system of reading marks for short vowels,
vowellessness and doubling of consonants was introduced which is still in use
today in the form which was established by grammarians towards the middle of
the eighth century.

Stylish forms of calligraphy began early too. The cursive character of the
script with its simple geometrical basic elements, whose ligatures were written
in one flourish, affords especially good opportunities for this. The surviving
examples of such calligraphy dating from an early period are sparse; but already
in the second half of the first century after the Hijra different styles of writing
are found in the papyri from Egyptian chancelleries, and similar styles charac-
terise the oldest Koran fragments. The length and slant of the vertical downward
groundstrokes, the dimensions of the horizontals, the geometry of the loops and
of the curves which billow out at the end of a word, and the harmony of these
elements – all these are developed in Arabic calligraphy. In the lapidary script –
the ductus used in inscriptions and on coins – the inflexibility of the material
but also a deliberate stylisation led to an emphasis on the horizontal, the
vertical and basic geometrical forms (circle, rectangle, triangle, rhombus). The
earliest building and funerary inscriptions reveal an individual monumental
development (already mature in the building inscriptions in the Dome of the
Rock in Jerusalem, dating from 691 and in the name of the caliph ÆAbd al-Malik).
The tendency to geometrical stylisation and monumentalisation noticeable
here also influenced the script of the Koranic codices towards the end of the first
Islamic century. This trend apparently began in Iraq, since while the ductus
used in the Korans from Mecca and Medina was characterised by high elongated
letters inclining to the right, this more compressed style, which stressed the
horizontal lines, took its name from KËfa. It did not remain restricted to Iraq but
spread also the ÓijÅz and other provinces. For centuries to come it became the
hieratic script par excellence; ‘KËfic script’ thus became the term used for all
geometric and monumental forms of the old type of script.
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New developments of calligraphic form were generated by the chancelleries
of the ÆAbbÅsid caliphate. The Muslims had learned about rag paper from
Chinese prisoners of war in Turkestan and had started to produce it in Samar-
qand after 751. From there this flexible material which was easy to fold and to
bind and was moreover economic and relatively cheap, above all in comparison
with parchment, gained supremacy in the Islamic east within a century and
replaced papyrus in the course of the eleventh century even in Egypt and in the
West too. Easier to write on than brittle papyrus, rag paper was also a material
well suited to calligraphic forms. Just as the older calligraphy was influenced by
the material and technique of the stonemason, so too the new type of fine
writing revealed the influence of the reed pen (qalam), whose sharpened and
flattened edge determined the sizes and proportions of strokes and dots. The
revival of calligraphy in chancery writing achieved by the secretaries of the
ÆAbbÅsid government from the first half of the tenth century (a revival asso-
ciated with the name of the vizier Ibn Muqla, d. 940) elevated the ductus called
naskh (or naskhÈ), ‘copy script’, to the status of a Koranic script which stood on a
par with ‘KËfic’ and ultimately replaced it. Increasing use was made of this
ductus (with its monumental form, the thuluth, which also developed from a
chancellery script), in luxury illuminated Korans as well as in secular codices.
The norms created by the calligraphers had their impact not only in the forma-
tion and proportion of graphic elements in the cursive book script and the
common script but also in lapidary inscriptions: the stonemason imitated the
characteristic strokes of the reed pen.

From the older forms of cursive writing there thus developed a wide variety
of ‘rounded’ calligraphical styles which conquered the Islamic east from the
eleventh century onwards. A number of regional styles also evolved with the
political and cultural independence of the provinces; thus Iran, for example,
developed taÆlÈq and nastaÆlÈq, with their ‘hanging’ garlands. A special develop-
ment manifested itself very early in the West, where the characteristic ductus of
the Maghrib emerged from the ‘KËfic’ script.

The provenance and analysis of regional and chronological developments
in palaeography are only beginning. So far the script of the papyri and inscrip-
tions has been best researched and published (above all through the pioneer
work and manuals of Adolf Grohmann [15.11, 15.23–4]); but in the fields of
codicology and the palaeography of manuscripts – which should help editors in
the reading and dating of medieval manuscripts – much work still needs to be
done.

The Arabic script also remained in use in the lands of Islam in places where
the language of the inhabitants or (as in the case of Turkey) of the immigrants
gained dominance as a government and literary language. In Iran it was used for
New Persian, in Anatolia for Turkish (in this case replaced in 1928 in the
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reforms of Atatürk by the Latin script), in the case of the Muslims of India
(Northern India, especially Pakistan and Bangladesh) for UrdË, in Indonesia for
Malay and Bahasa Indonesia (now generally ousted by the Latin script), and
also for the various languages of Islamic Africa. The range of graphic elements
of the script was completed by the use of diacritical points to represent sounds
which were not shown in Arabic. While the Jews and the Christians of the
Syrian churches in the Arab lands also used Hebrew and Syriac script to write
Arabic, the linguistic minorities of the Muslim population always wrote in the
Arabic script. Examples include the Spanish dialects of the Iberian peninsula in
the Islamic period, the Aljamía (from the Arabic al-Æajamiyya, ‘non-Arab’);
today similar phenomena are called Aljamiado literature, as for example the
Serbo-Croat literature of the Turkish period which was written in the Arabic
script. Thus the Arabic script is the external symbol of the Islamic cultural
community and has remained so until today.

2. Names and titles

(a) Islamic personal names
‘Civil’ surnames, i.e. surnames which are hereditary and shared by all the
members and descendants of a family, appeared in the Islamic east only in
recent times. In the Middle Ages and in some Arab countries even today the
origin of an individual is indicated by naming his father, grandfather and so on
in patronymical sequence; there follow other details as to tribal affiliation, place
of origin or residence, profession, and additional nick-names and honorifics
which are often used as personal names.

1. In most cases, the personal name (ism) is chosen from a relatively small
repertoire – a repertoire which has been sanctioned by Islamic tradition. The
names and epithets of the Prophet, his companions, Biblical figures who appear
in the Koran, and compounds using the names of God are especially popular and
widespread in all Islamic countries. Quite a few of these names were already in
use in pre-Islamic Arabia and they remained popular firstly because they were
thought to bring good luck; but more especially because they had belonged to
one of the companions of the Prophet. These include names like Óasan, Óusayn
(from the root ˙sn ‘good, beautiful’), SaÆd, SaÆid, MasÆËd (sÆd ‘luck’), ÆAmr,
ÆUmar (Æmr ‘life’), Zayd, YazÈd (zyd ‘to grow’), ThÅbit (‘firm’), Asad (‘lion’);
some of them are made from adjectives, participles (with the prefixed ma-, mu-,
such as in Mu˙ammad ‘praised’, MasÆËd ‘blessed with good fortune’) and verb
forms used as a wish (Ya˙yÅ, ‘may he live’, YazÈd, ‘may he grow’). Adjectival and
generic terms when used as names often retain the Arabic definite article al-, as
for example al-Óasan ‘the beautiful’, al-ÆAbbÅs ‘the grim-visaged (lion)’,
al-ÓÅrith ‘the ravening (lion)’. By far the most common Islamic name became
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that of the Prophet, Mu˙ammad, and other variants of the root ˙md (‘praise’):
A˙mad, ÓÅmid, Ma˙mËd, and the Prophet’s surname Muß†afÅ (‘the purified
one [by God]’). Common female names are those of his mother åmina, his
wives, ÆåÆisha, Zaynab and so on, and his daughter FÅ†ima. Similarly, the names
of ÆAlÈ, his sons Óasan and Óusayn and the names of the ImÅms: JaÆfar, Ri∂Å
(Persian ReΩÅ), and MahdÈ are popular amongst the ShÈÆa. The names of Biblical
figures who are mentioned in the Koran and revered as prophets became
widespread in Islam: IbrÅhÈm (Abraham), IsmÅÆÈl (Ishmael), Is˙Åq (Isaac),
YaÆqËb (Jacob), YËsuf (Joseph), MËsÅ (Moses), HÅrËn (Aaron), DÅ’Ëd (David),
SulaymÅn (Solomon), Æsa (Jesus), Maryam (Mary). Finally there are numerous
two-part names connected with the name of God which designate the bearer as
the slave of God, ÆAbd AllÅh; instead of AllÅh, one of the Koranic ‘beautiful
names of God’ can be used: ÆAbd al-Ra˙mÅn, ‘slave of the Merciful’, ÆAbd
al-Malik, ‘slave of the King’, ÆAbd al-QÅdir, ‘slave of the Powerful’.

With the emergence of Persians and Turks into Islamic history, Iranian and
Turkish names also appeared; many Persians adopted Arabic names when they
converted to Islam and fabricated Arabic genealogies, but many an important
man became known by his Iranian name such as the grammarian SÈbawayh and
the historian Miskawayh (originally Se–bo–ye and Mishko–ye). The generals and
commanders of the Seljuq and MamlËk period were also known by their Turkish
names, as for example Alp Arslan (‘lion-hero’), Alp-Tegin (‘unique hero’),
Aq-Sunqur (‘white falcon’), Toghrïl (‘falcon’), Baybars, BarqËq and others.
They have recently become popular again through Turkish nationalism, as have
the names of pre-Islamic kings and heroes in Iran – Khusraw, BahrÅm, Rustam
and more besides.

2. In front of the ism there is a personal name (kunya), which indicates the
bearer of the name as ‘father of so and so’ (AbË …) or as ‘mother of so and so’
(Umm …). Originally the kunya contained the name of the eldest son. Until
the early ÆAbbÅsid period it was the privilege of ‘pure’ Arabs and was given to
non-Arabs who after their conversion became clients (mawÅlÈ) of Arab tribes
only as a special sign of honour. Later on, even people without children received
a kunya and the name was also given to a boy who had come of age as a sign of
his maturity. It is used in polite and direct speech amongst friends and equals
and in respectful indirect reference (for example when an author mentions his
teacher).

In this way the caliph ÆUmar had the kunya AbË ÆAbdallÅh, the daughter of
Mu˙ammad was called Umm KulthËm, the Prophet himself was called
Abu’l-QÅsim. Instead of the name elements, later on there was an extended use
of the kunya with a noun which suggests a quality or an attribute of the bearer;
the kunya has then the function of a surname or a nickname (laqab): AbË ’l-
BarakÅt, ‘the father of blessings’, i.e. ‘endowed with blessings’, AbË ’l-MaÆÅli,



144 Islam: an historical introduction

‘man of high virtues’, AbË ’l-Ma˙Åsin, ‘man of beautiful qualities’, or else AbË
ShÅma, ‘the man with the black mole’, AbË Hurayra, ‘the man with the little
cat’, AbË ’l-ÆAtÅhiya, ‘the father of tomfoolery’ (a poet). The kunya AbË ’l-FidÅ’
(fidÅ’ ‘ransom, sacrifice’) is commonly used with IsmÅÆÈl: according to wide-
spread Islamic belief Abraham offered not Isaac but Ishmael as a sacrifice.

3. The patronymic, the name of the father, and the preceding affiliation
(nasab) follow the personal name. In front of each of the names of one’s
forefathers there is the word ibn ‘son (of) …’ (abbreviated b.); in front of the
patronymic of a woman there is bint ‘daughter (of)’. Names which are linked
with the name banË (the plural of ibn) denote Arab tribes and tribal groups just
as those with Ål ‘family’ denote the clans and ruling houses of the Arab Bedouin.
Two examples: Mu˙ammad ibn ÆAbdallÅh ibn ÆAbd al-Mu††alib ibn HÅshim ibn
ÆAbd ManÅf ibn Qußayy (the Prophet), FÅ†ima bint Mu˙ammad ibn ÆAbdallÅh
etc. (his daughter). In most Arab countries (except for Arabia and North
Africa) the word ibn today is omitted (A˙mad AmÈn, ÊÅhÅ Óusayn); in the
Persian linguistic area the particle of annexation -i is used in its place – NÅßir-i
Khusraw ‘NÅßir (son) of Khusraw’. Sometimes – frequently in Spain – there is at
the end of a chain of names the name, surname or title of an ancestor which is
used for several generations of his descendants as a kind of family name: Ibn
al-FurÅt (the family of viziers of the ninth–tenth centuries), Ibn Rushd (Rushd
was already the name of the grandfather of the famous philosopher, rendered
into Spanish as Averroes), Ibn KhaldËn (the historian was the descendant of an
old Spanish Arab family of BanË KhaldËn), Ibn al-Shi˙na (after an ancestor
who held the post of shi˙na – chief of police), Ibn al-QË†iyya (the Spanish
historian whose ancestor had married a Gothic princess, QË†iyya). Persian
patronyms ending in -zÅda (like English family names which end in -son, -s)
have the same function, as also Turkish names which end in -oghlu (here put in
front of the personal name).

4. After the affiliation comes the nisba, a name which denotes the origin or
place of residence derived from names of tribes, towns and countries, and
formed in Arabic (as in Persian) with the suffix -È. It originally denoted the tribe
to which one belonged: al-KindÈ ‘from the tribe of Kinda’, al-QurashÈ ‘the
Qurayshite’; then – in an urban milieu – the place of birth or residence:
al-DimashqÈ ‘the Damascene’, al-MaqdisÈ or al-MuqaddasÈ ‘the man from
Jerusalem’ (Arabic al-Bayt al-Muqaddas or Bayt al-Maqdis), al-KarkhÈ ‘from the
Baghdad suburb Karkh’, al-MarwazÈ ‘from Marw’, al-RÅzÈ ‘from Rayy’, al-ÊabarÈ
‘from ÊabaristÅn’.

A nisba could also indicate an affiliation to a legal school or a religious
group: al-ÓanafÈ ‘belonging to the legal school of AbË ÓanÈfa’, al-ShÈÆÈ ‘the
ShÈÆÈte’; sometimes a profession: al-ÍayrafÈ ‘the money changer’, al-QalÅnisÈ ‘the
hat maker’, al-BÅqillÅnÈ ‘the bean seller’, al-MÅwardÈ ‘the dealer in rose water’.
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The nisba form is often used as a nom de plume (takhalluß) for Persian and Turkish
poets, for example FirdawsÈ ‘the paradisiacal’. In Turkish the nisba has the
ending -li (or -lu) and comes before the other parts of the name – Izmirli ‘from
Izmir’, Konyalï ‘from Konya’.

5. Finally we can add to the already mentioned regular elements in
nomenclature various surnames (laqab). To this category belong titles such as
al-ÊawÈl ‘the tall one’, al-AÆshÅ ‘the man who is nightblind’, al-A†rash ‘the deaf
one’, al-JÅ˙iΩ ‘goggle-eye’, and also honorific titles such as al-ÓÅfiΩ ‘the one who
knows the Koran and ˙adÈth’; indications of profession are common – a study of
them often provides interesting conclusions on the social background of
scholars and authors – as for example al-ZajjÅj ‘the dealer in glass’, al-FarrÅ’
‘furrier’, al-Êa˙˙Ån ‘the miller’, al-ÆA††År ‘the dealer in spices, chemist’,
al-WarrÅq ‘the paper and book dealer, copyist’, al-Kha†Èb ‘the preacher’.

In the Ottoman empire people of non-Muslim origin such as the Janissanes
who had no nasab often received a laqab as a title (put at the beginning). Sultans
with the same names were also differentiated in that way: FÅ†i˙ Muhammad ‘the
conqueror’ (Me˙med II) was differentiated from AwjÈ Mu˙ammad ‘the zenith’
(Me˙med IV).

Also called a laqab but put in front of the other names are the honorific
titles of rulers and the court which designate the bearer as support, upholder etc.
of a dynasty (dawla) or of religion (dÈn) (see below). Those which were formed
with dÈn have sunk since the Ottoman period to an additional ism and now
enrich the repertoire of personal names.

If all or several elements of the nomenclature are used they appear in an
established sequence: laqab (honorific name ) – kunya (AbË …) – ism – nasab
(ibn … ibn …) – nisba (al- … È) – laqab (surname).

An example: ÆImÅd al-DÈn (laqab) AbË ÆAbdallÅh (kunya) Mu˙ammad
(ism) ibn ÍafÈ al-DÈn (laqab of the father) AbÈ ’l-Faraj (kunya of the father, the
form AbÈ is the genitive) Mu˙ammad (ism of the father) ibn NafÈs al-DÈn (laqab
of the grandfather) AbÈ ’l-RajÅ’ (kunya of the grandfather) ÓÅmid (his ism) ibn
Mu˙ammad (the great-grandfather) ibn ÆAbdallÅh ibn ÆAlÈ ibn Ma˙mËd ibn
HibatallÅh al-IßbahÅnÈ (nisba ‘from IßfahÅn’) al-KÅtib (laqab ‘the secretary’).

Historical personalities – and this was already the case with their contem-
poraries – were known and made famous only by one or two characteristic
elements of this chain of names. Thus in the example just quoted above, the
secretary and court chronicler of Saladin is usually known only as ‘ImÅd al-DÈn
al-IßbahÅnÈ. Many authors are known by their nisba (as for example the historians
al-ÊabarÈ, al-MasÆËdÈ), others are known by their kunya (as for example the
poets AbË NuwÅs, AbË TammÅm), by the nasab (as for example the historians
Ibn Is˙Åq, Ibn Qutayba) or by a nickname (such as the writer al-JÅ˙iΩ
‘goggle-eye’). In the nasab there appears instead of the ism often the paternal
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kunya, nisba or other forename of the father: Ibn AbÈ UßaybiÆa, Ibn al-JazarÈ, Ibn
al-Kha†Èb, Ibn al-QalÅnisÈ. A popular feature is a combination of kunya or
honorific title with the nisba: AbË ’l-Faraj al-IßbahÅnÈ, TÅj al-DÈn al-SubkÈ.

(b) The titles of rulers and honorific titles
Since the time of ÆUmar, the second holder of the office, the term ‘caliph’,
KhalÈfat RasËl AllÅh (‘successor, representative of the Prophet of God’) was the
title of the head of the Islamic theocracy. Since the time of ÆUmar, in
government documents, on inscriptions and coins, the caliph also bore the title
amÈr al-mu’minÈn ‘Commander of the Faithful’. Apart from that, the caliphs of
early Islam and the Umayyad dynasty bore no personal titles. It was only the
ÆAbbÅsids who took regnal titles which marked them off from the ‘kingship’ of
the Umayyads and from the claims of the ShÈÆa as truly Islamic rulers: as
representatives of theocracy, as imÅms of the Islamic community, who had been
set in office by God and ruled with His support, who indeed styled themselves
KhalÈfat AllÅh ‘representative of God’. The first ÆAbbÅsid caliph was still named
after the revolutionary hope which opponents of the Umayyads pinned on the
‘rightly guided’ ImÅm, the MahdÈ from the house of the Prophet: al-SaffÅ˙ ‘the
shedder of blood’. The next titles designated the caliph as charismatic ruler:
al-ManßËr (in full: al-ManßËr bi-AllÅh) ‘the one to whom God gives victory’;
his successor al-MahdÈ ‘the rightly guided (by God)’ (a title which the ShÈÆa,
forced into opposition, also gave to the awaited renewer of the faith and
commander of the faithful), al-RashÈd ‘the one led on the right path (by God)’,
al-Ma’mËn ‘the one who is entrusted (by God with leadership)’, al-Mutawakkil
‘the one who trusts (in God)’, al-NÅßir ‘the victorious one (through God’s help)’.

The rivals of the ÆAbbÅsids also held the title amÈr al-mu’minÈn and
corresponding regnal titles denoting authority; thus the FÅ†imids called them-
selves caliphs when they established their rule in North Africa and Egypt in the
tenth century and assumed the epithets of the expected ImÅm: al-MahdÈ,
al-QÅ’im bi-amr AllÅh ‘the one who represents God’s command (on earth)’,
al-ÓÅkim bi-amr AllÅh ‘he who judges according to God’s command’. In
consequence the Spanish Umayyads too adopted the title of caliph (ÆAbd
al-Ra˙mÅn III, from 928). Their successors paid homage once again to the caliph
of Baghdad after the end of FÅ†imid rule in North Africa. The Almoravids called
themselves amÈr al-muslimÈn ‘commander of the Muslims’ from the end of the
eleventh century – a title which had similar pretensions but appeared more
unassuming. But their opponents and conquerors, the Almohads, presented
themselves once again as ‘caliphs’ of the MahdÈ Ibn TËmart and styled
themselves once again amÈr al-mu’minÈn with universal claims. Their successors
bore the title as a sign of regional hegemony in North Africa, while the MamlËks
– after the fall of Baghdad (1258) – installed an ÆAbbÅsid ‘puppet caliphate’ in
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Cairo. Finally the Ottomans arrogated to themselves the office of Caliph. Even
today the kings of Saudi Arabia and Morocco bear the title amÈr al-mu’minÈn as
a sign of religious legitimacy.

The executive bodies of the earlier caliphate were established under the
ÆAbbÅsid caliphs as independent institutions: the administration of the
‘secretaries’ (kuttÅb) was put under the vizier (wazÈr), the legal institution was
organised under the chief qÅ∂È (qÅ∂È ’l-qu∂Åt), the army was organised under
emÈrs (amÈr, later under a chief amÈr al-umarÅ’, the officer commanding); the
administration of the provinces was put under an ‘agent’ (ÆÅmil – originally a
‘governor’, later on an official of the financial administration who was put under
the authority of an amÈr). At first, officials would adopt only the simple title of
the office. In the tenth century, however, when the power of the caliphs
receded, and the empire became fragmented, the bestowing of certain honorific
titles on military leaders and provincial princelings became a political tool –
devoid of effective sanctions and rapidly devalued by an inflationary increase of
their number. This process is, however, a valuable historical testimony of the
distribution and shifting of power in the period of political turmoil until the
caliphate was finally brought to an end.

A contemporary complained about this development in the following
scornful, outspoken terms:

æWhen the BanË ’l-AbbÅs had decorated their assistants, friends and enemies
indiscriminately, with vain titles, compounded with the word dawla [dynasty] – their
dynasty perished’ – wrote al-BÈrËnÈ around the year 1000 in his Chronology – ‘for in
this they went beyond all reasonable limits. This went on so long till those who were
especially attached to their court [as chief amÈrs] claimed something new as a
distinction between themselves and the others. Thereupon the Khalifs bestowed
double titles. But then also the others wanted the same titles, and knew how to carry
their point by bribery for lack of legitimate reasons. Now it became necessary a
second time to create a distinction between this class and those who were directly
attached to their court. So the Khalifs bestowed triple titles, adding besides the title
of ShÅhanshah [Persian “King of Kings”]. In this way the matter became utterly
opposed to common sense, and clumsy to the highest degree, so that he who
mentions them gets tired before he has scarcely commenced, and he who writes them
loses his time and writing space, and he who addresses them runs the risk of missing
the time of prayer’ […] ‘Also the WazÈrs of the Khalifs have received certain titles,
compounded with the word dhË [“possessor of”, “endowed with”], as e.g. DhË
’l-yamÈnain [“the one with two right hands”], DhË ’l-ri’Åsatain [“the one with two
principalities”, i.e. military and administrative authority), DhË ’l-kifÅyatain [“the one
with two abilities”, i.e. for the sword and for the pen, in the same sense as the
preceeding title), DhË ’l-sayfain [“the one with the two swords”], DhË-al-K ≥alamain
[“the one with two pens”] etc.

The BËyid family, when, as we have mentioned, the power passed into their
hands, imitated the example of the Khalifs; nay, they made it still worse, and their
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title-giving was nothing but one great lie, when they called their WazÈrs, e.g. KÅfÈ
’l-KufÅt [“the most able of the able”], al KÅfÈ ’l-aw˙ad [“the only one amongst the
able”] … [After further examples:] Some of them, however, have gone beyond this
limit, calling themselves amÈr al-ÆÅlam [“prince of the world”) and sayyid al-’umarÅ’
[“lord of the princes”). May God inflict on them ignominy in this world, and show to
them and to others their weakness!’ (Al-BÈrËnÈ: al-åthÅr al-bÅqiya [‘Chronology of
Ancient Nations’], edited by C. E. Sachau, Leipzig 1878, pp. 132, 134, cf. transl. by
C. E. Sachau. London 1879, pp. 129, 134.)

Already in the second half of the ninth century the chief commanders of
the Turkish praetorian guard at the caliphal court had taken over the real
political power in Baghdad. Towards the middle of the tenth century this
development reached a significant turning point: when the caliph al-MuttaqÈ
fled in 942 from strife-torn Baghdad to Mosul and sought the protection of the
ÓamdÅnid al-Óasan, he gave him the title of NÅßÈr al-Dawla together with the
post of chief amir (amÈr al-umarÅ’ ), a title which means ‘helper of the dynasty’,
and he gave al-Óasan’s brother ÆAli the title Sayf al-Dawla (‘sword of the
dynasty’). Previously, titles of this kind, genitive combinations with the
element dawla ‘dynasty’ (literally ‘cycle’, ‘period’ of rule) had been given to a
few viziers; the bestowing of such titles on governors formally symbolised the
handing over of political power to the ‘princelings’ of provincial dynasties. The
victors in the struggle for Iraq were the Iranian BËyids: ‘the liberators’ of the
caliph who eventually humiliated him into becoming their puppet. When in
945, A˙mad ibn BËya as the new chief amir received a title which marked him
out as the ‘glorifier of the dynasty’, MuÆizz al-Dawla, his brothers in ShÈrÅz and
IßfahÅn also received the titles of ‘support’ and ‘pillar’, ÆImÅd al-Dawla and Rukn
al-Dawla. In contrast to the full political power of the ruling princes which is
expressed in this titulature, the competence of the caliph became rapidly
limited to religious sanction and jurisdiction. The bestowing of titles was used
by the BËyids in their foreign policy vis-à-vis rivals and allies, and the caliph
became their tool. Such titles were also an expression of a revival of Iranian
court tradition. This tradition had influenced the institutions of the ÆAbbÅsid
caliphate from its very beginning. But the BËyids like other preceding and
contemporary smaller Iranian royal houses attached themselves consciously and
in many externals to Sasanian court ceremonial, and the titles with dawla were
also modelled on Sasanian court titles. Soon they also used the Iranian royal
title. In Iran, Rukn al-Dawla called himself ‘King of Kings’ (ShÅhanshÅh);
ÆA∂ud al-Dawla, the most important ruler of the dynasty, accepted from the
caliph himself a second laqab TÅj al-Milla ‘crown of the religious community’ –
a clever combination of a Persian symbol with an Arab-Islamic element. He had
himself crowned, and, in addition to the simple title, malik, ‘king’, he used the
title of ShÅhanshÅh. Although this took place in open contempt of the caliph,
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he had to bestow on a later BËyid, BahÅ’ al-Dawla, the Arabic title Malik al-
MulËk (1002).

With the power struggles after the death of ÆA∂ud al-Dawla the inflation of
titles about which al-BÈrËnÈ complained began. After the eastern rivals of the
BËyids, the SÅmÅnids, had begun to use titles with dawla for their governors in
KhurÅsÅn, the BËyids regularly adopted titles using the terms milla ‘religion’ and
– at first as a privilege of the chief amir – umma ‘community’. Even more crucial
was the fact that in 1002 BahÅ’ al-Dawla was raised to the rank of QawÅm
al-DÈn, ‘foundation of the faith’. A precedent for this had been the epithet NÅßir
al-DÈn wa’l-Dawla which was awarded to the Kurd Óasanwayh, for his services
to the Holy Cities and his protection of the pilgrim routes. The BËyids,
however, although they left the caliph in office for political reasons, were
ShÈÆites, members of the opposition party which expected the true, righteous
ImÅm to come from the ranks of the ÆAlids. Only when the caliph had regained
his freedom of movement after internal weakness within the BËyid family did
the ruling princes become concerned to be regarded as ‘the True Friend of the
Commander of the Faithful’, ÍafÈ AmÈr al-Mu’minÈn – another innovation of
BahÅ’ al-Dawla. Titles with dÈn, ‘faith’, ‘religion’, were awarded without such
misgivings to the orthodox Ghaznavids, as indeed was the case in the eleventh
century with the Seljuqs and their vassals, in addition to the plethora of titles of
the Iranian tradition, notably those of ‘King’ and ‘King of Kings’.

The Ghaznavids made no such claim to royal dignity; but when Ma˙mËd of
Ghazna (998–1030) began to use the title sul†Ån, ‘authority’, this symbolised the
similarly grandiose claims of the new power in SÈstÅn. Indeed, the Ghaznavids,
who were threatening the SÅmÅnids in the east and the BËyids in western
Persia, were making no less a claim than that of absolute authority, authority
symbolised in the title Sul†Ån which was originally due only to the caliph. But
the Seljuq Toghrïl who entered Baghdad in 1055 as the successor to the BËyids
was also given the title Sul†Ån by the caliph himself. In addition, the Seljuq
state also took over Iranian and Arabic-Islamic administrative practices as well
as their predecessors’ titulature. The rows of titles became so long that the
twelfth-century Damascene historian, Ibn al-QalÅnisÈ, apologises in giving
certain excessively prolix titles in extenso that he cannot always provide the full
honorific names of princes and dignitaries (it is therefore not chronicles but
coins and above all inscriptions that are the richest source for the history of
titulature). Atabegs in the posts of governor in the Seljuq provinces, officers
and court officials (viziers and others) received such a gradation of titles. Even
the Islamic scholars under the last BËyids had already become worthy of such
distinction. Following the names formed with dÈn, were those with IslÅm, dawla,
milla, umma and finally those with amÈr al-mu’minÈn. The title of King of Kings
(ShÅhanshÅh al-aÆΩam) and at first also double epithets with the genitive
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al-dunyÅ wa’l-dÈn ‘(helper [etc.]) of the world and of religion’ remained the
prerogative of the sultans. (But Saladin too – ÍalÅ˙ al-DÈn – was able after his
famous victories against the Crusaders to call himself ÍalÅ˙ al-DunyÅ wa’l-DÈn).
Governors had the simple title of King with different epithets (al-Malik al-Æådil
‘the just king’ etc.) and the AyyËbids in Egypt and Syria and also the MamlËks
followed this custom. As well as these, some of the older honorary titles
continued to denote Islamic authority, as for example with the later MamlËks
who always took the title Sayf al-DÈn ‘Sword of the Faith’. Here and with other
Turkish and Mongol dynasties as well as with the Ottomans, the title of Sul†Ån
remained after the end of the caliphate as an expression of sovereignty which
was no longer bestowed by the caliph but was arrogated by his self-styled
successors.

The hierarchy of honorific titles which had been built up by the Baghdad
caliphate and its provincial princes had its parallels with their rivals in the west,
in Cairo (under the FÅ†imids) and in Cordoba. The richer the titulature of the
highest offices became, the more abundant the repertoire of titles used by the
lower échélons of the court and the military became also. If one wanted to go
into this in more detail, one would indeed become ‘tired before one has scarcely
begun’. It should be noted, however, that increasing use was made of Persian
and – under the Turkish and Mongol rulers – Turkish titles for government
offices and rulers and for honorifics. At first this was restricted to the military
ranks of the armies of conquest but with the consolidation of the government
organisation such titles also penetrated the civil hierarchy. Above all, the
divided hierarchical structure of the Ottoman empire created a multiplicity of
titles for the offices of the palace, the military and the government.

3. The Islamic calendar

The era of the Hijra (emigration) of the Prophet Mu˙ammad from Makka to MadÈna
is based upon Lunar years, in which the commencement of the months are
determined by the appearance of the New Moon, not by (astronomical) calculation.
It is used by the whole Muhammadan world. The circumstances under which this
very point was adopted as an epoch, and not the time when the Prophet was either
born or entrusted with his divine mission or died, were the following: MaimËn ibn
MihrÅn [tax-collector in the JazÈra] relates that ÆUmar ibn al-Kha††Åb [the 2nd caliph,
634–44], when people one day handed over to him a cheque payable in the month
ShaÆbÅn, said: “Which ShaÆbÅn is meant? That one in which we are or the next
ShaÆbÅn?” Thereupon he assembled the Companions of the Prophet, and asked their
advice regarding the matter of chronology, which troubled his mind.’ [According to
other traditions, an enquiry from AbË MËsÅ al-AshÆarÈ, the governor of Kufa, induced
ÆUmar to consider this problem. The use of older eras – such as the Seleucid or the
Sasanid calendar – was rejected for practical reasons. But the exigencies of the
administration pressed for a quick decision:] ÆUmar had already organised the registers
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[DÈwÅn, see p. 60], had established the land taxes and regulations, and was in want of
an era, not liking the old ones. On this occasion he assembled the Companions, and
took their advice. Now the most authentic date, which involved no obscurities nor
possible mishaps, seemed to be the date of the Hijra of the Prophet, viz. of his arrival
at MadÈna on Monday, the 8th of the month RabÈÆ I [20th September 622], whilst the
beginning of the year was a Thursday (1st Mu˙arram = 15th July 622]. Now he
adopted this epoch, and fixed thereby the dates in all his affairs. This happened in the
year 17 after the Hijra. (Al-BÈrËnÈ [973–c. 1050]: al-åthÅr al-bÅqiya [‘The Chronology
of Ancient Nations], edited by C. Edward Sachau, Leipzig 1878, pp. 29–30, transl. by
C. E. Sachau, London 1879, pp. 33–4.)

The Islamic calendar, according to the account given above by the
astronomer al-BÈrËnÈ and other sources was introduced in the year 638 ad and
remained thereafter the official calendar in all Islamic countries. Today it is
gradually being superseded by the Gregorian calendar of the West in economic
spheres and also in daily use, but it nevertheless plays now as ever before an
important role as the basis of the Islamic festival calendar as well as in public
life.

The Islamic year is a ‘lunar year’: the basic astronomical unit is the synodic
month, the period between one new moon – hilÅl, the first sighting of the
crescent – and the next. Medieval astronomers however dated the beginning of
a month, and accordingly the beginning of the era, from the real new moon (the
conjunction between the moon and the sun during which the moon is still not
visible), and therefore from the preceding day. An exact conversion of Islamic
dates to our calendar is therefore only possible if the day of the week is known.
In most cases however the historian has to presuppose calculation from the day
of the first sighting. It should be noted that the calendar day begins with the
setting of the sun and ends with sunset on the following day.

The precise length of a lunar year of twelve synodic months amounts to
29.5306 x 12 = 354.367 days. Neither the month nor the lunar year is therefore
an exact multiple of complete days. As a compromise, months of 30 and 29 days
alternate and an intercalary day (yaum kabs) is added 11 times in a cycle of 30
years (i.e. at the end of the 2nd, 5th, 7th, 10th, 13th, 16th (or also 15th), 18th,
21st, 24th, 26th, and 29th year):

al-Mu˙arram (30 days)
Íafar (29 days)
RabÈÆ I (30 days)
RabÈÆ II (29 days)
JumÅdÅ I (30 days)
JumÅdÅ II (29 days)
Rajab (30 days)
ShaÆbÅn (29 days)
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Rama∂Ån (30 days)
ShawwÅl (29 days)
DhË ’l-QaÆda (30 days)
DhË ’l-Óijja (29, and in leap years 30 days)

The last month of the year is the month of the pilgrimage (˙ajj) to Mecca;
the tenth of DhË ’l-Óijja, the sacrificial festival of the pilgrims to Mecca, is the
most important Muslim festival (ÆÈd al-a∂˙Å, also called al-Æid al-kabÈr, Turkish
büyük bayram ‘the big festival’). The second canonical festival day is the feast of
the breaking of the fast (ÆÈd al-fi†r, which is also called al-ÆÈd al-ßaghÈr ‘the little
festival’, in Turkish küçük bayram, or sçeker bayramï) on the first of ShawwÅl,
with which the fasting of the month of Rama∂Ån comes to an end – an
especially joyful occasion. A popular festival, which appeared locally and was
developed only in the course of the Middle Ages is the birthday of the Prophet
(mawlid al-nabÈ) on the 12th of RabÈÆ I.

The starting point, the ‘epoch’ of the Islamic era is the first of Mu˙arram of
the year in which Mu˙ammad with his followers emigrated from Mecca to
Medina. This day is calculated in astronomical chronology to be on the 15th
July 622 ad. Because of a slight shift in the real phases of the moon vis-à-vis the
moon calendar the starting-point of calculation was changed in the Ottoman
period from the 15th to the 16th July. In cases of doubt, only information on the
day of the week, as already mentioned, can provide the answer. The Hijra, the
emigration itself, ended on the 21st September 622 with the arrival of the
Prophet in Medina. The first Islamic community was set up in Medina and legal
and political institutions were established; here also new indications were given
for how to reckon the time: ‘He it is who appointed the sun a splendour and the
moon a light and measured for her stages, that ye might know the number of the
years and the reckoning’ (Koran, sura 10, verse 6). In pre-Islamic Arabia – as
with all Semitic peoples of the ancient east – a lunar-solar calendar was used: a
moon calendar which through the intercalation of a whole month in certain
intervals was adjusted to the calendar of the sun year. The prohibition of the
intercalation of the leap month, the nasÈ’, in the Koran (sura 9, verse 37) sprang
above all from reasons of religious policy: the old practice was bound up with
the festival and market calendar of ancient Arabian paganism; moreover, its
organisation was the privilege of certain families. Before Islam, memorable
events were used to establish dates in the distant past. Thus, Mu˙ammad was
said to have been born in the ‘year of the Elephant’, the year in which the
Abyssinian governor of the Yemen came to Mecca with an army which had also
African elephants in it. This was reckoned to be the year 570 ad but a precise
calendar date was not transmitted, nor indeed was there any written historical
tradition. On the other hand, the Hijra was not only a significant date but also
the first precisely fixed date of Islam. The Hijra was an obvious starting-point of
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the era also because from that time onwards the Prophet had become the
unopposed political head of the community. The old eras of the Orient also
dated from the coming to power of a dynasty or – in Iran – of each individual
ruler. The Hijra era was introduced only, as we have already said, under the
caliph ÆUmar (634–44); the date given by al-BÈrËnÈ and others (17 ah = 638
ad) is testified by a coin of that same year minted in Damascus. The govern-
ment of the growing empire demanded a unified dating system for issuing decrees,
documents and coins; at first the Arab conquerors had used the government
apparatus, the taxation and coinage system of the conquered lands as well as
local calendars. Those eras were all reckoned according to sun years and were
used for a few decades after the introduction of the new era for practical reasons
as well as for maintaining continuity. The reforms of the Umayyad caliph ÆAbd
al-Malik (685–705) led to unification, Arabisation and Islamisation of the
administration and soon helped the Islamic calendar to gain overall acceptance.

Amongst the eras which were used at the beginning was the Yazdagird era
in Iran (after the accession to the throne of the last Sasanian king Yazdagird III,
632 ad); the Seleucid era, also called in Arabic the ‘Alexander era’ (which
began on 1st October 312 ad) in the Hellenistic Near East; and above all in
Egypt the Diocletian era (after the accession to the throne of Diocletian on the
29th of August 284 ad). The Hellenistic eras remained in use amongst the
Christians of the Islamic world for the calendar of the Church year and for
internal contacts between religious minorities: the Copts reckoned according to
the Diocletian era (which because of the persecution of the Christians by
Diocletian was also called the ‘Era of Martyrs’). In the rest of the Near East the
Julian year was maintained with the Seleucid calendar (as well as the Aramaic
names of the months, which are still used in modern Arabic to denote the
months of the sun year).

In the lunar calendar the year which has 354.367 days is shorter by 10.875
days than the tropic or sun year which has 365.2422 mean solar days. Therefore
the beginning of the Islamic year annually falls behind the year in the solar
calendar by about 11 days; then after 33 years it falls on roughly the same solar
date. In other words, 33 Lunar years correspond to about 32 sun years. For an
approximate conversion of Hijra years (H) to Christian years (C) the following
equations can be obtained from this ratio and from the beginning of the Muslim
era (622 ad):

For a rough estimate it should be noted that the difference for 100 lunar
years is about 3 sun years, for example 1400 ah = 1400 – (3 x 14) + 622 � 1980
ad. Precise calculation reveals that the year 1400 of the Islamic calendar had

H . 32 + 622 � C        (C – 622) . 33  �  H
33 32



154 Islam: an historical introduction

already begun on the 21st of November 1979 and ended on the 8th of
November 1980; by far the majority of Hijra years fall in two successive years of
our calendar. In order to make precise conversions, tables have been drawn up
which allow a convenient calculation of each date and its day of the week to be
made. The most reliable and comprehensive of those which are available are the
Vergleichungstabellen of F. Wüstenfeld and E. Mahler [73.03]. In the latest
edition of this work, tables of other Oriental calendars are also provided. More
convenient, and even more versatile, are computer programs offered for calendar
conversions [73.04]. Historical dates are usually given in a form where the Hijra
date is followed by the corresponding Christian year or years (e.g. 132/749–50).

The regular falling behind of the lunar calendar in relation to the seasons of
the sun year made it inappropriate for use in financial administration – the
times to collect the taxes on the harvest had to be adjusted constantly. Already
in the Middle Ages there were various attempts (for the first time in the 4th/
10th century) to bring about a reform of the fiscal calendar. The Seleucid
calendar also remained in use for this reason, just as the Persian solar calendar
did in Iran, newly regulated by the Seljuq MalikshÅh (called the JalÅlÈ calendar,
from 1079). In the Ottoman Empire a so-called financial year (mÅliyye year) was
introduced for the levying of tax in 1677 ad, and officially in 1789, which began
on the first of March and in all other respects corresponded to the Julian
calendar. The year dates followed those of the lunar calendar after the Hijra
(according with the lunar year in which the first of March fell) and in compen-
sation skipped every 33rd year in the numerical sequence.

Whilst Turkey introduced the Gregorian calendar on the first of March
1917, Ri∂Å ShÅh PahlavÈ in Iran reverted in 1925 to the old Persian solar year
which begins at the Spring Equinox ( NawrËz, 21st March). The calculation of
the new Persian calendar accords with the Gregorian; the numbering, however,
begins with the year of the Hijra. The conversion of these ‘solar Hijra years’
(hijrÈ shamsÈ, H. Sh.) into years ad is simple: H.Sh. + 621 = C (for dates between
21st March and 31st December); H.Sh. + 622 = C (1st January to 20th March).
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Prepared with the collaboration of Annegret Ellerichmann and Esther Peskes

Our framework for the dating of Islamic history is based on a wide range of
sources. But not every historical date has been handed down precisely and
reliably in primary sources or by contemporary historians. Some uncertainties
have their origin in the Islamic lunar calendar (the dating after the Hijra of
622 ad, cf. chapter 7 above): variations in the assumed starting-point of the
Muslim era, in the observation or the calculation of the new moon and in the
dating of the hours after sunset. The statements in the sources are often enough
lacunary or imprecise. The annalistic format of many of the older chronicles of
imperial or provincial history is not always an advantage since it entails certain
dating constraints and its accuracy is therefore more apparent than real. On the
other hand, reigns which from the standpoint of the annalist are peripheral are
often considered only when they come into the ken of the ruler, following
revolutionary and portentous events: only then are the events of preceding
years supplied in a condensed form. The interest of the ruler, territorial
concerns and other priorities compel the court chronicler (from the end of the
tenth century the majority of historians) to present events from the ruler’s
viewpoint, that is not always history as it really was. Here too there is a need for
the auxiliary sciences which open up the study of primary sources. Hardly any
original documents have been preserved from the period before the Mongol
invasion; they have been preserved in greater number only from the sixteenth
century (with the exception of the Egyptian papyri). On the other hand, we
have a wealth of inscriptions from the early period (a catalogue of dated
inscriptions is the Répertoire chronologique d’épigraphie arabe [15.13]) and
innumerable coins with information on those who minted them and when they
were minted. Coins provide often the only information on the dates of the
reigns of smaller local dynasties and the periods of office of provincial
governors and other high officials. For this reason chronological tables of the
rulers of Islamic dynasties have been produced mostly by numismatists, as for
example the comprehensive tables of E. Zambaur [60.06]. New discoveries and
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research continue to produce corrections; the most recent research was incor-
porated into the little handbook by C. E. Bosworth [60.03]. For the dates of
literary and cultural history the old biographical lexica of the indigenous
tradition (and from the twelfth century the obituaries in historical annals)
provide rich material but mostly give only the dates of death of scholars and
literary men.

The following chronological survey draws on a number of smaller and
bigger chronological tables in various general works and monographs. As well as
the work by Bosworth already mentioned [60.03], we have gratefully used the
tables in Brockelmann [14.01], Duri [40.12], Grunebaum [14.07], Hodgson
[14.10], Inalcik [67.08], Lewis [15.80], Setton [65.22] and Spuler [66.18] and
(especially for the history of the Ottoman empire) the detailed outline of Kissling
[14.14]. For the period after 1918 only dates of the establishment and pro-
clamation of independent states in the Near and Middle East have been given.

1. Arabia before Islam
4th–6th c. Arabia in the foreground of the wars between Rome/Byzantium

and Persia and the conflict of their vassals in Abyssinia and
South Arabia.
Arab buffer states:

End of 3rd c.–602 The Lakhmids of al-ÓÈra, vassals of the Sasanians in Iraq.
502–614 The GhassÅnids, phylarchs of the Byzantines on the Syrian

border.
6th–7th c. Bedouinisation and economic collapse of South Arabia.

Byzantium and Persia attempted via Abyssinia and South Arabia
to bring the Arabian peninsula and the transit trade under their
control.
Rise of the trade of Mecca. Emergence of the merchant
aristocracy of the Quraysh tribe.

until 528 al-ÓÅrith b. ÆAmr (Arethas) king of the Kinda at the apogee of
their power in North Arabia.

503–54 The Lakhmid al-Mundhir III ibn al-NuÆmÅn of al-ÓÈra.
525 Death of the Jewish king DhË NuwÅs of Yemen; South Arabia

became an Abyssinian colony.
529–69 The Ghassanid al-ÓÅrith IV b. Jabala, Byzantine patricius and

phylarch of the Arabs, defeated Mundhir III in 554.
570 (?) Third breaking of the Ma’rib dam; end of ancient South Arabian

high culture. The Abyssinian governor of Yemen, Abraha, led
an unsuccessful attack on Mecca (‘Year of the Elephant’),
directed at the authority and economic power of the shrine.
Birth of Mu˙ammad from the tribe of the Quraysh in Mecca.

575 The Yemen became Sasanian province (from 598 under Persian
satraps).
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602 End of the Lakhmids of al-ÓÈra.
610 (?) Arab tribes defeated an Arab-Persian army at DhË QÅr in Iraq.

2. Mu˙ammad
610 (?) Mu˙ammad experienced the first revelation and appeared in

Mecca as the Prophet of Islam.
613 (?) Beginning of public preaching.
615 (?) Emigration of a group of Muslims to Abyssinia.
616–19 Boycott of the Quraysh against Mu˙ammad’s clan (the BanË

HÅshim).
620–22 Members of the Aws and Khazraj tribes of Yathrib (Medina)

converted to Islam and negotiated with Mu˙ammad with the
aim of making him leader of their strife-ridden tribal community.

622 The Hijra: emigration of Mu˙ammad and his followers to
Yathrib (now: MadÈnat al-NabÈ, al-MadÈna, ‘the city of the
Prophet’). Foundation of the first Islamic community; social and
economic reforms. Starting point of the Islamic calendar.

624 Expedition of Badr: victory of the Muslims over the Quraysh of
Mecca.

625 Defeat of Mu˙ammad against the Meccans at the mountain of
U˙ud. Expulsion of the Jewish tribe of the BanË Na∂Èr.

626 Expedition to DËmat al-Jandal against tribes in the Syrian
border area.

627 Unsuccessful siege of Medina by the Quraysh (the ‘Battle of the
Trench’, al-Khandaq). Destruction of the Jewish BanË QurayΩa.
Subjugation of the Kalb at DËmat al-Jandal.

628 Treaty of Óudaybiyya opened access to the shrine of Mecca to
the Muslims (first pilgrimage 629).
Conquest of the Jewish oasis, Khaybar.

629 Unsuccessful expedition against Byzantine territory (Mu’ta).
630 Bloodless conquest of Mecca.
630–32 Subjugation of the tribes of the Arabian peninsula. Battle of

Óunayn. Siege of al-ÊÅ’if. Campaign against TabËk
(GhassÅnids, vassals of Byzantium).

632 Farewell pilgrimage and death of the Prophet Mu˙ammad.

3. The Caliphate until the end of the Umayyads
(a) The period of the ‘orthodox’ caliphs. The emergence of the Arab state
632–34 AbË Bakr, the first caliph (khalÈfa) reimposed after the rebellion

of the tribes the authority of the Islamic government in the
whole of Arabia and sent Arab armies of conquest against
Mesopotamia and Syria.

633 Conquest of southern Mesopotamia.
634 Victory at AjnÅdayn (Palestine) against the Byzantines.
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634–44 The caliph ÆUmar b. al-Kha††Åb. The Muslims subjugated Egypt,
Palestine, Syria, Mesopotamia and Persia. Military settlement
and beginnings of Islamic government and financial organisation
in the conquered lands.

635 Damascus submitted to the Muslims.
636 Battle on the YarmËk: defeat of a powerful Byzantine army

surrendered Syria to the Muslims. Definitive occupation of
Damascus.

636 (?) The Arabs under SaÆd b. AbÈ WaqqÅß defeated a Sasanian army
in the battle of QÅdisiyya (near ÓÈra), gaining Iraq west of the
Tigris and through the victory at JalËlÅ the capital Seleucia /
Ctesiphon.

638 Council of JÅbiya (Syria): ÆUmar conferred with the Prophet’s
companions on the division and organisation of the domains
acquired in the conquests; thereafter the setting up of the DÈwÅn
(army lists, basis of pensions) around 640.
Conquest of Jerusalem.
The garrison towns of Baßra (founded 635) and KËfa became
centres of military government of Iraq and the starting point for
further campaigns of conquest east and north.

639–42 Conquest of Egypt (642 taking of Alexandria) by ÆAmr b. al-Æåß.
640 Taking of the sea port of Caesarea in Palestine; end of the

Byzantine presence in Syria.
640–42 Conquest of Persia (640 KhËzistÅn; 641 decisive battle of

NihÅvand in the Zagros).
641 Conquest of Mosul (upper Mesopotamia) and of Babylon in

Egypt (Arab garrison Fus†Å† south of the future Cairo).
642 Conquest of Alexandria. Campaign to Barqa (Tripolitania, 642–

43).
643 Campaigns to the coast of MakrÅn and SE Iran.
644 Murder of ÆUmar.
644–56 Caliphate of ÆUthmÅn. Continuation of the conquests in north

and east Iran and North Africa; inner conflicts of the Islamic
state about privileges of leadership and property.

from 645 Beginnings of Arab sea-power, directed against Byzantium.
645–46 Alexandria reconquered by the Byzantines, retaken by the

Muslims.
647 Conquest of Tripolitania.

First Arab campaigns in North Africa.
649 Beginning of war at sea against Byzantium and the conquest of

Cyprus.
649–50 Conquest of Persepolis, capital of Persis (FÅrs) and centre of

Zoroastrianism.
651 Yazdagird III, the last Sasanian king, murdered on his retreat to

KhurÅsÅn.
652 Subjugation of Armenia. The Byzantine fleet pushed back before
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Alexandria. Attack on Sicilian harbours. Conclusion of a treaty
with Nubia.

c. 653 ÆUthmÅn authorised collection and official establishment of the
text of the Koran.

655 Muslim sea-power destroyed the Byzantine fleet before Asia Minor.
656 Murder of ÆUthmÅn, caused by movement of protest against his

personal and financial policy.
656–61 Caliphate of ÆAlÈ, cousin and son-in-law of the Prophet; seat of

government in KËfa. Civil war between the party (ShÈÆa) of ÆAlÈ
and his opponents from the Quraysh.

656 ‘AlÈ victorious in the ‘Battle of the Camel’ at Baßra over political
opponents (Êal˙a, Zubayr, Æå’isha).

657 Battle of ÍiffÈn between ÆAlÈ and MuÆÅwiya.
658 Arbitration judgement of ÆAdhru˙ between ÆAlÈ and MuÆÅwiya

refused to pronounce ÆAlÈ legitimate caliph. Syrian troops
proclaimed MuÆÅwiya caliph. Protest in ÆAlÈ’s camp against
arbitration decision and ‘departure’ from KËfa: party of
KhÅrijites (KhawÅrij) defeated by ÆAlÈ at NahrawÅn, but spread
among Arab Bedouins and settled tribes.
Growing danger through social tensions in Iraq.

661 Murder of ÆAlÈ by KhÅrijites; his son Óasan renounced claims to
the caliphate.
Beginning of the rule of the Arab Umayyad dynasty (until 750).

(b) The caliphate of the Umayyads
661–80 Caliphate of the Umayyad MuÆÅwiya ibn AbÈ SufyÅn.

Damascus became the new capital. Beginning of the second
major period of expansion.

662–75 Ziyad b. AbÈhi governor in Iraq (Baßra), controlling the former
Sasanian provinces.

667 The Arabs occupied Chalcedon, threatened Byzantium and took
Sicily.

670 Beginning of operations against the Berbers and of the conquest
of North Africa by ÆUqba b. NÅfiÆ. Foundation of QayrawÅn
(Kairouan).

672 Beginning of the ‘seven year’ Arab siege of Constantinople.
680–83 Caliphate of YazÈd I, son of MuÆÅwiya.
680 Óusayn b. ÆAlÈ led the uprising of the ÆAlid party in KËfa and

was killed at KarbalÅ’. His martyrdom made him a central figure
of the ShÈÆa.

683–92 The second civil war. After the death of YazÈd (683–84 caliphate
of MuÆÅwiya II) ÆAbdallÅh b. al-Zubayr set up an anti-caliphate
in the ÓijÅz. Under MarwÈn I the Umayyads regained Syria at
the battle of Marj RÅhi† (684). MukhtÅr tried in KËfa to set up
the authority of the ÆAlids. ÆAbd al-Malik (685–705), MarwÅn’s
son, re-established control over all Islamic provinces.
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684–85 Caliphate of MarwÅn I. Sharpened tribal conflicts led to the
battle between the tribal confederations of the Kalb (allies of
the caliph) and the Qays at Marj RÅhi† (684).

684–86 Plague in Mesopotamia, Syria, Egypt.
685–87 Religious and socially motivated uprising of the ShÈÆa under

MukhtÅr in Iraq in the name of the ÆAlid Mu˙ammad b.
al-Óanafiyya.

685–705 Caliphate of ÆAbd al-Malik. Period of administrative reforms.
691 Building of the mosque of ÆUmar (Dome of the Rock) in

Jerusalem. MußÆab b. al-Zubayr, the brother of the pretender
ÆAbdallÅh b. al-Zubayr and his governor in Iraq, murdered.
ÆAbd al-Malik conquered Iraq.

692 Capture of Mecca by al-ÓajjÅj b. YËsuf. End of the anti-
caliphate of ÆAbdallÅh b. al-Zubayr.

694–714 al-ÓajjÅj b. YËsuf, governor in Iraq, pacified the province
disturbed by sectarian uprisings and revolts. Administrative and
economic reorganisation.

698 Final removal of the Byzantines from Carthage.
From 698 Monetary reform: replacement of Sasanian and Byzantine

coinages by coins with Arab-Islamic legend. Introduction of
Arabic as language of government.

701 Revolt of Ibn al-AshÆath in Southern Persia and in Iraq.
705 Rebuilding of the church of St John in Damascus and trans-

formation into the Umayyad mosque.
705–15 Caliphate of al-WalÈd I.

Consolidation and biggest expansion of the empire.
711 ÊÅriq b. ZiyÅd attacked southern Spain; beginning of the

conquest of al-Andalus. Destruction of the Gothic army under
King Roderick at WÅdi Bakka.
Conquest of Sind (Mul†Ån) by Mu˙ammad b. al-QÅsim.

712 Qutayba b. Muslim, Arab governor of KhurÅsÅn, conquered
KhwÅrazm and Transoxiana. The Islamisation of Central Asian
centres of culture (BukhÅrÅ, Samarqand) began.

715–17 Caliphate of SulaymÅn. Unsuccessful siege of Byzantium.
717–20 Caliphate of ÆUmar II. Tax reform to remove social tensions and

prevent emigration from the countryside; converted non-
Muslims (mawÅlÈ) exempted from the poll-tax (jizya) but not
from the land-tax (kharÅj).

719 Cordova became the residence of the Arab governors of
al-Andalus.

720–24 Caliphate of YazÈd II.
724–43 Caliphate of HishÅm. Policy of exploitation in Transoxiana and

North Africa favoured opposition movements.
725 First tax rebellion of the Copts.
728 Death of the preacher and theologian Óasan of Baßra.
732 Battle of Tours and Poitiers (Charles Martel), The Arabs with
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drew to the Southern Rhône valley; 737 second campaign of
Charles Martel, unsuccessful siege of Narbonne (relinquished in
759).

734–46 Rebellion of al-ÓÅrith ibn Surayj in KhurÅsÅn: demand for fiscal
equality, and equal pay for Arabs and mawÅlÈ.

740 Uprising of Zayd ihn ÆAlÈ in KËfa.
Berber revolts under KhÅrijite leadership.

743–44 Caliphate of al-WalÈd II. Quarrels and fights in the Umayyad
dynasty.

744 Caliphate of YazÈd III. AbË Muslim began public anti-Umayyad
agitation in favour of the ÆAbbÅsids in KhurÅsÅn.

744 Caliphate of IbrÅhÈm.
744–47 Anti-Umayyad revolt of ÆAbdallÅh ibn MuÆÅwiya with strong

mawÅlÈ support.
744–50 MarwÅn II, at first pretender against YazÈd III and IbrÅhÈm,

emerged from the succession struggles of the Umayyads as the
last caliph of the dynasty, attempted consolidation by reform of
the army, succumbed, however, to the ÆAbbÅsid revolution.

745 Epidemic of plague in Iraq, upper Mesopotamia and Syria.
746 Uprisings of the Kalb in Syria and of the KhÅrijites in Iraq.
747 The revolutionaries under AbË Muslim unfurled in KhurÅsÅn

the black banner of the ÆAbbÅsids.
748 Qa˙†aba defeated the Umayyad governor of KhurÅsÅn.
749 All Persia under ÆAbbÅsid authority; occupation of KËfa.
749–50 The ÆAbbÅsid revolution ended the caliphate of the Umayyads;

749–1258 caliphate of the ÆAbbasid dynasty (BanË ’l-ÆAbbÅs).

4. The caliphate of the ÆAbbÅsids and its successor states until the
middle of the eleventh century
749–54 Caliphate of AbË ’l-ÆAbbÅs al-ÍaffÅ˙. The last Umayyad caliph

MarwÅn II was defeated in the decisive battle on the Great ZÅb
and fell in Egypt (750). Massacre of the Umayyad family and its
high officials.

751 Battle of A†lakh on the TalÅs: the Arabs defeated a Chinese
army in Central Asia and became acquainted with paper from
prisoners of war. The production of paper began at Samarqand.

754–75 Caliphate of al-ManßËr.
Break with the radical ShÈÆa; uprisings of ÆAlid pretenders.
Establishment of a standing army of KhurÅsÅnians. The post of
Minister of Post and Information (ßÅ˙ib al-barÈd wa’l-khabar) was
made into an instrument of government control.

755 al-ManßËr had AbË Muslim murdered.
755–88 ÆAbd al-Ra˙mÅn I, since 756 amir of Cordova, established the

Spanish Umayyad dynasty (755–1031). At first the rulers bore
the title amÈr, but from 929 they took the title of khalÈfa (caliph).
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Persistent unrest through the mutual rivalry of Arab tribes and
with newly-converted Muslims.

756 (?) Execution of the Iranian writer ÆAbdallÅh b. al-MuqaffaÆ, the
translator of Persian literature (Mirror for Princes, historical and
philosophical works) into Arabic.

762–63 al-ManßËr founded Baghdad as the capital city of the ÆAbbÅsid
empire, the commercial and cultural centre of the Islamic world.
ÆAlid uprisings in Iraq and Medina (Mu˙ammad b. ÆAbdallÅh).

765 Death of JaÆfar al-ÍÅdiq, ImÅm of the Óusaynid line of the ShÈÆa;
the division of the  ShÈÆa began after his death.

767 Death of AbË ÓanÈfa, the authority of the Iraqi school of law of
the Óanafites, named after him.

767 (768?) Death of the historian Ibn Is˙Åq, the author of the classical
biography (SÈra) of Mu˙ammad.

775–85 Caliphate of al-MahdÈ; the Iranian Barmecides as viziers (until
803); campaign against new Mazdakite and Manichean sects.

776–79 Uprising of al-MuqannaÆ in KhurÅsÅn.
777–909 KhÅrijite kingdom of the Rustamids in TÅhart (Western

Algeria).
778 Failure of the expedition of Charlemagne in the Basque country

and the destruction of parts of his army under Roland at
Roncesvalles.

785–86 Caliphate of al-HÅdÈ.
The building of the Great Mosque at Cordova.

786 Death of al-KhalÈl b. A˙mad (also dated 776 or 791),
grammarian, lexicographer and prosodist. His Persian pupil
SÈbawayh produced the first systematic grammar of Arabic.

786–809 Caliphate of HÅrËn al-RashÈd.
The post of chief judge (qÅ∂È ’l-qu∂Åt) was created.
AbË YËsuf YaÆqËb wrote the Book of Land-Tax. Apogee of the
caliphate and flourishing of Arabic literature and science.

789–926 The IdrÈsids, ÆAlid dynasty of Morocco.
795 Death of MÅlik ibn Anas, jurist in Medina, authority of the

MÅlikite law school.
796–822 al-Óakam I in Spain; rebellions in Cordova, city-state in Toledo.
798 Death of the jurist AbË YËsuf YaÆqËb, beside Mu˙ammad al-

ShaybÅnÈ (d. 805) the most important disciple of AbË ÓanÈfa.
800 Islamic merchants in China (Canton). Foundation of a paper

factory in Baghdad.
800–12 Ibn al-Aghlab governor of IfrÈqiyya (Tunisia, capital QayrawÅn).

Aghlabids 800–909.
803 Fall of the Barmecides, viziers of HÅrËn al-RashÈd.
806 Conquest of Tyana; Arab advance as far as Ankyra.
808 Foundation of Fez by the IdrÈsids.
809–13 Caliphate of al-AmÈn. After the death of HÅrËn al-RashÈd the

empire was divided between his two sons. Al-AmÈn was defeated
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by al-Ma’mËn who, supported by KhurÅsÅnian troops, reunited
the empire (813).

from 810 The jurist al-ShÅfiÆÈ, pupil of MÅlik b. Anas, in Baghdad;
systematisation of sources of law.

813 The KhurÅsÅnian army under ÊÅhir b. Óusayn besieged and
conquered Baghdad for al-Ma’mËn. Murder of al-AmÈn.

813–33 Caliphate of al-Ma’mËn. Cultural and scientific heyday.
Promotion of translations of the works of Greek philosophers
and scientists (library of Bayt al-Óikma). Suppression of the
traditionalist piety of the ahl al-˙adÈth in favour of the
rationalistic dogmatics of the MuÆtazila. Tendencies towards
independence in the provinces.

814 (815?) Death of AbË NuwÅs, representative of new themes and forms in
Arabic poetry.

816 Death of the ÍËfÈ MaÆrËf al-Karkhi.
816–37 Revolts of BÅbak (Mazdakite sects of the Khurramiyya; dualism

and transmigration of souls) against landed nobility and Arabs
in ådharbÅyjÅn, from 827 also in Western Persia.

817 al-Ma’mËn designated in Marv the ShÈÆite imÅm ÆAlÈ al-Ri∂Å (d.
818) as his successor: short-lived attempt at reconciliation with
the ÆAlids.

817–19 Anti-caliphate of IbrÅhÈm ibn al-MahdÈ in Baghdad. After the
overthrow of the pretender, al-Ma’mËn returned to Baghdad.

820 Death of al-ShÅfiÆÈ, authority of the law school of the ShÅfiÆites.
821–73 Eastern Iran under the ÊÅhirids as governors became de facto

independent.
822–52 ÆAbd al-Ra˙mÅn II of Cordova.
823 Death of the historian al-WÅqidÈ.
825 or 826 Death of the poet AbË ’l-ÆAtÅhiya.
827 Beginning of the conquest of Sicily.

Al-Ma’mËn ordered the Mi˙na (Inquisition, continued by his
successors until 848): the authority of the state supported the
theological teaching of the MuÆtazila, especially the dogma of
the ‘createdness’ of the Koran. The traditionalist A˙mad ibn
Óanbal (780–855) was persecuted as the representative of the
opposition of the ahl al-˙adÈth to rationalist theology.

829–30 Uprising of the Copts in Egypt.
831 Fall of Palermo after Arab siege (under Islamic authority until

1072).
833–42 Caliphate of al-MuÆtaßim. Formation of a bodyguard of Turkish

as well as other élite troops to protect the caliph.
836 al-MuÆtaßim founded the residential and garrison city of

SÅmarrÅ.
837 The rebellion of the Khurramiyya under BÅbak (from 816) in

ådharbÅyjÅn was put down by the army of the caliph under the
general al-AfshÈn.
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841 The general al-AfshÈn died in prison (accusation of apostasy to
Zoroastrianism).

842–47 Caliphate of al-WÅthiq, last representative of strong ÆAbbÅsid
political power.

844 The Normans attacked Spain and occupied Seville.
847–61 Caliphate of al-Mutawakkil. End of the Mi˙na; the doctrine of

the ahl al-˙adÈth was recognised as orthodoxy; anti-rationalist
reaction. Persecution of the ShÈÆa. First caliph who was
murdered by his bodyguards.

c. 847 Death of the mathematician and geographer al-KhwÅrazmÈ.
852–86 Mu˙ammad I of Cordova.
855 Death of A˙mad b. Óanbal, the teacher of ˙adÈth and the

authority of the law school of the Óanbalites.
857 Death of al-Mu˙ÅsibÈ, an important teacher of Islamic piety and

theology.
861–62 Caliphate of al-Muntaßir. A decade of domination by Turkish

soldiery began.
861–945 Collapse of the ÆAbbÅsid political power; the provinces gradually

slipped away from the caliphate.
862–66 Caliphate of al-MustaÆÈn, like his two successors completely in

the hands of the Turkish guard.
865 Party struggles of the Turkish generals. The population of

Baghdad defended the city under the caliph against the Turkish
army from SÅmarrÅ.

866–69 Caliphate of al-MuÆtazz. Overthrow and murder of al-MustaÆÈn.
867–911 YaÆqËb al-ÍaffÅr (867–79) and the ÍaffÅrids ruled independently

in SÈstÅn, and towards the end of the ninth century controlled
most of Iran.

868 Death of the author al-JÅ˙iΩ, master of Arabic prose and of
anecdotal encyclopaedic adab literature.

868–905 A˙mad b. ÊËlËn (868–83) and the ÊËlËnids independent as
governors in Egypt. Egypt broke away from the caliphate.

869 Death of Mu˙ammad ibn Kar(r)Åm, teacher of the KarrÅmiyya
sect popular in KhurÅsÅn (around NÈshÅpËr).

869–70 Caliphate of al-MuhtadÈ. Uprising of Negro slaves (Zanj) in
Southern Iraq under the ÆAlid leader ÆAlÈ b. Mu˙ammad;
foundation of an autonomous state (869–83).

870 Death of al-BukhÅrÈ, author of the most respected canonical
collection of ˙adÈth.

870–92 Caliphate of al-MuÆtamid. His brother al-Muwaffaq, as regent,
restored caliphal power in the territory between Syria and
KhurÅsÅn.

870 (?) Death of al-KindÈ, the first great Muslim Arab philosopher and
scientist.

873 YaÆqËb al-ÍaffÅr of SÈstÅn took KhurÅsÅn from the ÊÅhirids.
Death of the Nestorian Óunayn b. Is˙Åq, who led the most
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active phase of translating medical, scientific and philosophical
works from Greek into Arabic.
Disappearance of the twelfth imÅm of the ShÈÆa, who according
to ShÈÆite belief acts as ‘Lord of the Age’ in occultation (ghayba)
and is awaited as the MahdÈ at the end of time.

874 (?) Death of the ÍËfÈ AbË YazÈd al-Bis†ÅmÈ.
875 Naßr b. A˙mad (864–92) from the family of the SÅmÅnids

(governors of KhurÅsÅn since 819) received from the caliph the
province of Transoxiana (BukhÅrÅ, Samarqand). Independent
government of the SunnÈ SÅmÅnids in eastern Iran until the end
of the tenth century. Cultural flowering, awakening of Iranian
national awareness and of New Persian literature.
Death of Muslim b. al-ÓajjÅj, the author of a canonical
collection of ˙adÈth.

876 Al-Muwaffaq defeated YaÆqËb al-ÍaffÅr at Dayr al-ÆåqËl on the
Tigris.

877 A˙mad b. ÊËlËn, governor of Egypt, occupied Syria. Beginning
of the construction of the mosque of Ibn ÊËlËn in his garrison
town of al-Qa†Å’iÆ (part of modern Cairo).

878 Fall of Syracuse; the Arabs snatched Sicily from the Byzantines.
879 Destruction of the important Islamic trade settlement in the

Chinese sea-port of Canton (KhÅnfË).
879–928 ÆUmar b. ÓafßËn and his sons disturbed the Spanish Umayyad state.
883 The army of the caliph put an end to the state of the rebellious

Zanj.
888–912 ÆAbdallÅh, Umayyad caliph of Cordoba. Fight against the rebels

around Ibn ÓafßËn.
889 Death of the philologist, historian and theologian, Ibn Qutayba.
c. 890 The Carmathians, Arab partisans of the IsmÅÆÈlÈ ShÈÆa, under the

leadership of ÓamdÅn Qarma† active in Iraq and Syria. The
growing militancy of the radical ShÈÆa accelerated the collapse of
the caliphate.

892 Death of the ˙adÈth scholar Mu˙ammad al-TirmidhÈ; formulated
rules for assessing the reliability of isnÅds (chains of transmission).

892–902 Caliphate of al-MuÆta∂id. Religious and political unrest.
894 Founding of a Carmathian state in the east of the Arabian

peninsula.
897 Establishment of the ZaydÈ state in the Yemen.
900 The SÅmÅnids under IsmÅÆÈ1 (892–907) pushed the ÍaffÅrids out

of KhurÅsÅn. Promotion of the Persian language.
902–8 Caliphate of al-MuqtafÈ. Stabilising of the power of the cali-

phate in the territory between Egypt and northern Iran.
North Africa under the Aghlabids and eastern Iran under the
SÅmÅnids were autonomous provinces. Struggles with the
Carmathians.

905–91 The Arab dynasty of the ÓamdÅnids ruled (929–79 independ-
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ently) in the JazÈra (upper Mesopotamia, capital Mosul), 945–
1004 also in northern Syria (capital Aleppo), carried on border
warfare against Byzantium.

908–32 Caliphate of al-Muqtadir after struggles for the throne and the
death of his rival ÆAbdallÅh b. a1-MuÆtazz. Increasing loss of
power of the caliphate to the viziers and military.

909–72 The IsmÅÆÈlÈs pushed the Aghlabids out of IfrÈqiyya (Tunisia)
and established the FÅ†imid caliphate with the capital Mahdiyya
(ÆUbaydallÅh al-MahdÈ 909–34).

910 Death of the mystic Junayd.
912–61 ÆAbd al-Ra˙mÅn III of Cordoba. Struggles against the FÅ†imids

and the Berbers in the Maghrib. The Spanish Umayyad empire
at its peak.

913–42 The SÅmÅnid Naßr II promoted Arabic and Persian culture. The
SÅmÅnid territory reached its greatest size with centres in
KhurÅsÅn and Transoxiana.

922 Crucifixion of the mystic al-ÓallÅj in Baghdad.
923 Death of the Koran commentator, lawyer and historian

al-ÊabarÈ (born 838); his annals incorporate the most important
sources for early Islamic history.

925 Death of the physician and philosopher AbË Bakr Mu˙ammad
b. ZakariyyÅ al-RÅzÈ (Rhazes).

929 ÆAbd al-Ra˙mÅn III of Cordoba adopted the title of caliph.
Death of the astronomer al-BattÅnÈ (Albatenius).

929–69 Emirate of the HamdÅnid al-Óasan NÅßir al-Dawla in Mosul
(upper Mesopotamia).

930 The Ba˙rayn Carmathians in Mecca: massacre of pilgrims, theft
of the Black Stone of the KaÆba. Conquest of Oman.

932–34 Caliphate of al-QÅhir.
934–40 Caliphate of al-RÅ∂È. The power of the weakened caliph was

usurped by the chief amir (amÈr al-umarÅ’) of the army (936).
The ShÈÆite military clan of the BËyids from Daylam on the
Caspian Sea rose to power in western Iran.

935–69 The IkhshÈdids, a dynasty established by the Turk Mu˙ammad b.
Êughi (935–46), in Egypt and Syria.

936 (?) Death of the theologian al-AshÆarÈ who systematically established
the traditionist dogma of the ahl al-˙adÈth with methods of kalÅm.

936 Mu˙ammad b. RÅ’iq in the post of chief amir at Baghdad, united
the office of commander-in-chief of the army with financial and
administrative control of the empire.
ÆAbd al-Ra˙mÅn III was defeated by Ramiro of León at Simancas.

940 RËdakÈ, court-poet of the SÅmÅnid Naßr II im BukhÅrÅ, first
important representative of New Persian poetry.

940–44 Caliphate of al-MuttaqÈ.
from 941 Plague epidemic in Iraq.
941 Al-MÅturÈdÈ died in Samarqand; after his teacher al-AshÆarÈ the
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second great theologian of the Sunna, who defended orthodox
teaching by means of kalÅm methods.

942 The ÓamdÅnid al-Óasan of Mosul, protector of the caliph after
the murder of Ibn RÅ’iq the last Arab chief amir, received the
title NÅßir al-Dawla.
Beginning of the decline of SÅmÅnid authority in Iran, brought
about by palace revolutions and uprisings.

944–46 Caliphate of al-MustakfÈ. The BËyids took over military and
administrative power in the caliphal territory (945–1055).

944–47 Revolt of Berber tribes against the FÅ†imids.
945–1003 The ÓamdÅnids of Aleppo. Sayf al-Dawla (945–67) took

Aleppo and Óims from the IkhshÈdids and fought against the
Byzantines. He received at his court the poet al-MutanabbÈ, the
historian and littérateur AbË ’l-Faraj al-IßbahÅnÈ and the
philosopher al-FÅrÅbÈ.

945 The BËyids occupied Iraq, MuÆizz al-Dawla took over as chief
amir in Baghdad the control of the caliphate.

946–74 Caliphate of al-Mu†ÈÆ.
949–83 ÆA∂ud al-Dawla, the most important ruler of the BËyid dynasty

in Iran (from 977 also in Iraq); restorer of Iranian kingship.
950 Death of the philosopher al-FÅrÅbÈ, commentator of Aristotle,

interpreted Islamic prophecy and theocracy using concepts of
Greek philosophy.

from c. 950 Conversion to Islam of Turkish tribes east of the Jaxartes
(Qarluqs and QarakhÅnids).

954–61 The SÅmÅnid ÆAbd al-Malik I.
956 Death of al-MasÆËdÈ, world traveller and historian, author of an

encyclopaedia on history, geography and sciences.
961–76 Al-Óakam II of Cordova; after his death internal collapse of the

Spanish Umayyad caliphate.
961–63 Alptigin, Turkish general of the SÅmÅnids, established autonomy

in Ghazna (SÈstÅn – Afghanistan, until 999 in the name of the
SÅmÅnids).

965 Death of al-MutanabbÈ, the last great representative of the art of
classical Arabic poetry.
Rebellions of the a˙dÅth in Antioch and Aleppo.

967 Death of AbË ’l-Faraj al-IßbahÅnÈ, historian and man of letters;
his ‘Book of Songs’ is a major source for ancient and classical
Arabic poetry.

968 Byzantium reconquered Sicily and Northern Syria.
969 The FÅ†imids conquered Egypt; the taking of FußtÅ† and the

founding of Cairo (al-QÅhira). The FÅ†imid dynasty became the
major Mediterranean power.

972–1152 The Berber dynasty of the ZÈrids in IfrÈqiyya and eastern Algeria
(until 1049 as vassals of the FÅ†imids).

973 Cairo became the capital of the FÅ†imid caliphs. The mosque
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and college of al-Azhar (founded 970, completed 972) was the
spiritual centre of the IsmÅÆÈlÈ ShÈÆa.

c. 974 Death of the SÅmÅnid vizier BalÆamÈ, the translator of the
Annals of al-ÊabarÈ into Persian.

974 Death of the Christian Arab theologian and philosopher, Ya˙yÅ
b. ÆAdÈ in Baghdad.

974–92 Caliphate of al-ÊÅ’iÆ. Struggle of the caliph with the BËyid amirs
for autonomy in Iraq.

977 The BËyid ÆA∂ud al-Dawla took over the chief emirate in
Baghdad; had himself crowned king by the caliph.

977–97 Sebüktigin, the slave general of Alptigin, founder of the
Ghaznavid dynasty in Afghanistan, northern India and KhurÅsÅn.

c. 980 Letters of the IkhwÅn al-ÍafÅ’ (‘Brothers of Purity’) of Baßra, a
philosophical-scientific encyclopaedia influenced by the IsmÅÆÈlÈ
ShÈÆite ideology.
Death of DaqÈqÈ, the court poet of the SÅmÅnids, as the author
of a Persian royal epic the predecessor of FirdawsÈ.

983 After the death of ÆA∂ud al-Dawla the beginning of the decline
of BËyid authority; autonomy in the provinces.

991 Venice sent embassies to the Arab Mediterranean princes.
991–1031 Caliphate of al-QÅdir after the deposition of al-ÊÅ’iÆ. Support of

traditionalist orthodoxy.
until 992 Turkish tribes of the Oghuz (Ghuzz) advanced from the

Kirghizian steppe towards Transoxiana and KhurÅsÅn. The clan
of Seljuq (Selchüq), a chief of the Oghuz, having converted to
Islam, supported the SÅmÅnids against the QarakhÅnids in the
fight for BukhÅrÅ (QarakhÅnid conquest 992).

992–1124 The Turkish QarakhÅnids (or Ilek-KhÅns) in Transoxiana
(BukhÅrÅ) and eastern Turkestan. End of SÅmÅnid authority; the
Oxus became the dividing-line between the QarakhÅnids and
the Ghaznavids. Oghuz in Transoxiana and KhwÅrazm (Jand, on
the Syr Darya/Jaxartes), condottieri of the Seljuq clan in the
service of the QarakhÅnids.

994 Death of the Baghdad chief judge and man of letters al-TanËkhÈ.
995–1017 KhwÅrazmshÅhs of the Ma’mËnids in GurgÅnj.
996–1021 The FÅ†imid al-ÓÅkim saw himself as the incarnation of the

divine intellect; persecution of Jews and Christians.
998–1030 Reign of Ma˙mËd of Ghazna; led campaigns into nw India

(Punjab, 1001–21) and put the conquered territories under
Islamic authority in the name of the ÆAbbÅsid caliph. Annexation
of KhurÅsÅn (999), KhwÅrazm and western Persia.

1000 Death of al-MuqaddasÈ, world-traveller and geographer, author
of a ‘cultural geography’ of the earth.

1002 Death of the philologist Ibn JinnÈ, who systematised Arabic
grammar.

1006 Ma˙mËd defeated the QarakhÅnids of Turkestan.
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1008 Death of BadÈÆ al-ZamÅn al-HamadhÅnÈ, founder of the literary
genre of the maqÅma (tales of social satire in rhymed prose).

c. 1010 FirdawsÈ of ÊËs completed the Persian national epic of the
ShÅh-nÅma (‘Book of Kings’), dedicated to Ma˙mËd of Ghazna.

1013 Death of al-BÅqillÅnÈ, jurist and theologian of the school of
al-AshÆarÈ.

1016 Naval victory of Pisa and Genoa pushed the Muslims out of the
Tyrrhenian Sea.

1017 The Ghaznavids in KhwÅrazm; defeat of the Ma’mËnids.
c. 1020 Death of the Persian poet FirdawsÈ.
1021 Death of the ÍËfÈ al-SulamÈ, who composed a mystical commen-

tary on the Koran and a biographical lexicon of the ÍËfÈ teaching
tradition.

1023 Death of the man of letters, philosopher and ÍËfÈ AbË ÓayyÅn
al-Taw˙ÈdÈ.

1023–79 The Arab dynasty of the MirdÅsids in Aleppo.
1023–91 The ÆAbbÅdids of Seville.
1027–31 HishÅm III, last Umayyad of Cordoba.
1029 Ma˙mËd of Ghazna conquered Rayy and JibÅl: the Ghaznavids

on the west Persian plateau.
1030 The book on India completed by the scientist and cultural

historian al-BÈrËnÈ (973–c. 1050).
Struggles between futuwwa guilds and the Turkish garrison in
Baghdad.
Death of the philosopher and historian Miskawayh: wrote works
on philosophical ethics and history (‘The Experiences of the
Nations’).

1030–41 MasÆËd (after the interregnum of his brother Mu˙ammad) sultan
of Ghazna.

1031 End of the Umayyads of Spain; break-up of al-Andalus into
small states.

1031–75 Caliphate of al-QÅ’im; last phase of freedom of action on the
part of the caliph before the coming of the Seljuqs. Al-MÅwardÈ
(d. 1058) formulated the classical theory of the caliphate.

1032 Plague in Iraq, upper Mesopotamia and Syria.
1036–37 The Seljuqs Toghrïl Beg and Chaghrï Beg conquered KhurÅsÅn.
1036–94 The FÅ†imid al-Mustanßir; high point of the power and the begin-

ning of the political and religious dissolution of the FÅ†imid
caliphate.

1037 Death of Ibn SÈnÅ (Avicenna), universal scholar, the most
influential philosopher and physician of the Islamic east in the
Middle Ages, interpreted Greek metaphysics in the framework
of Islam.

1038 Toghrïl Beg, sultan in NÈshÅpËr, Chaghrï Beg in Marv.
1039 Death of Ibn al-Haytham, astronomer, mathematician and

optician, sponsored by the FÅ†imid al-ÓÅkim.
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1039–40 Death of ÆUnßurÈ, panegyrical poet at the court of Ma˙mËd of
Ghazna.

1040 Battle of DandÅnqÅn: the Seljuqs Toghrïl and Chaghrï overcame
MasÆËd of Ghazna. End of Ghaznavid power in KhurÅsÅn and
western Persia; Ghaznavids survived in Ghazna (SÈstÅn) and in
NW India.

1041 The Seljuqs under Toghrïl occupied KhwÅrazm.
1043 Toghrïl conquered ÊabaristÅn (Elburz mountains) and the

Persian city of Rayy. Negotiations with the caliph; Toghrïl
declared himself ‘protector of the commander of the faithful’.
Syria slipped from FÅ†imid control.

1045–55 Campaigns of the Seljuqs against eastern Anatolia and Armenia;
threatening of the Byzantine eastern frontier.

1049 Death of the Persian ÍËfÈ and preacher AbË SaÆÈd ibn AbÈ ’l-
Khayr of NÈshÅpËr.
The ZÈrids of QayrawÅn withdrew allegiance to the FÅ†imids.
Cairo unleashed the HilÅl Bedouin against IfrÈqiyya as a reprisal
measure (from 1050).

from 1050 Expansion of Arab tribes of the BanË HilÅl and Sulaym in nw
Africa; devastation of parts of the Maghrib, century of anarchy.

c. 1050 The MurÅbi†Ën (Almoravids), warriors for the faith of the
ÍanhÅja Berbers, spread Islamic revival movement in West
Africa (Senegal estuary, Mauretania, Ghana, West Sudan).

after 1050 Death of Iranian astronomer and polymath al-BÈrËnÈ (b. 973).
1051 Toghrïl conquered JibÅl (capital IßfahÅn, until then under the

KÅkËyids).
Advance of Turcoman tribes to ådharbÅyjÅn and to upper
Mesopotamia.

5. The Seljuq period

The Seljuqs in Iran, Mesopotamia and Anatolia. Syria and Egypt under Atabegs
and AyyËbids. The Islamic confrontation with the Crusaders. The final phase of
the ÆAbbÅsid caliphate. Almoravids and Almohads in North Africa.
1055 Toghrïl Beg seized power in Baghdad, was recognised by the

caliph al-QÅ’im as ‘Sultan of East and West’ and put an end to
the principality of the BËyids. The sultanate of the ‘Great
Seljuqs’ in Iran and Iraq takes over control of the caliphate.

1056–61 ÍanhÅja Berbers of the Sahara (a tribal group of the LamtËna)
under AbË Bakr b. ÆUmar established the power of the
MurÅbi†Ën (Almoravids) in the Moroccan Atlas.

1057 The BanË HilÅl destroyed QayrawÅn.
1058 Death of al-MÅwardÈ, author of ‘The Ordinances of Government’,

legal theory of the political institutions of SunnÈ Islam.
Death of the blind poet AbË ’l-ÆAlÅ’ al-MaÆarrÈ (b. 973), liberal
sceptic.
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1059–60 Interregnum of al-BasÅsÈrÈ (Turkish general of the last BËyid) in
Iraq in the name of the FÅ†imid caliph.

1061–91 The Normans conquered Sicily from lower Italy (1072 Palermo).
1061–1106 The Almoravids (al-MurÅbi†Ën) under YËsuf b. TÅshufÈn

conquered Morocco (1062 founding of MarrÅkesh) and Spain
(1086). Rigid legalism according to the doctrine of the MÅlikite
legal school.

1063–72 Alp Arslan, Seljuq sultan. In succession to his father Chaghrï
Beg (from 1061) and – after the removal of other claimants
(battle of DÅmghÅn) – to his uncle Toghrïl, he became the ruler
of all Seljuq domains. Campaigns against the FÅ†imids and the
Byzantines.

1064 Death of Ibn Óazm, Spanish politician, theologian and man of
letters.

1064–68 Attacks by Alp Arslan on Armenia and central Anatolia (1067
Caesarea/Kayseri, 1068 Iconium/Konya). Romanus  IV Diogenes
prepared for campaign against Armenia (1069).

1065–72 Famine in Egypt.
1065–92 NiΩÅm al-Mulk, Persian vizier of the Seljuqs Alp Arsian and

MalikshÅh. Centralised organisation of the empire in Iranian
tradition; expansion of the iq†ÅÆ system of military land tenure;
consolidation of urban and rural economy.

1067 NiΩÅm al-Mulk founded important school of ShÅfiÆÈte law in
Baghdad (al-Madrasa al-NiΩÅmiyya).

I069–70 YËsuf of BalÅsaghËn wrote in KÅshgar (Turkestan) an allegorical
poem in Eastern Turkish: beginnings of belles lettres in Turkish.

1071 Alp Arslan met the Byzantine invasion in Armenia and
destroyed its army at MalÅzgird (Mantzikert); capture of the
emperor Romanos Diogenes. Opening of Anatolia to Turcoman
occupation.
Rise of Malik DÅnishmand as leader of an autonomous
principality of Turcomans in north arid east Anatolia.

1072 Normans under Robert Giscard conquered Palermo (Sicily).
Death of al-QushayrÈ, author of a classical handbook of ÍËfism.
Death of Alp Arsian on campaign against the QarakhÅnids in
Transoxiana.

1072–92 The Seljuq sultan MalikshÅh.
1073–94 Badr al-JamÅlÈ, amir and vizier of the FÅ†imid state.
1075 (?) Death of the ÍËfÈ al-HujwÈrÈ, who wrote the first systematic

treatment of the life and teaching of the ÍËfÈs in Persian.
1075–94 Caliphate of al-MuqtadÈ.
1076 End of FÅ†imid domination in Syria: the Turkish general Atsïz

occupied Damascus; request for help from the Seljuqs.
1077–78 SulaymÅn b. Qutalmïsh (Qutlumush) established in Nicaea

(Iznik) the Seljuq house of Anatolia (the Seljuqs of RËm until
1307, from 1243 under Mongol authority).
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1078 The Seljuq Tutush, brother of sultan MalikshÅh, maintained full
authority over Syria and Palestine and supplanted Atsïz.
Line of Seljuqs in Syria until 1117.

1082 The leader of the Almoravids YËsuf b. TÅshufÈn (1062–1106)
controlled an extensive territory in North Africa.

1083 Alfonso VI of Castile and Leon defeated al-MuÆtamid of Seville.
1085 The conquest of Toledo by the forces of the Reconquista under

Alfonso VI.
Death of the theologian al-JuwaynÈ, teacher of al-GhazÅlÈ (d.
1111).

1086 YËsuf b. TÅshufÈn defeated the Spanish Christians under
Alfonso VI in the battle of ZallÅqa at Badajoz. Supremacy of the
Almoravids in al-Andalus until 1148.

1088 (?) Death of NÅßir-i Khusraw, IsmÅÆÈlÈ theologian and poet of Balkh,
who wrote substantial travel account (1045–52).

1089 The FÅ†imids took Acre, Tyre and other ports on the Palestinian
coast.
Death of ÆAbdallÅh al-AnßÅrÈ, Óanbalite ÍËfÈ, writer of Persian
poetry and prose.

1090–1124 Óasan b. al-ÍabbÅ˙, Grand Master of the militant ‘Assassins’
(NizÅrÈ sect of the IsmÅÆÈlÈs) in the fortress of AlamËt in the
Elburz mountains.

1090 The Almoravid YËsuf b. TÅshufÈn after suppressing the petty
rulers of al-Andalus (mulËk al-†awÅ’if) became sole ruler of
Muslim Spain.

1091 The Seljuqs made BaghdÅd their capital.
from 1092 Numerous uprisings of popular militias (ÆayyÅrËn) in Baghdad.
1092 The Seljuq vizier NiΩÅm al-Mulk murdered by the Assassins.

After the death of MalikshÅh dividing up of the Seljuq empire
in the Near East.

1092–1107 Qïlïch Arslan I renewed in Nicaea (Iznik) the authority of the
Seljuqs of RËm in Anatolia (after an interregnum 1086–92).
Struggles with the Turkish DÅnishmendids in eastern Anatolia
and with the Crusaders.

1094–1118 Caliphate of al-MustaΩhir.
Death of the amir Badr al-JamÅlÈ and of the FÅ†imid al-Mustanßir;
beginning of the collapse of FÅ†imid authority.

1095 The Seljuq Tutush fell in the war for succession against
BerkyÅruq (1094–1105 sultan in Baghdad). His sons Ri∂wÅn
(until 1113) in Aleppo, DuqÅq (until 1104) in Damascus. The
FÅ†imids took southern Palestine.
The Byzantine emperor Alexius sought help against the Seljuqs
from the Pope.
Council of Clairmont: Pope Urban II preached the Crusade to
Jerusalem.

1095–1106 The jurist and theologian al-GhazÅli gave up his chair at the
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NiΩÅmiyya at Baghdad and wrote in years of seclusion his
principal work ‘The Revival of the Sciences of Religion’.

1095–1153 The al-ÍËfÈ family provided the rÅ’is of Damascus.
1096 Beginning of the First Crusade to conquer Jerusalem, instigated

by Pope Urban II.
1097 Victory of the Crusaders over Qïlïch Arslan I at Dorylaeum (nw

Anatolia). The Crusaders under Godfrey of Bouillon took
Nicaea (Iznik), Tarsus under Tancred and besieged Antioch.
The Anatolian Seljuqs made Konya their capital.
Baldwin of Boulogne Duke of Edessa.

1098 The Crusaders (Bohemond of Tarentum) took Antioch.
The FÅ†imid vizier al-Af∂al took Jerusalem from the Artuqids.

1099 The Crusaders conquered Jerusalem; Godfrey of Bouillon
guardian (advocatus) of the Holy Sepulchre. Defeat of the
FÅ†imids (al-Af∂al) before the sea fortress of Acre. End of the
First Crusade.

from 1100 Urban families monopolised the post of rÅ’is in Syria and upper
Mesopotamia: the NÈsÅn family ruled in åmid, the BadÈÆ family
in Aleppo.

1100–18 Baldwin I, King of Jerusalem (Latin kingdom 1100–87, in Acre
until 1291).

1101–30 Rule of al-åmir, last strong FÅ†imid caliph.
1104 TughtigÈn, atabeg of the Seljuq DuqÅq, ruler of Damascus on the

latter’s death.
1105–18 Reunification of the Seljuq empire under Mu˙ammad I, son of

MalikshÅh. His brother Sanjar ruled eastern Persia (from 1097).
1106–43 ÆAlÈ b. YËsuf b. TÅshufÈn, ruler of Islamic Spain and North

Africa.
Decline of power of the Almoravids, from 1120 in conflict with
the Almohad movement.

1107 Registration and redistribution of land concessions in Egypt.
The Seljuq Qïlïch Arslan I fell by the KhÅbËr (upper Mesopota-
mia) in a battle with the Seljuqs of Iraq. The power of his
successcrs remained restricted to central Anatolia (capital
Konya).

1109 Agreement of Christian princes before Tripoli on territorial
claims in the Orient. Tripoli under siege fell to the Crusaders.

1111 Death of al-GhazÅlÈ, critic of speculative theology and of
philosophy (especially also of the militant ShÆÈÆite IsmÅÆÈliyya).
Renewer of the faith in the spirit of the SunnÈ tradition and ÍËfÈ
piety.

1113 Death of the Seljuq Ri∂wÅn of Aleppo, succeeded by his son
Alp Arslan (until 1114). 1114–29 Aleppo under the rule of
various lines of Seljuqs and Artuqids.
Saragossa fell to Christian Aragon.

1118 After the death of Mu˙ammad I b. MalikshÅh, the Seljuq
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empire broke up finally into independent small states of the
sultans of NÈshÅpËr (KhurÅsÅn), Baghdad (Iraq and western
Persia) and Konya (Anatolia) and independent principalities of
the Atabegs (‘princes’ tutors’) in Syria, upper Mesopotamia and
ådharbÅyjÅn).

1118–57 Sanjar, the son of MalikshÅh, 1097 ruler of eastern Persia
(KhurÅsÅn) became, after the death of his brother Mu˙ammad I,
supreme sultan of the Seljuq house.
The Ghaznavids became tributaries of the Seljuqs.

1118–35 Caliphate of al-Mustarshid.
1120–21 Mu˙ammad b. TËmart (d. 1130), founder of the religious reform

movement of the Muwa˙˙idËn (Almohads), was recognised as
MahdÈ by the MaßmËda Berbers and from the Atlas began with
his general ÆAbd al-Mu’min the struggle against the Almoravids
of MarrÅkesh.

1122 Death of al-ÓarÈrÈ, philologist and master of the literary genre of
the maqÅma (prose poem).

c. 1131 Death of ÆUmar KhayyÅm, Persian mathematician, astronomer,
philosopher, poet of epigrammatic quatrains (rubÅÆiyyÅt).

1124 The Frankish and Venetian fleet took Tyre.
1126 Death of A˙mad al-GhazÅlÈ, brother of Mu˙ammad al-GhazÅlÈ

(d. 1111), popular ÍËfÈ teacher.
1127–46 ÆImÅd al-DÈn ZangÈ b. Aq-Sonqur (atabeg of the Seljuq MughÈth

al-DÈn Ma˙mËd II) governor of Mosul and from 1129 of Aleppo;
propagated jihÅd (Holy War) and opened the offensive against
the Crusader states.

1127–56 The KhwÅrazm-ShÅh Atsïz, at first governor of the Seljuq
Sanjar, from 1141 independent in GurgÅnj.

1130 (?) Death of SanÅ’È, first great poet of ÍËfÈ mysticism in the Persian
language.

1130–63 After the death of Ibn TËmart, his ‘caliph’, ÆAbd al-Mu’min,
pushed the Almoravids out of Morocco (1147 conquest of
MarrÅkesh) and led the Almohad movement to supremacy over
North Africa (until 1269) and Spain (1145–1225).

1132 Building of the Palatina of Monreale at Palermo by Roger II
(until 1140).

1135–36 Caliphate of al-RÅshid. Numerous ÆayyÅrËn uprisings in Baghdad.
1136–60 Caliphate of al-MuqtafÈ.
1137–75 Shams al-DÈn Eldigüz, atabeg of the Seljuq sultans of Baghdad,

established independent state in ådharbÅyjÅn and nw Persia
(until 1225). The power of the sultans declined in the face of
independent atabegs and the renewed authority of the caliphs.

1138 The Kurdish generals AyyËb b. ShÅdhÈ (father of Saladin) and
his brother ShÈrkËh entered the service of ZangÈ.

1139 Death of the Andalusian vizier, physician and philosopher Ibn
BÅjja, in Fez.



Chronological table 175

1141 Defeat of the Seljuqs under Sanjar in the battle against an
uprising of Turkish tribes of the Qara-KhitÅy. The KhwÅrazm
ShÅh Atsïz (1127–56) sought independence from Sanjar, was
forced, however, to recognise the suzerainty of the Qara-KhitÅy.

1144 ZangÈ reconquered Edessa from the Crusaders (Count Joscelin
II): prompted the Second Crusade (1147–49).
Death of al-ZamakhsharÈ, philologist and MuÆtazilite commenta-
tor of the Koran in KhurÅsÅn.

1145 The Almohads set foot on the Iberian peninsula.
1146–74 NËr al-DÈn Ma˙mËd b. ZangÈ, successor of his father in Aleppo

and (from 1154) in Damascus, 1146–49 beside his brother Sayf
al-DÈn GhÅzÈ in Mosul, brought the whole of Islamic Syria under
his command and fought in the spirit of Holy War and of
orthodoxy against Crusaders and FÅ†imids; brought the Crusade
to a standstill and pushed the Franks back to the mountainous
area west of the Orontes and the Jordan.

1147 The Almohads under ÆAbd al-Mu’min conquered MarrÅkesh;
end of the Almoravid dynasty. The court became a centre of arts
and sciences.

1147–49 Second Crusade. Defeats of the German Crusaders (under
Conrad III) at Dorylaeum, of the French (Louis VII) at
Laodicaea (1148) at the hands of the Anatolian Seljuqs.

1148 The Second Crusade failed with a futile siege of Damascus.
Sayf al-DÈn ÍËrÈ from GhËr (central Afghanistan) conducted a
campaign of vengeance against Ghazna.

1149–69 The Zangid Qu†b al-DÈn MawdËd of Mosul.
1149 NËr al-DÈn defeated the forces of Antioch (Raymond of

Poitiers) at Inab (Óißn Innib).
1150–51 The GhËrid ÆAlÅ’ al-DÈn Óusayn (1149–61) destroyed Ghazna.

The power of the last Ghaznavids (until 1186) was limited to
the Punjab.

1152 Raymond III of Tripoli murdered by Assassins.
SalÅ˙ al-DÈn b. AyyËb (Saladin) entered the service of NËr
al-DÈn at Aleppo.

1153 Ascalon fell to the Franks (King Baldwin III of Jerusalem).
Death of the theologian and heresiographer al-ShahrastÅnÈ.

1154 NËr al-DÈn annexed Damascus.
The FÅ†imid caliph accorded Pisa trade privileges.
Al-IdrÈsÈ completed his universal geography at the court of
Roger II in Sicily.

1156–92 Qïlïch Arslan II extended the authority of the Seljuqs in central
Anatolia; displacement of the DÅnishmendids.

1157 Death of Sanjar; collapse of the Seljuq sultanate.
The KhwÅrazm-ShÅhs gained authority over the east from
KhurÅsÅn to Anatolia (ended by the Mongol invasion from
1220).
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1160–70 Caliphate of al-Mustanjid.
1162 Death of the physician Ibn Zuhr (Avenzoar), court physician

and vizier of the Almohad ÆAbd al-Mu’min.
1163–68 Attacks by the Franks (King Amalric, 1163–74) on Egypt

shaken by internal unrest; treaty of alliance with the FÅ†imid
vizier ShÅwar. NËr al-DÈn despatched in 1164 and again in 1167
the Kurdish general ShÈrkËh and his nephew ÍalÅ˙ al-DÈn
(Saladin).

1163–84 The Almohad AbË YaÆqËb YËsuf I, successor of ÆAbd al-Mu’min;
defender of Islam against the Reconquista in Portugal and Spain;
patron of poets, philosophers and physicians at the courts in
Seville and MarrÅkesh.

1164 Óasan II, Grand Master of the Persian NizÅriyya (Assassins) of
AlÅmËt had homage paid to himself as ImÅm at a ‘festival of
resurrection’ and proclaimed the abrogation of Islamic law.

1166 Death of the preacher and ÍËfÈ ÆAbd al-QÅdir al-JÈlÅnÈ in
Baghdad, reconciled the traditionalist legalistic school of the
Óanbalites with the ecstatic individualism of the mystics. The
rule of the order of the QÅdiriyya was named after him.

1168–69 At a request for help from the FÅ†imid al-ÆA∂id, third campaign
of the AyyËbid generals ShÈrkËh and Saladin to Egypt. After the
retreat of the Franks and the death of ShÅwar, ShÈrkËh, and
after his death, Saladin, became vizier of al-Æå∂id.

1169 (?) Death of the Persian poet AnvarÈ, master of panegyric.
1170–80 Caliphate of al-Musta∂È’.

Construction of the Almohad mosque in Seville with its
minaret, the present-day Giralda.

1171 NËr al-DÈn occupied Mosul.
Saladin proclaimed the ÆAbbÅsid caliphate in Egypt.
With the death of the last FÅ†imid al-Æå∂id the IsmÅÆÈlÈ anti-
caliphate ended; Saladin broke with the Zangids and established
the sultanate of the ÆAyyubids (until 1250).

1171–93 Reign of Saladin. Rebuilding of the Egyptian fleet. Exclusion of
the Europeans from trade through the Red Sea; support for the
Egyptian trade with India. Promotion of SunnÈ institutions of
learning.

1172 The Almohads under AbË YaÆqËb YËsuf I unsuccessfully
besieged Huete.

1173 Pisa retained trading privileges in Alexandria.
1174 Death of NËr al-DÈn. Saladin occupied Damascus and opened

the offensive against the Zangids of northern Syria.
The leper Baldwin IV king of Jerusalem.

1175 The caliph al-MustÅ∂È’ granted Saladin the sultanate of Egypt,
Palestine and Syria. Truce with Jerusalem.

1176 Battle of Myriocephalon: destruction of the Byzantine army
under Manuel I Comnenos by the Seljuqs of RËm.
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1176–81 New registration of land in Egypt, redistribution in the form of
military land tenure (iq†ÅÆ) and crown privileges.

1179 Resumption of the jihÅd: Saladin (after a defeat at Tall al-ÍÅfiya
[Mount Giscard near Ramla] in 1177) defeated a Crusader army
under Baldwin IV at Marj ÆUyËn. Egyptian naval attack on
Acre. 1180, new truce.

1180–1225 Caliphate of al-NÅßir; he united and revitalised the futuwwa
movement (chivalric guilds) into an official organisation under
his control and with its help led the Baghdad caliphate to its last
flowering.

1182 Offensive of Saladin against Mosul.
1183 Reginald of Châtillon (Lord of Karak and Shawbak) led an

attack directed at Mecca on ports on the Red Sea and was
decisively defeated by the Egyptian fleet. Saladin pushed the last
Zangids out of Aleppo.
Ibn Rushd (Averroes) became as successor to Ibn Êufayl court
physician of the Almohad AbË YaÆqËb YËsuf I and chief qÅ∂È of
Cordoba.

1184 The Almohad YËsuf I fell after an unsuccessful siege of
Santarem (Portugal). His successor AbË YËsuf YaÆqËb al-ManßËr
(1184–99).

1185 Truce between Saladin and Raymond III of St Gilles (Tripoli
and Tiberias), which left Saladin free to move against Mosul; by
a treaty in 1186 he became lord of the JazÈra.
Death of AnvarÈ, master of the panegyric qaßÈda in the Persian
language.
Death of the physician and philosopher Ibn Êufayl, precursor
and patron of Ibn Rushd in Cordoba.

1187 The GhËrids destroyed the Ghaznavids in the Punjab and took
over their domains in eastern Afghanistan. GhiyÅth al-DÈn
Mu˙ammad (1163–1203 in GhËr) led expansion to KhurÅsÅn,
his brother MuÆizz al-DÈn Mu˙ammad (1173–1206 in Ghazna)
conquered northern India.
Saladin decisively defeated the Crusader army at Ói††Èn (west of
Lake Tiberias), took King Guy of Jerusalem prisoner and executed
Reginald of Karak. After a victorious campaign through the
Palestinian–Lebanese littoral, siege and capture of Jerusalem.
ÆA††År, Persian mystical poet (died 1190 or later) wrote the
allegorical verse epic Man†iq al-†ayr.

1188–92 Third Crusade, provoked by the fall of Jerusalem.
1190 The German Crusaders under Frederick I Barbarossa defeated

the Anatolian Seljuqs and conquered Konya. Barbarossa
drowned in the Calycadnos (Gök Su) in Cilicia.

1191 Richard I of England and Philip II of France conquered Acre
after a three-year siege by the Crusaders.
Ya˙yÅ al-SuhrawardÈ, ÍËfÈ and teacher of a gnostic cosmology
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and philosophy of illumination (˙ikmat al-ishrÅq) was accused of
heresy and executed on the orders of Saladin.

1192 The GhËrids took Delhi.
1193 Saladin died in Jerusalem; division of his realm.
1194 The KhwÅrazm-ShÅh Tekish defeated the last Seljuq sultan of

Persia.
1195 The Almohad AbË YËsuf YaÆqËb al-ManßËr won an important

victory at Alarcos over the Castilians.
1196–1549 The Berber dynasty of the MarÈnids of Morocco (until 1269

beside the Almohads).
1198 Death of Ibn Rushd al-ÓafÈd (Averroës), Andalusian qÅ∂È,

physician and philosopher in the Aristotelian tradition, author
of important commentaries on the works of Aristotle.

1199–1214 The Almohad Mu˙ammad al-NÅßir in North Africa and Spain.
Successes of the Reconquista.

1200–20 Under the KhwÅrazm-ShÅh ÆAlÅ’ al-DÈn Mu˙ammad his empire
experienced its greatest flourishing (restoration of the Iranian
monarchy, conflict with the caliph al-NÅßir) before the collapse
through the Mongol invasion.

1200–18 Saladin’s brother al-Malik al-Æådil sultan of Egypt and Syria.
1201–02 Plague in Egypt; sharp decline in the population.
1202–04 Fourth Crusade: Latin emperorship in Constantinople.
1203–27 Temujin – Genghiz Khan after 1206 – established the Mongol

empire.
1204 Conquest of Constantinople by the Crusaders.

The Jewish–Arab physician, philosopher and religious teacher
Maimonides from Cordoba died in Fus†Å† near Cairo.

1206–10 Qu†b al-DÈn Aybak, general of the GhËrid MuÆizz al-DÈn,
established the sultanate of Delhi (‘Slave-kings’, until 1290).

1206 Temujin was acknowledged as supreme chief of the Mongols and
received the title Genghiz (Chingiz) Khan.

1208 Sultan al-Æådil of Egypt accorded Venice trading privileges.
Commercial treaty between Venice and the AyyËbids of
Aleppo.

1209 Death of the theologian Fakthr al-DÈn al-RÅzÈ, defender of the
Sunna and of the methods of al-AshÆarÈ, in HerÅt.
Death of the Persian poet NiΩÅmi of Ganja, important author of
romantic verse epics.

1212 Peter II of Aragon defeated the Almohads in the battle of Las
Navas de Tolosa. The Reconquista led to the retreat of the
Almohads from Spain (1225).

1215 The Mongols invaded northern China and conquered Peking.
1218 Mongol invasion to Turkestan (Semirechye).

The KhwÅrazm-ShÅh ÆAlÅ’ al-DÈn Mu˙ammad had the envoys of
Genghiz Khan killed in OtrÅr on the Jaxartes. Retaliatory
measures brought KhwÅrazm and Transoxiana into the hands of
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the Mongols (1219–20) and began the Mongol invasion of the
Middle and Near East.

1218–38 After the death of al-Malik al-Æådil, division of the AyyËbid
empire; al-Malik al-KÅmil Sultan of Egypt: policy of co-existence
with the Franks.
Threatening of the AyyËbids of the north (al-JazÈra) by Seljuqs
of RËm and the KhwÅrazm-ShÅhs.

1219 Damietta fell to the Crusaders, reconquered in 1221 by al-KÅmil.
1219–37 ÆAlÅ’ al-DÈn KayqubÅdh I. Heyday of Konya as the capital of the

Seljuqs of RËm.
1220–21 The Mongols conquered KhurÅsÅn and KhwÅrazm. The last

KhwÅrazm-ShÅh JalÅl al-DÈn (1230–31) was pursued to India
and spent his last years in flight to the west until his death in
ådharbÅyjÅn.

1221 Death of the ÍËfÈ Najm al-DÈn KubrÅ (in the Mongol attack on
KhwÅrazm), pupil of ÆAbd al-QÅhir al-SuhrawardÈ (d. 1168)
spiritual authority of the KubrÅwiyya order.

1222 Badr al-DÈn Lu’lu’, after the death of the last Zengid atabeg of
Mosul.

1223 The Mongols under Jebe defeated Russians and QumÅns on the
Kalka.
Civil wars and wars of succession brought about the collapse of
the Almohad dynasty.
Rise of competing dynasties in North Africa.

1225 The Almohads left the Iberian peninsula; Islamic Spain was
reduced to the small kingdom of the Naßrids of Granada (1230–
1492).

1225–26 Caliphate of al-ÛÅhir.
1226–42 Caliphate of al-Mustanßir.
1227 Death of Genghiz Khan and division of the empire: Ögedey

(1229–41) became Great Khan of the Mongols in Qaraqorum;
completed the conquest of northern China. Batu (1227–55,
Khan of the Blue Horde, the core of the later Golden Horde) in
KhwÅrazm and the Qïpchaq steppe (southern Russia); Orda
(1226–80, White Horde) in western Siberia; Chaghatay (1229–
41) in Transoxiana and eastern Turkestan; Toluy in Mongolia.

1228 Frederick II (1212–50), excommunicated by Pope Gregory IX,
began Crusade.

1228–1574 The Óafßids, heirs of the Almohads in IfrÈqiyya (Tunisia and
eastern Algeria), AbË ZakariyyÅ’ Ya˙yÅ I, 1228–49 (from 1237
independent).

1229 Al-Malik al-KÅmil relinquished Jerusalem to the Franks through
a treaty with Frederick II.
Death of the Baghdad scholar YÅqËt, wrote a biographical and a
geographical lexicon of great value.

1230–72 Mu˙ammad I b. al-A˙mar established in Granada the House of
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the Naßrids (BanË ’l-A˙mar), the last Islamic dynasty in Spain
(until 1492). Building of the Alhambra (‘Red Castle’).

1233 Death of the Mosul historian Ibn al-AthÈr, author of a
monumental world history.

1234 Death of AbË Óafß ÆUmar al-SuhrawardÈ, ÍËfÈ teacher of the
caliph al-NÅßir, founder of the mystic order of the Suhrawardiyya.

1235 Death of Ibn al-FÅri∂, the most important ÍËfÈ poet in the
Arabic language.

1236 Cordova capitulated to the Castilians under Ferdinand III.
1236–1554 Dynasty of the ÆAbdalwÅdids in Tlemcen.
1237–41 Most of Russia conquered by the Mongols (1240 fall of Kiev).
1238 Death of al-Malik al-KÅmil; succession struggles amongst the

AyyËbids.
1240 Dervish revolt of BÅbÅ Is˙Åq against the Seljuqs in Anatolia.

The Spanish ÍËfÈ Ibn al-ÆArabÈ from Murcia died in Damascus;
created theory of mystical illumination (ishrÅq) on the basis of
pantheistic monism.

1240–55 Batu, a grandson of Genghiz Khan, ruler of the Golden Horde.
1241 Battle at Liegnitz in Silesia; Mongols of the Golden Horde

defeated an army composed of Teutonic knights and Poles and
devastated Hungary; summoned home because of the death of
the Great Khan, Ögedey.

1242–43 Mongol invasion of Anatolia. Defeat of the Seljuqs of RËm at
Köse Dagh (1243).

1242–58 Caliphate of al-MustaÆßim, the last ÆAbbÅsid caliph.
1244 An army of KhwÅrazmian Turks (forced to retreat to Mesopota-

mia by the Mongols) was summoned to Syria by the AyyËbid
al-Malik al-ÍÅli˙ Najm al-DÈn to fight against his rival ÆImÅd
al-DÈn, plundered Jerusalem and ended Frankish domination.

1246–49 Güyük, Great Khan of the Mongols.
1248 The Castilian Christians took Seville.
1249–50 Crusade of St Louis IX; the French Crusaders took Damietta,

had to retreat to Acre, however, after heavy defeats.
1250 The AyyËbid sultan of Egypt, TËrÅn ShÅh, murdered by Turkish

soldiery. The MamlËk ÆIzz al-DÈn married the widow and sultana,
Shajar al-Durr, and founded the MamlËk state in Egypt and
Syria (1250–1517).

1251–59 Möngke, Toluy’s son, Great Khan of the Mongols in Qaraqorum.
His brother Hülegü led a new offensive against western Asia.

1253–56 William of Rubruck, a Franciscan from Lower Germany, envoy
of the Pope and of St Louis of France at the court of the Great
Khan at Qaraqonum.

1256–59 Hülegü, a grandson of Genghiz Khan, conquered Transoxiana,
Iran and Iraq, destroyed in 1256 the Assassin fortress of AlamËt
in the Elburz mountains.
Mongol dynasty of the lkhÅns in Iran (until 1353).
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1256 Batu, Khan of the Golden Horde, died.
1257–66 His successor, Berke, the brother of Hülegü, became a Muslim;

agreement with the MamlËks in Egypt, opposition to the
Buddhist lkhÅns.

6. The Mongol period

From the conquest of Baghdad by the Mongols to the establishment of the
Ottoman empire in the Near East. The MamlËks in Egypt and Syria. The West
under the last Berber dynasties.
1258 Hülegü conquered Baghdad; murder of the caliph, demise of the

ÆAbbÅsid caliphate.
Capital of lkhÅn empire became TabrÈz.
Death of al-ShÅdhilÈ, founder of a ÍËfÈ order.

1260 The Mongols besieged and destroyed Aleppo and conquered
Damascus (under General KitbughÅ).
Death of Möngke; Hülegü went back to Qaraqorum. Qubilay
became Great Khan (conqueror of China, 1279–80).
The MamlËks under Baybars (1260–77) defeated the Mongols at
ÆAyn JÅlËt (Goliath’s Spring, north of Jerusalem) and stopped
the Mongol invasion.

1261 Commercial treaty between Egypt and Byzantium about the
transit of military slaves from the Black Sea to the MamlËk
empire.

1261–1320 Seljuq Anatolia broke up into independent emirates and slipped
out of the control of the Mongol lkhans: GhÅzÈ principalities in
Karia (Menteshe Bey, 1261); around QaramÅn (Laranda/
Lykaonia) in central and southern Anatolia (QaramÅn Turks
from the sixties); around Kütahya and Denizli in Phrygia
(Germiyan Turks, end of the thirteenth century); in Bithynia
(ÆOsmÅn, 1281); around Aydïn (Tralleis) and Birge (Pyrgion) in
the Lydian Menderes valley (Aydin Turks, 1308); around
Manisa (Magnesia) in Gediz (Hermos) valley (ÍarukhÅn Bey,
1313); in Mysia (Qarasï Turks).

1265–71 MamlËk offensive against the Crusades led to the end of most of
the Frankish possessions in Palestine and Syria.

1265–82 After the death of the Mongol Hülegü, his son AbÅqÅ established
the dynasty of the lkhans in Iran. Struggles with the Golden
Horde and the MamlËks.

1267–80 Möngke Temür, after the Muslim Berke again follower of tribal
Shamanism, became Khan of the Golden Horde.

1268 MamlËks under Baybars took and plundered Antioch.
1269 Death of the Andalusian philosopher and ÍËfÈ Ibn SabÆin.
1269–1465 The dynasty of the MarÈnids (south of the Atlas from 1196;

capital Fez from 1248) pushed the Almohads out of Morocco
(1470–1549 line of the Wa††Åsids).
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1270 Campaign of Louis IX with the French Crusaders against Tunis.
Attack on Carthage; after Louis’ death drawing up of treaty and
withdrawal.

1270–72 Crusade of Edward of England to Tunisia and Palestine.
1271 Baybars besieged and conquered Krak des Chevaliers, the citadel

of the Knights of St John.
1273 Death of the ÍËfÈ JalÅl al-DÈn RËmÈ in Konya, author of mystical

didactic poems in Persian. The Mevleviyya order (the order of
the ‘Dancing Dervishes’) was founded according to his doctrine.

1274 Death of the Andalusian poet and historian Ibn SaÆÈd.
Death of Naßir al-DÈn al-ÊËsi, philosopher, ShÈÆite theologian
and eminent astronomer; he served the Assassins and after their
fall (1256) the Mongols.

1277 The MamlËk Baybars defeated army of Seljuqs and Mongols in
Asia Minor (Elbistan); capture of Caesarea (Cappadocia).

1280–90 QalÅwËn sultan of the MamlËks; completed the explusion of the
Franks from Syria.

1281 MamlËks under QalÅwËn defended Syria at Óims against the
Mongols.

1281–1326 ÆOsman I b. Ertoghrïl (ÆOsmÅn GhÅzÈ) established the Ottoman
principality in Bithynia.

1282 Death of Ibn KhallikÅn, author of a biographical dictionary of
famous men of Islamic history and culture (completed 1274).

1284–91 The lkhan ArghËn, the son of AbÅqÅ, tried to impose Buddhism
in Iran; died during a popular rebellion.

1286 Death of the qÅ∂È of ShÈrÅz, al-Bay∂ÅwÈ, wrote a popular
‘orthodox’ revision of the Koranic commentary of al-Zamakh-
sharÈ (d. 1144).

1289 The MamlËks seized Tripoli from the Crusaders.
Death of the ÍËfÈ ÆIrÅqÈ, author of mystical poetry, influenced by
Ibn al-ÆArabÈ.

1290 QalÅwËn died on campaign against Acre; succeeded by his son
al-Ashraf KhalÈl (1290–94).

1290–1320 KhaljÈ sultans of Delhi, after them Tughluq-ShÅh and his
immediate successors (1320–51) extended the authority of the
sultanate of Delhi over most of northern and central India.

1291 Acre, the last European stronghold in Palestine, was reconquered
by the MamlËks under KhalÈl; end of the kingdom of Jerusalem
and the remaining Frankish possessions in Syria.

1292 Death of the Persian poet SaÆdi of ShÈrÅz, master of lyrical and
ethical-didactic poetry and rhymed prose.

1293 Murder of KhalÈl; struggle for the MamlËk throne. Successor al-
NÅßir Mu˙ammad, QalÅwËn’s son (ruled 1294–95, 1299–1309,
1309–40).

1294 Attempt to introduce paper money by the lkhans led to the
collapse of the Iranian economy.
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1295–1304 Ghazan, ArghËn’s son, became a SunnÈ Muslim in 1295; the
lkhans became a national dynasty of Iran. Order and revival of
economic life. Programme for reform by his minister, the
physician and historian RashÈd al-DÈn Fa∂lallÅh (1247–1318).

1296–1316 Sultan ÆAlÅ’ al-DÈn Mu˙ammad of Delhi conquered western and
southern Deccan.

1298 Redistribution of Egyptian military land tenure in favour of
crown land miscarried because of a rebellion of the MamlËks;
1299 murder of the Sultan LÅjÈn (1297–99).

1299 Mongol invasion and temporary occupation of Syria.
1301 ÆOsmÅn besieged Iznik (Nicaea) and defeated a Byzantine army

at Baphaeon. Growing numbers of Turkish warriors of the faith
around ÆOsmÅn in the coastal areas of Asia Minor by the Sea of
Marmara; the Ottomans became a threat to Byzantium and for
the Mongol authority in Anatolia.
Shaykh ÍafÈ al-DÈn established in ådharbÅyjÅn the dervish order
of the Íafavids.

1303 The last Mongol invasion to Syria was repulsed by the MamlËks.
1304–16 The lkhÅn Öljeytu, brother of Ghazan; in 1307 he built the

new capital of ÍultÅniyya. In 1310 he became a ShÈÆite Muslim.
1308 The Aydïn Turks conquered Birge (Pyrgion); rule in western

Anatolia as far as Izmir (Smyrna).
Death of the last Seljuq MasÆËd III.

1310 Death of the ÓanafÈ lawyer and theologian al-NasafÈ.
1311 Death of Qu†b al-DÈn ShÈrÅzÈ, astronomer and collaborator with

NaßÈr al-DÈn ÊËsÈ; revision of the Ptolemaic planetary theory.
1312 WaßßÅf became court historian of the Mongol Öljeytü in

ÍultÅniyya.
1313 ÍarukhÅn Beg conquered Manisa (Magnesia); independent

principality in the Gediz valley.
1313–41 Özbeg, Khan of the Golden Horde, adopted Islam. Spread of

Islamic culture in the capital Saray.
1315 (1316?) The missionary Raymond Lull stoned to death in Bougie (Algeria).
1315 Registration and distribution of Egyptian military land tenure

(iq†ÅÆ) by the MamlËk sultan al-NÅßir; increase of the crown
land and removal of power from the MamlËk soldiery.

1316–35 The lkhÅn AbË SaÆÈd, an adherent of SunnÈ Islam.
1318 Death of RashÈd al-DÈn, vizier of the Mongol Ghazan; in his

‘Universal History’ gave a general picture of the Islamic empire,
the Christian west, India and China as well as Judaism.

1320–25 GhiyÅth al-DÈn Tughluq ShÅh sultan of Delhi, reimposed Muslim
control over the Deccan.

1320 Death of YËnus Emre, Turkish ÍËfÈ and writer of vernacular folk
poetry.
Death of the astronomer and optician KamÅl al-DÈn al-FÅrisÈ,
pupil of Qu†b al-DÈn ShÈrÅzÈ (1236–1311).
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Death of NizÅrÈ, ShÈÆite panegyric poet and traveller.
1323 Peace between MamlËks and lkhÅns.
1325 Death of the theologian and philosopher al-ÆAllÅma al-ÓillÈ, pupil

of NaßÈr al-DÈn al-ÊËsÈ, respected theologian who systematised
the ShÈÆite doctrine of the ImÅmate.
Death of AmÈr-i Khusraw of Delhi, founder of Indo-Persian
poetry.
Death of NiΩÅm al-DÈn AwliyÅ’ of Delhi, ÍËfÈ and principal founder
of the Chishtiyya, the most widespread ÍËfÈ order in India.

1325–51 Mu˙ammad b. Tughluq sultan of Delhi; fiscal and political experi-
ments and military adventures led to the weakening of authority
in the Deccan.

1325–53 The traveller Ibn Ba†tË†a of Tangier visited the Near East, eastern
and central Africa, Asia Minor and the territories of the Golden
Horde, Transoxiana, India, SE Asia and China.

1326 Death of ÆOsmÅn after the conquest of Bursa by his son Orkhan.
His successor Orkhan (1326–61) formed the Ottoman principal-
ity around the capital Bursa into a state and began the Ottoman
expansion towards Europe (1354).

1326–34 The Chaghatayid TarmashÈrÈn converted to SunnÈ Islam. Spread
of Islam in Central Asia. In the period which followed (1334–60)
Central Asia divided into an Islamic western half (Transoxiana)
with a predominantly feudal structure and an eastern half under a
monarchy and little Islamic influence.

1328 Death of Ibn Taymiyya, Óanbalite lawyer and theologian, major
exponent of traditionist orthodox Islam.

1331 Orkhan occupied Nicaea (Iznik) and extended his authority as
far as Scutari near Constantinople.

1332–45 Campaigns of the Aydïn Turks under Umur Bey in the Balkans.
1333–40 The Moroccan dynasty of the MarÈnids in Spain; 1347–49

temporary occupation of the western Maghrib.
1333–54 The Naßrid YËsuf I; building of the Alhambra in Granada,

completed by his son Mu˙ammad V (1354–91).
1335 Death of lkhÅn AbË SaÆÈd; 1335–53 disintegration of the state

of the lkhÅns under rival local dynasties.
1336–1412 Military hegemony of the Mongol JalÅyirids in Iraq and ådhar-

bÅyjÅn; conflicts with the MuΩaffarid family until 1393 in FÅrs
and Persian Iraq.

1336–1576 Kings of Bengal independent; most of eastern Bengal converted
to Islam.

1337 First unsuccessful landing attempt by the Ottomans in Thrace.
1337–81 The SarbadÅrs – a popular ShÈÆite movement – opposed the

authority of the Kurt dynasty of HerÅt in western KhurÅsÅn;
both were destroyed by TÈmËr.

1340 Death of the Mamluk al-Malik al-NÅßÈr Mu˙ammad.
1341 JÅnÈ Beg, Khan of the Golden Horde, experienced the collapse
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of the lkhan empire in Iran; unsuccessful attempt to take
ådharbÅyjÅn for the Golden Horde.

1345 The Ottomans annexed the principality of Qarasï on the west
coast of Asia Minor.

1346 Marriage of Orkhan to Theodora, daughter of the Byzantine
pretender John VI Cantacuzenos.

1347–50 Plague epidemic in the entire Mediterranean area (Europe,
North Africa, Near East).

1347–58 ÆAlÅ’ al-DÈn Óasan Bahman ShÅh founded the kingdom of
Bahmanids of Madura (northern Deccan), until 1527
independent of Delhi. Campaigns of the Bahmanids (1347–
1527) against the Hindu kings of southern India.

1348 Defeat of the MarÈnid AbË ’l-Óasan (1331–51) against a
confederation of Arab Bedouin tribes at QayrawÅn (Kairouan).

1351–1413 The dynasty of the Tughluqids of Delhi, limited to northern
India (followed by the Sayyids [1414–51] and the Lo–dÈs [1451–
1526]); development of national variants of Islam under
different Indian dynasties.

1352 (1361?) Death of KhwÅjË, court poet of the last lkhÅns, MuΩaffarids and
JalÅyirids.

1353 Orkhan’s son, SüleymÅn Pasha supported John Cantacuzenos
with Ottoman troops at Adrianople.

1354 Ottoman–Genoese understanding.
1354–57 Beginning of the Ottoman invasion of the Balkans under

SüleymÅn Pasha. 1354 conquest of the Gallipoli peninsula.
1359–61 The Ottomans occupied Thrace.
from 1359 Disintegration of the Golden Horde in civil wars.
1361–89 MurÅd I, Ottoman ruler, took for the first time the title of

sultan. Ottoman expansion in western Anatolia against Byzan-
tium and in the Balkans against the declining power of Serbia.
Formation of the Janissary corps (yeni cheri, ‘new army’), élite
troops of the sultan from the conquered Balkan countries
(devshirme, ‘levy of boys’).

1361 Ankara became Ottoman.
1362 MurÅd took Adrianople (Edirne), 1366–1453 Ottoman capital.
1363–66 Ottoman conquests in Bulgaria and Thrace as far as the

southern slopes of the Balkan mountains.
1365 Crusaders under Peter I of Cyprus plundered Alexandria.
1370–1405 The Mongol leader TÈmËr (Temür) from 1360 gained ground in

Transoxiana; conquered eastern Iran (1379–85), western Persia
and Mesopotamia (1395–1400), the Qïpchaq steppe (1395),
northern India (1398–99) and Anatolia (1402). Capital
Samarqand; outstanding architecture.

1371 The Ottomans defeated the Serbs at C ”ernomen on the Maritsa
and gained Serbian Macedonia.

1375 The MamlËks toppled the Armenian kingdom of Cilicia (Little
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Armenia) with Turkish support. Growing importance of the
MamlËk empire for trade between Europe and India.

1376–1405 Toqtamïsh united the Golden Horde for the last time; he was
twice conquered by TÈmËr.

1378–1508 The Turcoman tribal confederation of the Aq-Qoyunlu (‘White
Sheep’) in DiyÅr Bakr and eastern Anatolia, after defeating the
Qara-Qoyunlu (1467) and the TÈmËrids (1469), became masters
of ådharbÅyjÅn and Persia.

1379–85 The Mongol TÈmËr crossed the Oxus and conquered eastern
Persia (KhwÅrazm, KhurÅsÅn).

1380–1468 The Turcoman tribal confederation of the Qara-Qoyunlu
(‘Black Sheep’) in ådharbÅyjÅn (capital TabrÈz); struggles
against the JalÅyirids (conquest of Baghdad 1412) and expansion
in western Persia until defeat by the Aq-Qoyunlu (1467).

1381–86 Ottoman territorial expansions in Anatolia (1381 annexation of
the territory of the Germiyan Turks, 1388 victory over the
QaramÅn Turks at Konya).

1382 Toqtamïsh united the White and Golden Hordes of the
Mongols and took Moscow.

1382–99 al-Malik al-ÛÅhir BarqËq (interregnum 1389–90), first sultan of
the Circassian BurjÈ MamlËks (until 1517).

1385–86 The Ottoman Turks conquered Sofia and Nish.
1387 The Ottomans took Salonika.
1388 Coalition of Serbs, Bosnians and Bulgars defeated the Ottomans

at Ploc“nik.
1389 Battle of Kosovo. By their victory over the Serbian Balkan army

the Ottomans secured their conquests south of the Danube
(Rumelia).
Death of SaÆd al-DÈn al-TaftazÅnÈ, Persian historian and
philologist at the court of TÈmËr.
Death of the ÍËfÈ BahÅ’ al-DÈn Naqshband, teacher of the
NaqshbandÈ order.

1389–1403 The Ottoman BÅyezÈd I Yïldïrïm (the ‘Thunderbolt’) extended
the power of the Ottomans across Anatolia, until they were
pushed back by TÈmËr’s Mongols, and consolidated Ottoman
control over the Christian peoples of the Balkans.

1389–90 BÅyezÈd annexed the Turkish emirates in western Anatolia:
Menteshe, Aydïn, ÍarukhÅn, Genniyan, ÓamÈd.

1390 Defeat of the QaramÅnids at Aq-Chay gave central Anatolia to
the Ottomans.
Conquest of Philadelphia, the last Byzantine possession in Asia
Minor.
Death of the Persian poet ÓÅfiΩ, the master of the ghazal, in
ShÈrÅz.

1392 The Ottomans took over Kastamonu and Amasya (northern
Anatolia).
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1393 Bulgaria lost Tirnovo and the Danube territory to the Ottomans.
1394 BÅyezÈd had himself invested by the ÆAbbÅsid puppet caliph in

Cairo with the title of ‘Sul†Ån of RËm’.
Ottoman conquest of Thessalonika. Beginning of the blockade
of Constantinople until 1402).

1395–1400 The Mongol TÈmËr conquered western Persia and Iraq.
1395 TÈmËr invaded the Qipchaq steppe and destroyed the power of

his rival Toqtamïsh, the Khan of the White and the Golden
Hordes; advance to Moscow and AstrakhÅn.

1396 Battle of Nicopolis: the Ottomans defeated the army of the
Venetian/Hungarian/Byzantine Crusade under Sigismund of
Hungary.

1397 The Ottomans took Argos; the Peleponnes in Turkish hands.
1397–8 BÅyezÈd annexed QaramÅn, Qaysariyya and Sïvas.
1398–99 TÈmËr conquered northern India: plundering of Delhi. Collapse

and demise of the Sultanate of Delhi.
1400–01 TÈmËr advanced to Georgia, Anatolia, Syria and Iraq; conquest

of Baghdad, Aleppo and Damascus, devastation of Syria.
1402 Battle of Ankara: the Ottoman army was decisively defeated by

TÈmËr. BÅyezÈd committed suicide in captivity (1403). TÈmËr
took Smyrna (Izmir) from the Hospitallers (Knights of St John).

1403 Destruction of Ottoman power: TÈmËr restored the autonomy of
the Anatolian principalities and relieved Byzantium once again
from Ottoman pressure.

1403–13 After the death of BÅyezÈd, interregnum and wars of succession
amongst his sons SüleymÅn (1403–11 in Edirne/Rumelia), ÆsÅ
(in Bursa), Me˙med (in Amasya, then Bursa/Anatolia) and
MËsÅ.

1403 Plague epidemic and famine in Egypt.
1405 TÈmËr died in OtrÅr on the way to China.
1405–17 TÈmËr’s son, ShÅhrukh, ruler in KhurÅsÅn, later also in Trans-

oxiana, western Persia and Iraq. Flowering of Iranian culture in
the cities (literature in Persian and Turkish, painting, science).

1406 Division of Ottoman domains; fratricidal strife between
SüleymÅn (in Europe) and Me˙med (in Anatolia, supported by
MËsÅ).
Death of the historian Ibn KhaldËn, statesman and jurist from
the Maghrib; he gave in the ‘Introduction’ (Muqaddima) to his
Annals a theory and system of history as a political science.

1407 End of civil war in Egypt (1405–07) against Sultan Faraj.
1408 The Qara-Qoyunlu under Qara YËsuf (capital TabrÈz from 1406)

defeated the TÈmËrid MÈrÅnshÅh.
1411 MËsÅ defeated SüleymÅn and besieged Constantinople.
1412 Agreement between Me˙med and the Byzantine emperor

Manuel against MËsÅ.
The Qara-Qoyunlu took Baghdad.
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1413 Me˙med defeated his rival MËsÅ and became sole ruler of the
Ottoman state (1413–21). Efforts at the political and religious
unification of the state.
Death of ÆAlÈ al-JurjÅnÈ, theologian and philologist at TÈmËr’s
court.

1415 Portuguese expansion, Ceuta conquered.
1416 Ottoman conflict with Venice for supremacy in the Aegean.

Victory of the Venetian fleet over the Turks at Gallipoli.
Rebellion on the west coast of Asia Minor and in Rumelia under
the influence of the heretical ÍËfÈ Badr al-DÈn ended with his
execution.

1418 Death of al-QalqashandÈ, chancellery official, author of an
encyclopaedic handbook on administration.

1421–44 First period of government of MurÅd II; defended the Ottoman
authority in the Balkans against the Hungarians. Complete
re-establishment of Ottoman power in Anatolia.

1422 The Ottomans used firearms in an unsuccessful attempt to
conquer Constantinople.

1422–38 Rule of the MamlËk sultan BÅrsbÅy; attempt to control currency
and to monopolise trade on sugar, pepper and other commodities.

1423 Thessalonika was ceded to Venice by Byzantine princes in face
of Ottoman threat: occasion of Turkish–Venetian war (1423–30).

1426 MamlËks under BÅrsbÅy defeated the Cypriot army. Cyprus came
under Egyptian rule (1427).

1426(?)–1486 ÓÅjjÈ Giray, descendant of Genghiz Khan, founder of the
independent Khanate in the Crimea.

1428 Death of the ÍËfÈ ÆAbd al-KÅrim al-JÈlÈ, adherent and
continuator of the mystical doctrine of Ibn al-ÆArabÈ.

1429 The TÈmËrid prince Ulugh Beg built an observatory in
Samarqand.

1430 MurÅd II ended Venetian domination in Thessalonika (1423–30).
Death of ÓÅfiΩ-i åbrË, TÈmËrid historian and much-travelled
geographer.

1437 Death of MamlËk sultan BÅrsbÅy.
1438–57 Reign of the MamlËk al-Malik al-ÛÅhir Jaqmaq.
1438 Turkish attack on Hungary: Semendria taken. Plague in Iraq.
1440 Unsuccessful siege of Belgrade by the Turks.
1442 Death of Egyptian historian al-MaqrÈzÈ.
1443 A Crusader army of Hungarians, Poles, Serbs and Rumanians

under John Hunyadi defeated the Turks and occupied Nish.
1444 MurÅd II signed peace of Szegedin with the Hungarian Crusaders:

the Danube became the border, Wallachia became a tributary of
the Hungarians. Successful campaign against the QaramÅn
Turks in Anatolia. After the breaking of the peace-treaty by the
Hungarians, decisive victory over the Christians in the battle of
Varna. MurÅd II abdicated in favour of his son Me˙med II.



Chronological table 189

1446–51 MurÅd II took power again. Resumption of Ottoman war of
expansion in south east Europe; devastation of the Peloponnes.

1447–49 The TÈmËrid Ulugh Beg ruler in Samarqand.
1447–88 Shaykh Junayd (1447–60) and his son Shaykh Óaydar (1460–88),

militant descendants of Shaykh ÍafÈ al-DÈn, organised their
followers as military troops (Qïzïlbash, ‘red caps’), expanded the
ShÈÆite order of the Íafavids in north west Iran, ådharbÅyjÅn
and in eastern Anatolia.

1448 The second battle of Kosovo; Ottomans defeated the Serbs and
Hungarians under John Hunyadi and conquered Transylvania.

1451–1526 Afghan Lo–di dynasty of Delhi.
1451–69 The TÈmËrid AbË SaÆÈd ruled in Samarqand over eastern Iran,

Transoxiana and western Turkestan.
1451–81 The Ottoman Me˙med II, called FÅti˙ (the ‘Conqueror’).

Consolidation of hegemony in the Balkans. First Ottoman legal
codes. Intense building activity. Reorganisation of the Janissary
corps. Endangering of the social equilibrium by devaluation of
the currency, state monopolies and confiscations.

1453 Conquest of Constantinople by the Ottomans. End of the
Byzantine empire. Constantinople became the capital of the
Ottoman empire and new spiritual centre of the Islamic world.

1453–61 Sultanate of the MamlËk al-Malik al-Ashraf InÅl.
1453–78 Uzun Óasan led the Aq-Qoyunlu to the height of their power

in DiyÅr Bakr, eastern Anatolia and the Caucasus, conquered
the Qara-Qoyunlu (1467), limited the last TÈmËrid state to
eastern Iran and extended his power over Persia, ådharbÅyjÅn
and Iraq.

1455 The Genoese island empire in the Aegean in Turkish hands.
1456 John Hunyadi defended Belgrade against an Ottoman siege.

Turks pushed back to Bulgaria, but reprieved by the death of
Hunyadi.

1457–58 Death of the Serbian king George Brankovic“. Defeat of Serbia
by Ma˙mËd Pasha; advance to northern Adriatic.

1458–1519 Conquest of the Atlantic ports of Morocco by Portugal; 1471
Portuguese in West Africa.

1460 Me˙med II completed the conquest of the Peloponnes; end of
the last Byzantine ruling family of the Paleologi.

1463–79 War between the Ottoman empire and Venice. 1463/64
annexation of Bosnia. Arms sent by Venice to the Aq-Qoyunlu
(1470).

1465 Line of the Wa††Åsids toppled the house of the MarÈnids in
Morocco (ruled until 1549).

1467 Campaign of the Qara-Qoyunlu under JihÅn-ShÅh against the
Aq-Qoyunlu (Uzun Óasan) ended with the defeat and end of
the Qara-Qoyunlu dynasty (1468). Expansion of the
Aq-Qoyunlu into Persia and Iraq.



190 Islam: an historical introduction

1467–68 Campaigns of Me˙med II against Albania; 1468 death of the
rebel Iskender Beg.

1468 Me˙med II annexed the Turkish principality of QaramÅn.
1468–96 The MamlËk al-Malik al-Ashraf QÅ’it Bay led Egypt in battles

against the Ottomans to military success but to economic ruin.
1469 Death of the TÈmËrid AbË SaÆÈd after an unsuccessful campaign

against the Aq-Qoyunlu in ådharbÅyjÅn.
1469–1506 Óusayn Bayqara in HerÅt (KhurÅsÅn), last important ruler of the

TÈmËrid family.
1470 Venice lost Negroponte on Euboea. Treaty with the Aq-Qoyunlu

(Uzun Óasan).
1473 Battle of Bashkent (TerjÅn) on the Euphrates; Me˙med II

inflicted a decisive defeat on Uzun Óasan.
1474 Ottoman conquest of Cilicia.
1475 Genoese pushed out of Kefe (Kaffa, Theodosia). The Crimean

Tartars became vassals of the Ottomans. Definitive annexation
of the Turkish principality of QaramÅn.

1479 The Ottoman empire forced Venice to make peace by a siege of
Scutari (from 1474).
Venice gave up Albania and possessions in the Peloponnes.

1481 Civil war between BÅyezÈd II, supported by the Janissaries, and
his brother Jem (defeated in 1481, fled in 1482 to Rhodes), who
threatened the empire until his death (1495).

1481–1512 BÅyezÈd II Ottoman sultan. Period of economic and religious
consolidation.

1484 Turkish campaign to the Moldau against Polish southern expansion.
1485–91 War between Ottomans and MamlËks for Cilicia ended with the

defeat of the Ottoman at Qaysariyya (åghÅ ChÅyrï, 1488) and
the loss of Adana and Tarsus in the peace of 1491.

1492 Turkish expeditions to Styria, Carinthia, Carniola; the Turks
defeated at Villach.
Plague epidemic in Egypt.
A Christian army under Ferdinand of Aragon and Isabelle of
Castille took Granada and ended Islamic rule in Spain. The last
Naßrid retreated to Morocco.
Death of the Persian ÍËfÈ and poet JÅmÈ in HerÅt.

1497–1503 Building of the BÅyezÈd mosque in Constantinople.
1497–1510 Conquest by Spain of the most important Mediterranean cities

of North Africa.
1498 Death of MÈrkhwÅnd, court historian of the TÈmËrids.
1498–1509 Establishment of Portuguese supremacy in maritime trade in the

Indian Ocean; 1498 Vasco da Gama sailed with the Arab
captain Ibn MÅjid from east Africa to India. Establishment of
Portuguese trading posts; 1502 victory for the Portuguese against
an alliance of the sultans of GujarÅt with the Egyptian MamlËks
in a sea battle before Diu.
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1499–1503 Second Turkish–Venetian war; Venice lost possessions in the
Peloponnese to the Ottomans.

1500 Mu˙ammad ShaybÅnÈ, Khan of a Siberian Mongol state,
conquered the domains of the last TÈmËrids and established the
Özbeg dynasty in Transoxiana and KhwÅrazm.

1501 Death of the vizier ÆAlÈ ShÈr NevÅ’È, important poet of eastern
(Chaghatay) Turkish at the TÈmËrid court at HerÅt.

1501–16 QÅnßaw˙ al-GhawrÈ, last important MamlËk sultan.
1501–24 ShÅh IsmÅÆÈl established with the Turcoman Qïzïlbash the

Íafavid dynasty in ådharbÅyjÅn (defeat of the Aq-Qoyunlu
1501) and conquered Iran and Mesopotamia. Theocratic rule in
the name of the ÆAlid ImÅm united Persia under ShÈÆite faith.

1502 Death of Persian philosopher and theologian DawÅnÈ; ethical,
political and mystical philosophy according to al-FarÅbÈ, NaßÈr
al-DÈn al-ÊËsÈ and al-SuhrawardÈ.

1504 The Turk ÛahÈr al-DÈn BÅbur from Farghana (Central Asia)
occupied KÅbul; first raids into India as far as the Indus.
Death of the Persian preacher KÅshifÈ in HerÅt, author of
edifying artistic prose and poetry.

1505 Death of JalÅl al-DÈn al-SuyË†È, Egyptian philologist, historian
and encyclopaedist.

1506 Death of Óusayn Bayqara, TÈmËrid ruler in KhurÅsÅn, poet of
Chaghatay Turkish, patron of the poets JÅmÈ and NevÅ’È, the
historian MÈrkhwÅnd and the painter BihzÅd.

1511 The SaÆdÈ SharÈfs established ÆAlid power in Morocco (1549 end
of the Wa††Åsids of Fez). Defence of the country against Turkish
and Portuguese attacks and extension of Moroccan power over
West Africa.

1511–12 Civil war between Sultan BÅyezÈd and his younger son SelÈm.
1512–13 ShÈÆite rebellion under ShÅh Qulï in Anatolia, stirred up by the

Íafavids.
1512–20 The Ottoman sultan SelÈm I Yavuz (‘the Grim’). Bloody

suppression of the ShÈÆa, exacerbated by the political conflict
with the ShÈÆite Íafavid dynasty of Iran.

1514 The Íafavid IsmÅÆÈl, as protector of the ShÈÆa, led a campaign
against the Ottomans. Battle of ChÅldirÅn (ådharbÅyjÅn); SelÈm
I defeated IsmÅÆÈl, brought Kurdistan and Mesopotamia under
Ottoman rule and definitively pushed back Íafavid expansionist
efforts.

1515 Destruction of the DhË ’l-Qadr, the vassals of the MamlËks, in
Armenia by the Ottomans.

1515–16 The MamlËks conquered the Yemen. Their attempt to take
Aden failed.

1516 SelÈm defeated the MamlËk QÅnßaw˙ al-GhawrÈ at Marj DÅbiq
and took Syria.

1517 The Ottomans under SelÈm conquered Egypt. End of the
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MamlËk state. Introduction of the Ottoman system of land
tenure into the Arab Near East. SelÈm received the keys of the
KaÆba of Mecca and by his control of the Holy Places legitimised
his taking the title of Caliph.

7. The Ottoman period

The Ottoman empire. Iran from the Íafavid period, India under the Mughals.
1520 The Turkish pirate Khayr al-DÈn Barbarossa put his conquests in

Algeria under the control of the Ottoman sultan SelÈm and led
naval enterprises against Spain in the southern Mediterranean.

1520–66 Sultan SüleymÅn, called QÅnËnÈ (the ‘Law-Giver’, also ‘the
Magnificent’) ruled over the Ottoman empire at the height of its
power. The political and social structure of the empire received
its definitive form through reforms of the government system.
Involvement in the power games of European politics.

1521 The Ottomans conquered Belgrade and broke through the
Danube defence line.

1522 The Ottomans took Rhodes; departure of the Hospitallers
(Knights of St John).

1524–76 ShÅh ÊahmÅsp I, IsmÅÆÈl’s son, in Iran; campaigned against
Özbegs and Ottomans.

1526 Battle of Mohács: victory of SüleymÅn over King Louis of
Hungary, devastation of the countryside. Hungary became a
tributary of the Turks.
Battle of PÅnÈpat: ÛahÈr al-DÈn BÅbur (1526–30) defeated the
last Lo –dÈ sultan of Delhi and established the dynasty of the
Mughal emperors in India.

1527 End of the Bahmanid dynasty. Five local dynasties divided the
Deccan until the conquest by the Mughal emperors Akbar and
AwrangzÈb.

1529 The first Turkish siege of Vienna failed. Khayr al-DÈn Barbarossa
entered Ottoman service, began the construction of the
Ottoman fleet.
Algiers became Ottoman.

1530–56 The Mughal emperor NÅßir al-DÈn HumÅyËn (1540–55 in exile).
1532–33 Campaign of SüleymÅn against Austria; conquest of Güns, 1533

peace with the Hapsburgs.
1534 Ottoman campaign against ShÅh ÊahmÅsp I of Persia.

SüleymÅn took TabrÈz and Baghdad; thereafter occupied
ådharbÅyjÅn and Iraq.

1534–74 The Turks set foot in North Africa from Algiers; conflicts with
emperor Charles V and Spain. Repeated conquest of Tunis
(1534 by the admiral of the fleet Khayr al-DÈn Barbarossa, 1570,
definitively 1574) until the almost total removal of the
Spaniards from North Africa.
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1536 Franco-Turkish commercial treaty which had the effect of a
political alliance (directed against Charles V).

1536–41 Expedition of Emperor Charles V against Tunis and Algiers.
1536–87 Régime of Ottoman Beglerbegs in North Africa.
1537–57 Expulsion of the Portuguese from southern Morocco by the SaÆdi

SharÈfs.
1538 Battle of Preveza: the Ottomans defeated the fleet of the Holy

League (Charles V, Venice, the Pope) and gained naval
supremacy in the Mediterranean.

1540–55 Interregnum of the Afghans under ShÈr-ShÅh SËr and his
successors in Delhi.

1541 Naval enterprise of Charles V against Algiers failed.
1541–47 After the death of John Zápolyai of Hungary, Turco-Austrian

war over the claims of the Hapsburgs to Hungary. Ottoman
supremacy in Hungary. After Turkish conquests, armistice with
the Hapsburgs who kept only small parts of Hungary.

1548–55 New Turco-Persian war. In the peace of Amasya the Ottomans
kept their conquests in Mesopotamia; division of Georgia.

1549 SaÆdi SharÈfs (ShurafÅ’) pushed the Wa††Åsids out of Fez and took
control of the whole of Morocco (the dynasty of the SaÆdids
until 1659).

1549–54 Repulsing of Ottoman attacks by the SaÆdi SharÈfs of Morocco.
1550 Building of the SüleymÅn mosque in Constantinople.
1551 The Turkish admiral PÈri Re’Ès took Masqat.

The Hospitallers (Knights of St John) surrendered Tripolis
(Libya) to the Ottomans.

1551–62 Resumption of the Hungarian war between Ottomans and
Hapsburgs.

1554–56 Dragut (ÊurghËd), successor to Khayr al-DÈn Barbarossa,
completed Turkish conquest of North African coast.

1556 Ottomans toppled the ZiyÅrid dynasty in western Algeria.
Ottoman–Portuguese naval war in Indian Ocean.
Death of Turkish poet Fuz æËlÈ.

1556–1605 Emperor Akbar in Delhi, founder of a syncretistic universal
religion. Flowering of the Mughal empire in North and Central
India.

1558 Death of Zayn al-DÈn al-ÆåmilÈ, Iranian ShÈÆite theologian.
1565 Unification of the Muslim dynasties of the Deccan; destruction

of the Hindu Kingdom of Vijayanagar in Southern India, the
last bastion of ancient Hindu culture.

1565–68 Turco-Austrian war.
1566 With the death of SüleymÅn the period of the expansion of the

Ottoman empire ended. His successor SelÈm II, the ‘Sot’ (1566–
74); full governmental powers were in the hands of the Serbian
Grand Vizier Íoqullu Me˙med Pasha and the Jew Joseph Nasi.

1568–70 ZaydÈ rebellion against the Ottomans in the Yemen.
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1570 The Ottomans took Cyprus.
Peace with the Muscovites.

1571 Sea battle of Lepanto: destruction of the Ottoman fleet by the
Spanish–Venetian fleet of the Holy League (Don Juan of
Austria). After the collapse of the League and the
reconstruction of the Turkish fleet Spain was restricted to the
western Mediterranean.

1573 Venice relinquished Cyprus to the Turks, after a three-year war.
1574–95 MurÅd III Ottoman sultan. Increasing influence of the palace

(period of ‘petticoat rule’). Misuse in the military land tenure
system and in the recruitment of the Janissaries; 1589/92 troop
revolts.

1577–90 Ottoman war with Persia; taking of Tiflis (1578), Kars and
TabrÈz (1585); the principalities of Georgia became tributary
vassals.

1578–1603 The SharÈf A˙mad al-ManßËr of Morocco, 1590–91 conquest of
west Africa (kingdom of Songai with Timbuktu and Gao on the
Niger).

1580 Ottoman trade privileges for England.
1583 Death of Wa˙shÈ of BÅfq, ÍËfÈ romantic poet.
1587 Creation of the three Ottoman beyliks, Algiers, Tunis and

Tripoli.
1588–1629 ShÅh ÆAbbÅs of Persia; apogee of the Íafavid empire. Expansion

of Iranian sphere of influence, expulsion of the Özbegs from
KhurÅsÅn and the Ottomans from ådharbÅyjÅn, DiyÅr Bakr and
Iraq. High point of architecture and painting (Ri∂Å-i ÆAbbÅsÈ).

1588 (?) Death of SinÅn Pasha, architect of the Ottoman capitals
(SüleymÅn mosque (1557) in Istanbul, SelÈm mosque in Edirne).

1590 Peace between Persia and the Ottoman empire, which by the
acquisition of Georgia, Karabag and ShÈrwÅn now reached the
Caucasus and the Caspian Sea. The Ottomans gained TabrÈz
and LuristÅn.

1593–1606 Ottoman–Hapsburg war, ended by the treaty of Sitvatorok
(1606).

1595–1603 Sultan Me˙med III.
1596 ShÅh ÆAbbÅs made IßfahÅn the capital of the Íafavid empire.
1599 Death of the Ottoman historian SaÆd al-DÈn Kho–ja Efendi.
1600 Death of the Turkish poet BÅqÈ; his work was the apogee of

classical Turkish lyrical poetry.
1602–12 New Turco-Persian war.
1603 The Íafavid ShÅh æAbbÅs regained ådharbÅyjÅn (TabrÈz) and

the Caucasus (Eriwan, ShÈrwÅn, Kars) from the Ottomans.
1603–17 Rule of the Ottoman sultan A˙med I.
1605 Persian victory over the Ottomans at Lake Urmia; the Íafavids

regained DiyÅr Bakr and Iraq (Mosul, Baghdad).
1605–27 The Mughal emperor JahÅngÈr in Delhi.
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1606 Peace of Sitvatorok, twenty-year peace treaty between the
Ottomans and Austria; territorial losses by the Hapsburgs in
Hungary.

1609–14 Expulsion of the Muslims from Spain.
1609–87 After the fall of other Deccan kingdoms the Æådil-ShÅhÈ dynasty

of BÈjapËr and the Qu†b-ShÅhÈ dynasty of Golkonda divided up
southern India until conquest by the Mughal emperors.
Rise of Urdu literature.

1612 Peace treaty between Iran and the Ottoman empire, which lost
ådharbÅyjÅn and Georgia to the Íafavids.
Ottoman trade privileges for Dutch merchants.

1617–18 After palace revolution Sultan Muß†afÅ I deposed because of
imbecility.

1618–22 Sultan ÆOsmÅn II.
1622 (1621?) Death of BahÅ’È (BahÅ’ al-DÈn al-ÆåmilÈ), ÍËfÈ, ShÈÆite

theologian, mathematician, littérateur.
1622 England bombarded Algiers in reprisal for piracy (repeated 1655,

1672).
Turkish campaign in the Moldau against Poland (1620–22)
ended with losses; after peace agreement Janissary rebellion:
ÆOsmÅn II killed.

1622–23 Second period of government of Muß†afÅ I, deposed by a fatwÅ of
the Shaykh-ül-IslÅm.

1623 Conquest of Baghdad by ShÅh ÆAbbÅs I of Persia.
1623–40 Sultan MurÅd IV limited the powers of the Janissary corps. War

with Iran with changing fortunes (1623–39).
1628–58 The Mughal emperor ShÅh JahÅn.
1629–42 With ShÅh ÍafÈ the decline of the Íafavids began.

MurÅd IV regained Iraq (1638).
from 1631 Reign of the FilÅlÈ line of SharÈfs maintained political unity of

Morocco.
1633 Rebellion of the Druze prince Fakhr al-DÈn in Lebanon and

Syria, in league with Tuscany, the Pope and Spain, was put
down by the Ottomans (Fakhr al-DÈn executed 1635).

1635 Death of NafÆÈ, poet of Indo-Persian school.
1638 MurÅd IV reconquered Iraq from Iran (massacre of ShÈÆites in

Baghdad). In the treaty of Qaßr-i ShÈrÈn MurÅd IV relinquished
the Caucasus (Eriwan) and ådharbÅyjÅn (TabrÈz) to the
Íafavids; definite drawing up of territorial frontiers between
Ottomans and Íafavids.

1640–48 Sultan IbrÅhÈm I. Influence of harem cliques at its height.
Mismanagement led to the ruin of the state finances.

1640 Death of the Persian theologian and philosopher, Íadr al-DÈn
ShÈrÅzÈ (MullÅ ÍadrÅ).

1645–69 Ottoman–Venetian war for Crete, the last Venetian possession
in the eastern Mediterranean.
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1648–87 Sultan Me˙med IV; until 1656 anarchical period with
continued party struggles.

1651 Victory of Venetian fleet at Paros.
1656–61 The Grand Vizier Me˙med Köprülü revitalised the declining

Ottoman empire by inner reforms – removal of the influence of
harem and Janissaries, restoration of state economy – and
military successes.

1657 Restoration of Turkish authority over the Danube principalities.
1658 Death of the Turkish cosmographer and encyclopedist ÓÅjjÈ

KhalÈfa (KÅtib ChelebÈ).
1658–59 Suppression of revolts in Anatolia by the Ottomans.
1658–1707 The Mughal emperor AwrangzÈb prevailed over his brother DÅrÅ

Shiko –h in succession struggles (1658–59) and stabilised the
dominance of Islam in nw India and the Deccan. After his
death the decline of the Mughal empire began.

1659–71 Régime of the åghÅs of the army corps in Algiers.
1661–76 A˙med Köprülü, Me˙med’s son and successor as Grand Vizier

wielding de facto power.
1663–64 Ottoman offensive against Austria ended with defeat at St

Gotthard; 20-year truce.
1665 French bombarded Algiers and Tunis as reprisals for piracy.
1669 The Ottomans conquered Crete from Venice.
1670 Peace of Venice; Crete became Ottoman, except for three

strongholds.
1671–1830 Régime of the Deys (dayï ) in Algiers.
1672–76 Turco-Polish war. King John III Sobieski of Poland had to cede

Podolia and the Ukraine to the Ottomans after changing
fortunes of war (1676 defeat at Zurawno): the Ottoman empire
became immediate neighbour of Russia.

1676–83 Qara Muß†afÅ (brother-in-law of A˙med Köprülü) Ottoman
Grand Vizier.

1677–81 Turco-Russian war. In the peace of Radzin (1681) Kiev fell to
Russia.

1683–99 Turco-Austrian war. 1683 second unsuccessful siege of Vienna
by Qara Muß†afÅ; defeat at Kahlenberg. 1684 Holy Alliance of
Austria with Poland, Venice and the Pope, 1687 also Russia
against the Ottomans.

1684 Death of EvliyÅ Chelebi, author of an important travel account
which deals with the Ottoman empire and neighbouring
countries in Europe and in the Near East.

1686 Austria conquered Ofen.
1687 The Ottomans defeated at Mohács; loss of Hungary. Mutiny of

the Janissaries; deposition of Sultan Me˙med IV.
1687–91 SüleymÅn II Ottoman sultan.
1688 The Austrians took Belgrade.
1689 Defeat of the Ottomans at Nish. Muß†afÅ Köprülü Grand Vizier,
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reorganisation of mutinous army and of finances.
1690 Nish and Belgrade reconquered by the Ottomans.
1691 Muß†afÅ Köprülü fell in the battle of Szalankamen.
1691–95 A˙med II Ottoman sultan.
1694 Establishment of the Compagnie d’Afrique, North African

territorial and trade concessions to France.
1694–1722 Óusayn, the last independent Íafavid ShÅh in Iran, in danger

from internal conflicts, Russian and Turkish interests and anti-
ShÈÆite autonomy in Afghanistan.

1695–1703 Muß†afÅ II, Ottoman sultan.
1696 Peter the Great took Azov.
1697 Decisive defeat of the Ottomans against imperial army under

Prince Eugene of Savoy at Zenta on the Theiss.
1699 Treaty of Karlowitz; first important diplomatic defeat of the

Ottomans: Hungary, Transylvania, Slovenia and Croatia fell to
Austria; Kameniecz, Podolia, the Ukraine to Poland, and the
Peloponnes and most of Dalmatia to Venice.

1700 Death of the Íafavid vizier, Mu˙ammad BÅqir MajlisÈ, ShÈÆite
theologian.

1702 The Ottomans lost Azov in peace treaty with Russia.
1703 Janissary revolt against the Shaykh-ül-IslÅm FeyzæullÅh and the

fall of the sultan Muß†afÅ II. His successor A˙med III (1703–30).
1706–1957 The dynasty of the Óusaynid Beys in Tunis.
1707 Death of AwrangzÈb after heavy losses in 20-year war against the

MarÅ†hÅs in the Deccan. Under his successors rapid dissolution
of the Mughal empire.

1710-11 Ottoman–Russian war, ended with defeat of Peter the Great and
peace at the Pruth; return of Azov to Turkey.

1711–1835 Dynasty of the QaramÅnlis in Tripolitania.
1714–18 Ottoman offensive against Venice. The Venetians lost their

fortresses on the Peloponnes and their last holdings in Crete.
1716 Intervention of Austria.

1716 Prince Eugene of Savoy defeated the Turks at Peterwardein,
took Temesvár and conquered Belgrade (1717).

1718 Peace of Passarowicz, second great defeat of the Ottomans
against the Hapsburgs; Turkey lost Temesvár, northern Serbia
and Little Wallachia to Austria.

1718–30 The ‘Tulip era’ under Nevshehirli IbrÅhÈm Pasha, Grand Vizier
of Sultan A˙med III: receptiveness to western cultural influence,
introduction of the printing press. Reforms to stabilise
government finances.

1722 Afghan revolts in Persia; MÈr Ma˙mËd took IßfahÅn, deposed
ShÅh Óusayn and murdered Íafavid princes. Short-lived Afghan
rule.

1722–23 Russia reached the Caspian Sea with the expedition of Peter the
Great against Darband and Baku. By taking the side of ÊahmÅsp
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(1722–32) in the Iranian succession struggles, laid claim to
further Iranian territories.
The Ottomans took Tiflis (1723).

1724 Turkish–Russian treaty on the division of NW Iran. The Turks
occupied HamadÅn and TabrÈz.

1727 IbrÅhÈm Müteferriqa, Ottoman statesman of Hungarian origin,
set the first Ottoman printing press in operation.

1729 NÅdir, leader of the Turcoman tribe, AfshÅr, and in the service
of the Íafavid ÊahmÅsp III, drove out the Afghans from Persia,
received the governorship of eastern Persia and a key position of
authority.

1730 NÅdir pushed the Turks out of ådharbÅyjÅn (TabrÈz) and
KirmÅnshÅh (HamadÅn).
Rebellion of the Janissaries forced A˙med III to abdicate.
Two-year dictatorship of the Janissary leader Patrona KhalÈl.

1730–54 Sultan Ma˙mËd I. The French renegade Bonneval reorganised
government and army.

1736 After a treaty alliance with Russia (1735) NÅdir forced the
Ottoman empire to hand back lands of the Caucasus, Georgia,
ShÈrwÅn and Armenia. After the death of the last Íafavid, NÅdir
had himself proclaimed ShÅh of Persia (1736–47).

1736–47 NÅdir ruler of Iran. Conquest of Afghanistan (1738), campaigns
against India (1738–39), Turkestan (1740), Dagestan (1741–42).
Attempt at compromise between Sunni and ShÈÆite Islam
through reform of the ShÈÆite doctrine of the ImÅmate. 1743–46
war with the Ottoman empire about the recognition of the
moderate ShÈÆa as an orthodox legal school.

1736–39 War of the Ottomans against Austria and Russia.
In the peace of Belgrade (1739), Turkey regained northern
Serbia with Belgrade as well as naval supremacy over the Black
Sea; Azov returned to Russia.

1738–39 NÅdir ShÅh attacked India and plundered Delhi. The Mughal
emperor Mu˙ammad had to relinquish provinces north and west
of the Indus.

1746 Mu˙ammad b. ÆAbd al-WahhÅb (1703–91), founder of the
fundamentalist reform movement of the WahhÅbiyya, began the
militant expansion of his teaching in Arabia, in league with the
Arab tribal leader Mu˙ammad b. SaÆËd, in DarÆiyya (Najd/
central Arabia).

1747 NÅdir ShÅh murdered by AfshÅr and QÅjÅr leaders. The empire
collapsed into struggles between numerous contenders. A˙mad
ShÅh DurrÅnÈ established strong autonomy in Afghanistan,
expansion towards eastern Iran and India.

1747–1831 Régime of the MamlËk Pashas of Baghdad.
1750–79 Mu˙ammad KarÈm KhÅn Zand of ShÈrÅz ruler of Iran. Period of

political and economic stability; trade contacts with England.
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1754–57 Sultan ÆOsmÅn III. Internal unrests, régime of intolerance.
1757–74 Muß†afÅ III Ottoman sultan; his Grand Vizier RÅghib Pasha real

ruler. In spite of desire for peace, involved in disastrous war with
Russia.

1757 A˙mad ShÅh DurrÅnÈ (1747–73) of Afghanistan plundered
Delhi and Agra and extended his state across NW India (Sind,
BalËchistÅn, Punjab and Kashmir).

1761 Friendship treaty between the Ottoman empire and Prussia.
1768–74 Ottoman–Russian war.
1770 The Russian Baltic fleet destroyed the Ottoman fleet in the

battle of Cheshme (opposite Chios).
1774 Peace of Küchük Kaynarjï: the Ottoman empire relinquished

authority over the Crimean Tartars (with the sultan preserving
his position as spiritual overlord of the Muslims); the Tsarina
Catherine II retained protection rights over the orthodox
Christians under Ottoman authority. With Russian shipping
rights Turkey lost her position in Levantine trade. Internal and
external weakness vis-à-vis the European Powers.

1774–89 Sultan Abdül˙amÈd I.
1779 åghÅ Mu˙ammad, leader of the Turcoman QÅjÅrs, seized

northern Persia (capital TehrÅn 1785).
1783 Tsarina Catherine II subjugated the Crimean Tartars.
1784 Treaty of Aynalï Kayak between the Ottoman empire and

Russia; the Crimea fell to Russia. The claim of the sultan to the
ImÅmate over all Muslims became untenable.

1787–92 Ottoman war against Russia and Austria, ended by the treaties
of Sistowa (1791) and Jassy (1792): the Turks lost the northern
Black Sea coast as far as the mouth of the Dnjestr and the
Crimea to Russia.

1788–1840 BashÈr ShihÅb II, amir of Lebanon, fought for the autonomy of
the country.

1789–1807 Sultan SelÈm III: second period of Europeanisation; first
Ottoman embassies to European capitals; establishment of the
NiΩÅm-i jedÈd army. Revolt of the Janissaries against innovations
led to the deposition of the sultan.

1794–97 åghÅ Mu˙ammad murdered the last Zand of ShÈrÅz (1794) and
established the authority of the QÅjÅr dynasty over the whole of
Persia (1794–1924); crowned shÅh in 1796.

1797–1834 Fat˙ ÆAlÈ ShÅh ruler of Iran. Persia became focus of expansionist
interests of Russia (the Caucasus) and England (Afghanistan).

8. The emergence of national states

1798–1801 French expedition under Napoleon Bonaparte to Egypt; military
conquest and scientific exploration of the country. Ottoman
alliance with England and Russia.
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1799–1801 Ottoman expedition corps under Mu˙ammad ÆAlÈ forced the
French to leave Egypt.

1800 Treaty of the English East India Company (ambassador Sir John
Malcolm) with Fat˙ ÆAlÈ ShÅh of Iran against Afghanistan and
France.

1801 The WahhÅbÈs attacked and plundered KarbalÅ’ in Iraq.
1801–05 Power struggle between the Ottoman governor, the MamlËks

and the Albanian brigade of Mu˙ammad ÆAlÈ after the departure
of the French from Egypt.

1802 Egypt returned to the Ottoman empire in the treaty of Amiens.
1803–06 The WahhÅbÈs under SaÆËd b. ÆAbd al-ÆAzÈz conquered the ÓijÅz

(Medina 1804, Mecca 1806) and controlled large areas Arabia
until their suppression by Egyptian troops (1812–18).

1804–06 First Serbian rebellion under Karageorgios (Kara∂or∂e); 1805
constitution for Serbia.

1804–13 Iranian–Russian war in the Caucasus.
1805–48 Mu˙ammad ÆAlÈ seized control in Egypt, was recognised as

governor of the country by the sultan (1806–48, from 1840 as
independent hereditary ruler) and led Egypt towards national
independence. Army, land and tax reform; efforts to build up a
modern educational system and modern industry.

1806–12 Ottoman–Russian war, ended by the treaty of Bucharest.
1807 English naval intervention before Constantinople repulsed;

English landing force defeated before Alexandria. Treaty of
Finkenstein between France and Iran against Russia and
England. The French general Claude-Matthieu Gardane built up
the army in Iran.

1807–08 Sultan Muß†afÅ IV came to power after the murder of SelÈm III;
overthrown by supporters of SelÈm.

1808–39 Sultan Ma˙mud II. Reforms under the influence of western
European ideas, reorganisation of government administration
and the army. Removal of the Janissary corps (1826).

1811 Mu˙ammad ÆAlÈ destroyed the Egyptian MamlËk corps;
assassination of MarmlËk leaders. Reorganisation of the army
and government on French model. Monopolist economy,
confiscation of large estates and pious foundations (1816).

1811–18 Mu˙ammad ÆAlÈ’s campaigns against the WahhÅbÈs; his sons
ÊËsËn and (1816–18) IbrÅhÈm destroyed the WahhÅbÈ power of
the ål SaÆËd in the Arabian peninsula. The ÓijÅz and the coast
of the Red Sea came under Egyptian influence.

1812 Ottoman–Russian peace of Bucharest.
1813 Iranian–Russian peace of GulistÅn: Iran relinquished Caucasian

provinces (Dagestan, Georgia, Darband, ShÈrvÅn) to Russia.
1814 Iranian–British agreement; consolidation of English influence.
1815–17 Second Serbian rebellion under Milos Obrenovic;, 1817

recognised as highest Kuz of the Pashalïk of Belgrade.
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1817 Prohibition of piracy in Morocco.
1818 The Egyptian army under IbrÅhÈm Pasha took DarÆiyya; end of

the first WahhÅbÈ kingdom of the ål SaÆud.
Import of European machines to Egypt. Establishment of
colleges of medicine, engineering sciences and chemistry, and
military and marine academies.

1820 British treaty with the Shaykhdoms of the Persian Gulf.
1820–22 Mu˙ammad ÆAlÈ of Egypt conquered eastern Sudan (1823

founding of Khartoum).
1821 Setting-up of the Egyptian government printing press in Cairo-

BËlÅq.
1821–29 The Greek war of independence. Philhellenic movement in

Europe.
1824–27 Mu˙ammad ÆAlÈ joined in the Greek war of independence as

commander-in-chief of the sultan. Campaign of his son IbrÅhÈm
in the Peloponnes; occupation of Crete. 1827 capitulation of the
Acropolis.

1826 Bloody liquidation of the Janissaries after mutiny against the
army reforms of Ma˙mËd II. Abolition of the BektashÈ order
which was closely linked with the Janissaries.

1826–28 Russo-Persian war in the Caucasus. In the peace of Turkomanc“ai
(1826) Iran relinquished Eriwan and NakhchiwÅn to Russia.
High war indemnity: ‘Capitulations’ (extra-territorial rights) for
Russian representatives in Iran.

1827 English–French–Russian alliance against the Ottomans to
support the Greeks. Destruction of the Egyptian fleet in the
naval battle of Navarino.

1828 Russia advanced around the Caspian Sea towards Central Asia.
Appearance of the first Arabic newspaper, the official gazette of
the Egyptian government, al-WaqÅ’ÈÆ a1-Mißriyya.

1829 London protocol of European powers about the independence of
Greece. Russian conquest of Adrianople (Edime). In the peace
of Adrianople Russia gave up its conquests in European Turkey.
Ottoman recognition of the London protocol.

1830 The French occupied Algeria.
1831 Ma˙mËd II reconquered Baghdad and abolished the Pashalïk of

the MamlËks.
1831–32 The Egyptian army under IbrÅhÈm Pasha conquered Syria. The

QÅjÅr prince ÆAbbÅs MÈrzÅ conquered KhurÅsÅn.
1832 Appearance of the first Ottoman newspaper, TaqwÈm-i weqÅyiÆ

(government gazette).
1832–33 Egyptian invasion of Anatolia; victory at Konya (1832). Russian

intervention on behalf of the sultan caused first international
Near East crisis; diplomatic countermoves by England and France.
In the agreement of Kütahya the sultan relinquished Syria with
Adana to Mu˙ammad ÆAlÈ.
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1832–47 ÆAbd al-QÅdir, amir in Algeria; led war of independence against
France.

1833 Support treaty of Hunkar Iskelesi between Ottomans and
Russians. Turkey relinquished Syria and Adana to Egypt.
Establishment of the SanËsiyya brotherhood in Cyrenaika.

1834–48 Mu˙ammad ShÅh of Persia. Departure of the British military
mission. Military intervention in Afghanistan failed because of
British pressure. Religious unrest because of the sectarian
movement of the ‘BÅb’ (1844–50).

1835 ÆAbd al-QÅdir defeated the French at the Macta.
Reconquest of Tripolitania.

1837–38 Persian siege of HerÅt, lifted because of British pressure.
Mu˙ammad ÆAlÈ extended the rule of Egypt in Arabia (as far as
the Persian Gulf) and in Sudan.

1838 Treaty of Jalta-Liman between Turkey and Great Britain;
preferential duty for English products.

1839 England occupied Aden, a measure against Egyptian expansion
in Arabia.
Second Near East crisis, caused by Ottoman–Egyptian war:
Ottoman invasion in Syria, defeat in the battle of NaßÈbÈn. The
British occupied Kabul and Kandahar (until 1842) in order to
prevent Russian expansion.

1839–61 Sultan ÆAbd ül-MejÈd; his Grand Vizier RashÈd Pasha: resump-
tion and expansion of the policy of reforms (TanΩÈmÅt period).
1839 Kha††-ï SherÈf [decree] of Gülhane: civil rights, abolition of
military land tenure and tax farming, formation of the first
legislative council (1854, 1861).

1840 The treaty of London ended Near East crisis. Peace offer of
Mu˙ammad ÆAlÈ rejected; defeat of Egyptian fleet against
England. Egypt had to implement the treaty of Jalta-Liman and
remove protective custom duties. The attempt at industrialisation
failed. The European powers intervened in favour of the sultan
and forced Egypt to retreat from Syria.

1841 Mu˙ammad ÆAlÈ was made hereditary viceroy of Egypt, de facto
independent while recognising Ottoman authority.

1842 Druze revolt in Lebanon, redevelopment of the country.
Rebellion of the amir Do–st Mu˙ammad of Kabul pushed the
British out of Afghanistan.

1843 In Morocco, ÆAbd al-QÅdir, amir of Algeria incited rebellion
against the French.

1847 Rebellion of ÆAbd al-QÅdir failed in Algeria, ÆAbd al-QÅdir
taken captive in Morocco (died in 1883 in exile).

1848 Regency of IbrÅhÈm Pasha in Egypt, death of IbrÅhÈm and
Mu˙ammad ÆAlÈ in the same year.

1848–50 In Persia uprisings of the supporters of the ‘BÅb’ Sayyid ÆAlÈ
Mu˙ammad who appeared from 1844 as the receiver of divine
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revelations. The ‘BÅb’ was taken prisoner and executed in 1850.
1848–54 ÆAbbÅs ÓilmÈ viceroy of Egypt. Anti-western spirit against

modernisation of the country.
1849–96 NÅßir al-DÈn ShÅh in Iran. The chief amir MÈrzÅ TaqÈ KhÅn

made efforts at modernisation (1848–51).
1849 The WahhÅbÈs under Fayßal (ål SaÆËd) pushed the last Egyptian

governor out of the Arabian peninsula.
1850–60 Egyptian peasants were given hereditary right to their land.
1852 First Egyptian railway.

Attack on NÅßir al-DÈn ShÅh by supporters of the ‘BÅb’.
Persecution and mass executions amongst the BÅbÈs.

1853–56 The Crimean war, caused by European rivalry over the protection
of Christian minorities in the Ottoman empire; ended with the
treaty of Paris (1856).

1854 The Council of the TanΩÈmÅt became the first Ottoman legisla-
tive body,

1854–6 SaÆÈd viceroy of Egypt; first European loan.
1856 Kha††-ï hümÅyËn: decreed to ratify and promulgate Ottoman

reforms; freedom of belief, rights of Christian subjects, reforms of
law and taxation.
Peace of Paris at the end of the Crimean war: recognition of the
territorial integrity of Turkey, neutrality of the Black Sea,
setting-up of the Russian Protectorate over the Danube
principalities.

1856–57 Irano-British war as a result of the Iranian conquest of HerÅt,
ended with the treaty of Paris: Iran left Afghanistan and
recognised the independence of the country. Afghanistan
became a buffer state between Russia and India.

1857 Constitution for Tunisia.
1858 Ottoman land law.

Foundation of the Suez Canal Company (concession granted to
Ferdinand de Lesseps in 1854) using English and French capital;
beginning of construction in 1859.

1859 Failure of QËleli waqÆasï, the conservative attempt to end
Ottoman reform.
Beginning of construction of the Suez Canal.

1860 In Syria and Lebanon reactionary movements against Kha††-ï
hümÅyËn. Persecution of Christians in Damascus.
Defeat of Morocco in the war against Spain.

1860–61 Druze revolts, civil war and massacre of Christians in Lebanon;
military intervention of France to protect the Maronite Christians.
1861 establishment of the autonomous province of Mont Liban;
‘règlement organique’ laid down the proportions of political
representation between the different faiths.

1861 Creation of the Majlis-i a˙kÅm-ï Æadliyye, the new Ottoman
law-giving body.
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1861–76 Sultan ÆAbd ül-ÆAziz; continuation of TanΩÈmÅt reforms (legisla-
tion, educational system); financial bankruptcy of the empire
through high debt in Europe (1874).

1862 The Sultan recognised the union in 1859 of Moldavia and
Wallachia: emergence of Rumania (independent in 1866).

1863 BahÅ’allÅh, disciple of the ‘BÅb’, appeared in Iraq as the manifes-
tation of God’s will; founding of the religious community of the
BahÅ’Ès. Exiled with his followers to Acre from 1868 until his
death in 1892, on orders of the Ottoman government.

1863–79 The viceroy IsmÅÆÈl in Egypt (from 1866 with the title Khedive
[KhidÈw]). Expansionist foreign policy on the Red Sea and in
the Sudan and expensive reforms to Europeanise the country led
to high foreign debts. Boom in cotton trade during the
American civil war.

1864 Great Britain obtained concession to build telegraph system in
Iran.
The vilÅyet law reformed the Ottoman provincial system.

1865 Establishment of the opposition alliance of the Young Turks
under the leadership of NÅmïq KemÅl, ZiyÅ’ Pasha and ÆAlÈ
SuÆÅvÈ; ideology of Ottoman patriotism and constitutionalism
and of Islamic modernism, active until 1870.

1866 Establishment of the American university of Beirut by Protestant
missionaries; ‘Renaissance’ (nah∂a) of Arabic literature with
Syrian Christians, patronised by Bu†rus BustÅnÈ and NÅßif
al-YÅzijÈ.

1866–68 Rebellion in Crete put down by the Ottomans.
1867 ÆAbd ül-ÆAzÈz the first sultan to visit Europe. The Ottomans left

Serbian fortresses.
1868 Creation of the Ottoman council of state (shËrÅ-yi devlet), a

modern representative legislative body.
1868–69 Composition of the Mejelle, an Ottoman code of civil law.
1869 Opening of the Suez Canal.
1869–71 Attempt by Mid˙at Pasha at reform in Iraq.
1870 Algeria was incorporated into French civil government.

Mu˙ammad A˙mad b. ÆAbdallÅh appeared in the Sudan as the
first ‘MahdÈ’; fundamentalist Islamic reforms.

1871 Death of Mu˙ammad MuqranÈ in anti-colonial peasant rebellion
in Algeria (Kabylia).

1871–79 The Persian religious philosopher and reformer JamÅl al-DÈn al-
AfghÅnÈ, founder of pan-Islamic modernism, in Cairo;
influenced the growing opposition of Egyptian nationalists and
constitutionalists against the Khedive and against foreign
control of the country. Amongst his disciples were Mu˙ammad
ÆAbduh and SaÆd ZaghlËl.

1872 The English baron Julius de Reuter obtained from NÅßir al-DÈn
ShÅh comprehensive concession to open up and exploit the
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economy of Iran. 1873 dismissal of the reforming politician
MÈrzÅ Óusayn KhÅn, annulling of the concessions.

1873 European journey of Naßir al-DÈn ShÅh (other journeys 1887,
1889); he wrote influential travel accounts in straightforward
style.

1873–77 Khayr al-DÈn Pasha Grand Vizier of Tunisia: reforms of the
administration, economy measures to restore financial stability.

1873–94 Sultan al-Óasan of Morocco.
1874 Financial collapse of the Ottoman empire.

Establishment of the DüyËnu ÆumËmiyye (‘General debt
commission’), a control consortium of European creditor states.
As a result, plot by Mid˙at Pasha against Sultan ÆAbd ül-ÆAzÈz.

1875 Introduction of mixed law courts in Egypt. Bankruptcy of
Egyptian state finances led to the sale of the bonds of the Suez
Canal to England (Benjamin Disraeli); formation of an inter-
national ‘Caisse de la Dette publique’ (1876) increasing English
influence in Cairo.

1875–76 Rebellions against Ottoman authority in Bosnia and
Herzegowina, in 1876 in Bulgaria. 1876 declaration of war by
Serbia and Montenegro on the Ottoman Empire, Turkish
occupation of Serbia. Armistice through Russian pressure.

1876 Sultan ÆAbd ül-ÆAzÈz was deposed (and later murdered) by a
palace rebellion under the leadership of Mid˙at Pasha; the new
sultan, MurÅd V, was deposed shortly after taking office because
of mental illness.

1876–1909 Sultan ÆAbd ül-Óamid II.
1876 Mid˙at Pasha proclaimed the constitution of the Ottoman

empire: indivisibility of the empire, freedom and equal rights for
all subjects, parliamentary government.

1877 The Ottoman parliament was adjourned after a short sitting.
Sultan ÆAbd ül-Óamid annulled the constitution and reverted to
an absolutist form of government. Persecution of political opposi-
tion. Mid˙at Pasha was dismissed (murdered in 1883 in exile).

1877–78 Russo-Turkish war. Battle around Plevna and the Sipka Pass.
The Russians in Adrianople. Peace of San Stefano: Montenegro,
Serbia, Rumania de jure independent, Bulgaria autonomous.
Russia obtained territories in eastern Anatolia and Transcau-
casia. England obtained Cyprus in return for secret offer of help
to Turkey against Russia.

1878 Berlin congress. Ratification of the arrangements of San Stefano.
Austrian right to have garrisons in Bosnia and Herzegowina.
Remaining Ottoman territories in the Balkans were hotbeds of
dissension.
Creation of the Cossack Brigade under the command of Russian
officers, as part of the Iranian army; Russian influence in Iran
was strengthened by this.
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1879 Concessions by the Khedive IsmÅÆÈl to the nationalist opposition
to foreign economic control. IsmÅÆÈl was deposed by the sultan
under pressure from European powers. His successor TawfÈq
(1879–92). Renewal and extended powers of financial control
by Europe.
Expulsion of JamÅl al-DÈn al-AfghÅnÈ from Egypt.

1881–82 Rebellion of officers in Egypt under A˙mad ÆUrÅbÈ Pasha,
supported by constitutionalists and supporters of AfghÅnÈ, forced
a nationalist cabinet.
Popular rebellions led to occupation by England (1882): Egypt
came under British rule. The ‘MahdÈ’ Mu˙ammad A˙mad b.
ÆAbdallÅh called for Holy War against Egyptian rule in the
Sudan; first military successes.

1881–83 French occupation of Tunisia (I881); Tunisia became a French
protectorate through the treaty of Bardo (1881) and the
convention of La Marsa (1883).

1882–1907 Lord Cromer British pro-consul in Egypt. Economic expansion
and stability; increase in cotton production; high rise in
population. Creation of statute-labour for feudal landlords.

1883 The MahdÈ defeated ÆUbayd and controlled eastern Sudan after
the destruction of the Anglo-Egyptian army.

1884 In Paris JamÅl al-DÈn al-AfghÅnÈ and Mu˙ammad ÆAbduh
published the Arabic newspaper al-ÆUrwa al-wuthqÅ (for Islamic
revival, against British colonialist policies).

1885 Mahdists took Khartoum from Egyptian forces commanded by
the English governor Charles George Gordon, death of Gordon.
Death of the MahdÈ as ruler of the Sudan in Khartoum. His
successor (caliph) ÆAbdallÅh AbË Bakr; expansion towards
Abyssinia.

1885–88 Rebellions in eastern Rumeli; movement for union with
Bulgaria. Continual unrest and acts of terrorism in the Ottoman
Balkan provinces.

1888 The Mahdists waged war against Abyssinia, destroyed Gondar,
subdued the Equatorial Province.

1889 The Mahdists defeated the Abyssinians at Gallabat; Emperor
John fell.
Students of the medical military academy in Istanbul established
first organisation of the liberal opposition movement of the
‘Young Turks’. After unsuccessful attempt at revolution (1892),
agitation in European exile.

1890–97 Armenian revolutionary movement. Massacre of Ottoman
officials by rebel groups.

1891 Masqa† and ÆOmÅn under British protection.
JamÅl al-DÈn al-AfghÅnÈ pushed out of Iran to Turkey, agitated
in exile against NÅßir al-DÈn ShÅh.

1891–92 The tobacco revolts in Iran: protest of a religious–radical
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alliance under the leadership of the ShÈÆite ÆulamÅ’ against
foreign tobacco monopoly (concession of 1890) and the selling
off of Iran to the Europeans. Recall of the concession (1892)
burdened Iran with high foreign debts. Increase of Russian
influence at cost of British.

1892–1914 ÆAbbÅs ÓilmÈ II. Viceroy of Egypt.
1892 Mid˙at’s reforms given up in Iraq.

Mu˙ammad ÆAbduh, the most important Egyptian disciple of
al-AfghÅnÈ, worked in the college of the Azhar mosque in Cairo
(1892–1905), from 1899 also as muftÈ of Egypt, for liberal
reforms in the spirit of Islamic modernism.
The novelist JurjÈ ZaydÅn (1861–1914) founded with other
Lebanese Christians in Cairo the influential literary journal al-
HilÅl.

1894 Bloody suppression of Armenian revolts with help of Kurdish
irregular troops; massacre of Armenians aroused public opinion
in Europe.

1894–1907 Sultan ÆAbd al-AzÈz of Morocco.
1896–97 Greco-Turkish war for Crete. After Turkish success, peace treaty

under pressure from Great Powers.
1898 Crete obtained autonomy under Greek governor (1908
union with Greece).

1896 NÅßir al-DÈn ShÅh murdered by a supporter of JamÅl al-DÈn
al-AfghÅnÈ.

1896–97 MuΩaffar al-DÈn ShÅh ruler of Iran; with weak government,
further promotion of Russian and British interests, conflict for
control of Iran through economic concessions to foreign powers.

1898 British–Egyptian troops under General Kitchener defeated the
rebels of the Mahdiyya movement at Umm DurmÅn.
Mu˙ammad RashÈd Ri∂Å, disciple of Mu˙ammad ÆAbduh,
founded in Cairo the weekly newspaper al-ManÅr to spread his
ideas and those of ÆAbduh on modern reform harking back to
the authority of the ‘forefathers’ of early Islam (salaf, hence
Salafiyya).

1899 British–Egyptian condominium over the Sudan.
1900–08 Construction of the ÓijÅz railway to Mecca as a pan-Islamic

project.
1905 Massacre of Armenians in eastern Turkey.
1905–06 Revolution in Iran against foreign influence and the incom-

petent QÅjÅr government. Dismissal of the Prime Minister ÆAyn
al-Dawla (1903–06); elections for a consultative national
assembly (Majlis-i shurÅ-yi millÈ). The first Majlis met in TehrÅn
and drew up a parliamentary constitution.

1906 Publication of the Iranian constitution.
England forced the cession of the Sinai peninsula to Egypt.

1906–07 The DinshawÅy affair caused by encroachments of British
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officers in Egypt aroused activity of nationalist resistance
movements; establishment of Muß†afÅ KÅmil’s national party and
Lu†fÈ al-Sayyid’s Umma party.
Resignation of Cromer.

1907 The revolutionary movement of the ‘Ottoman society for
freedom’ (OsmÅnlï Óürriyet JemÆiyyeti) united in Thessalonika
with exile groups of Young Turks into the ‘Committee for unity
and progress’ (Itti˙Åd ve TeraqqÈ JemÆiyyeti). British–Russian
entente on the division of Iran into spheres of influence: British
influence in the area of the Persian Gulf and in the south-east,
Russian area of influence in north and central Iran, a neutral
area in the south-west remained open for concessions to both
powers.

1908 The autocratic ShÅh Mu˙ammad ÆAlÈ (1907–09) supported by
the Cossack Brigade, dissolved the Majlis and had leaders of
nationalist opposition executed. Rebellion of opposition in
ådharbÅyjÅn (TabrÈz).
Young Turks rebellion under the leadership of the ‘Committee
for unity and progress’, supported by rebel government troops.
Proclamation of Parliamentary constitution in Thessalonika
(Enver Pasha). Sultan ÆAbd ül-ÓamÈd reinforced the constitution
of 1876; new election of Parliament with Young Turk majority.
ZiyÅ’ Gökalp formulated the fundamental concept of Turkish
nationalism.
Bulgaria declared its independence from the Ottoman empire;
Austria annexed Bosnia and Herzegovina.

1908–09 Civil war in Iran: Russian troops occupied TabrÈz; BakhtiyÅrÈs
and revolutionaries from ådharbÅyjÅn took IßfahÅn and GÈlÅn
and marched against TehrÅn. Flight of the ShÅh to Russia.

1909 Failure of the conservative counter-attack in Istanbul. Sultan
ÆAbd ül-ÓamÈd deposed, Me˙med V (1909–18) constitutional
sultan. Liberal reform of the constitution.

1909–25 Sultan A˙med ShÅh ruled under control of constitutionalists in
Iran.

1909 Establishment of the Anglo-Persian Oil Company, concession to
exploit the south Persian petroleum resources. Tension between
English and Russian petroleum interests.

1911 The American Morgan Shuster in Iran took over the reorganisa-
tion of Persian finances on the instructions of the Majlis.
Russia forced the formation of a pro-Russian government and
dismissal of Shuster.

1911–12 Ottoman–Italian war for Tripoli; Italy conquered Libya,
relinquished by Turkey in the peace of Lausanne.

1912–13 First Balkan war. The Ottomans lost Adrianople and
Thessalonika.
French and Spanish protectorates in Morocco.
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1912–25 Marshall Lyautey governor of Morocco.
1913 The Young Turks gained power through a coup d’état; the

pro-German triumvirate of Enver, ÊalÆat and JemÅl led the
empire into the First World War.
In the second Balkan war of Serbia, Greece and Rumania
against Bulgaria, Enver regained Adrianople; peace treaties of
Constantinople (1913) and Athens (1914).

1914–18 First World War.
1914 Turkey entered the First World War on the side of Central

Powers (Germany and Austria). Battles on four fronts: Suez
Canal, Mesopotamia and Persia, Caucasus, Dardanelles. Egypt
declared a British protectorate to protect the Suez Canal.

1914–17 Iran sought neutrality, was occupied by British and Russian
troops in struggles against Turkey; the government’s power was
limited to TehrÅn.

1916 Sykes-Picot agreement to lay down limits of English and French
interests in the Near East, to establish an independent Arab
state under European control.

1916–18 Revolt in the Arab peninsula against the Ottoman empire under
the SharÈf Óusayn of Mecca, with the support of the British
(T. E. Lawrence).

1917 Declaration of the English foreign minister Balfour about the
establishment of a ‘national homeland’ of the Jews in Palestine.
The Ottomans defeated by the British in Mesopotamia and
retreated from Iraq. After the Bolshevik revolution, Russian
withdrawal from Iran.

1918 British military mission organised the Caucasus against
Bolshevik Russia and to ensure English influence in Iran. Front
against Turkish invasion (ådharbÅyjÅn–KirmÅnshÅh) and
against German attack from the Ukraine.
Lawrence conquered Damascus. Collapse of the Turkish
Palestine front. Dismissal and flight of the leader of the Young
Turks. Truce of Mudros: demobilisation of Turkey, opening of
the straits, thereafter occupation of Istanbul and parts of
Anatolia by the Allies.
Independence of the Yemen; constitution as a Kingdom.
Short-lived republic of Tripolitania.
Egyptian delegation (wafd) under SaÆd ZaghlËl submitted demands
for independence. Beginning of the Wafd movement in Egypt.

1918–22 Me˙med VI Wa˙Èd ül-DÈn, last Ottoman sultan.
1919 SaÆd ZaghlËl, leader of the Wafd party for the national

independence of Egypt, arrested by the British authorities;
popular rebellion put down by troops of occupation.
Declaration of the Turkish national pact.
Irano-British treaty to bolster up the British position signed after
bribery of Iranian ministers.
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1919–22 After Greek invasion in Anatolia, gathering of nationalist
fighting forces under Muß†afÅ KemÅl (Atatürk); Turkish war of
independence against the Allies.

1920 The Syrian national assembly proclaimed independent kingdom
of Syria under Fayßal, son of the SharÈf Óusayn.
The conference of the League of Nations at San Remo declared
Syria and Lebanon as a French mandate; France occupied
Damascus and overthrew Fayßal’s government.
The HijÅz obtained independence.
The state territory of Mont Liban extended by the power of the
French mandate by annexation of the coastal towns (amongst
them Beirut) to Grand Liban.
The Bolsheviks occupied Rasht in Iran. The Soviet republic of
GilÅn proclaimed; the British withdrew to QazvÈn.
The terms of the treaty of Sèvres signed by the government in
Istanbul; not recognised by Muß†afÅ KemÅl, invalid because of
the Greco-Turkish war.

1921 Iraq became a constitutional monarchy under the HÅshimite
Fayßal b. Óusayn; ‘treaty of alliance’ safeguarded British aims.
Battle on the Sakarya: the Turks repelled the Greek invasion.
The Turkish national assembly proclaimed the Constitution in
Ankara.
Government of Ri∂Å KhÅn, officer of the Cossack Brigade in
Iran. New national government. 1921–25 suppression of the
autonomy of the tribes (BakhtiyÅrÈs and South Persian tribes,
supported by Britain) and strengthening of military rule.

1921–26 RÈf war in Spanish Morocco, defeat of ÆAbd al-KarÈm.
1922 Conference of Mudanya: the Allies agreed to the evacuation of

Anatolia. The Turks abolished the sultanate; Me˙med VI fled
from Istanbul; ÆAbd al-MajÈd declared caliph without secular
power.
Great Britain proclaimed the formation of an independent
Kingdom of Egypt with A˙mad Fu’Åd I as king under British
control.

1922–32 Final conquest of Libya by Italy.
1923 Proclamation of the Egyptian constitution.

Peace treaty of Lausanne: Turkey gave up non-Turkish
territories, kept eastern Thrace around Edirne, control of
Istanbul with the Straits, sovereignty of Anatolia.
Proclamation of the Turkish Republic; Muß†afÅ KemÅl President.
Transjordan recognised as autonomous state under British
mandate (capital ÆAmmÅn).
Ri∂Å KhÅn became Prime Minister in Iran; the ShÅh went to
Europe.

1924 Ibn SaÆËd conquered the ÓijÅz, pushed out Óusayn, established a
WahhÅbÈ kingdom.
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Abolition of the caliphate in Turkey; end of the Ottoman line.
Civil instead of sharÈÆa courts.

1925 End of the QÅjÅr dynasty; Ri∂Å KhÅn proclaimed ShÅh.
1926 ÆAbd al-ÆAziz b. SaÆËd proclaimed king of the ÓijÅz after the

conquest of Mecca and the fall of the SharÈf Óusayn (1925).
Independence recognised by Britain in 1927.
Proclamation of the republic of Lebanon under French mandate.
Constitution laid down proportional representation of the
religious confessional groups.

1928 Abolition of Islam as the state religion in Turkey; introduction
of the Latin alphabet.

1932 Independence of Iraq and acceptance in the League of Nations.
Turkey joined the League of Nations.

1936 End of the English military occupation in Egypt (except for the
Canal zone).

1937 Entrance of Egypt into the League of Nations.
1941 Formal removal of the British–French mandate and proclamation

of the republic of Syria.
1943 Independence of Lebanon. ‘National pact’ laid down the

distribution of political mandates, above all between Maronite
Christians and SunnÈ Muslims.

1945 Syria and Lebanon joined the League of Nations.
Foundation of the Arab League: Egypt, Syria, Lebanon,
Transjordan, Iraq, Saudi Arabia and Yemen.

1946 Jordan, Lebanon and Syria declared independent; retreat of
French and British troops.
Proclamation of the kingdom of Transjordan.

1947 Establishment of the state of Pakistan and of the Indian union as
successor states of the viceroyship of British India.

1948 End of the British Palestine mandate, the United Nations
sanctioned the division of the country and the establishment of
the Jewish state of Israel. Arab–Israeli war.

1950 After the annexation of a part of Palestine, Jordan renamed the
HÅshimite Kingdom of Jordan.

1951 The kingdom of Libya independent.
1952 Egyptian revolution: putsch of ‘Free Officers’ under Colonel

ÆAbd al-NÅßir (Nasser) and General NajÈb, deposition of King
FÅrÅq (1936–52).

1953 Egypt declared a republic.
1954 Recognition by France of the autonomy of Tunisia.

Beginning of Algerian war of liberation against France.
1956 Kingdom of Morocco independent under Mu˙ammad V (1927–

61).
Independence of Tunisia, 1957 republic.

1958 Revolution in Iraq under ÆAbd al-KarÈm QÅsim, fall of the
monarchy, proclamation of the republic.
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1958–61 Egypt and Syria in the United Arab Republic.
1962 Proclamation of the independence of Algeria.

Constitution for Morocco.
Proclamation of the Yemenite Arab Repubic after the fall of the
monarchy.

1967 Proclamation of the People’s Republic of South Yemen (since
1970 People’s Democratic Republic of Yemen).

1969 Fall of the monarchy in Libya caused by Colonel MuÆammar
al-QadhÅfÈ; 1977 proclamation of the Socialist Libyan Arab
People’s JamÅhiriyya.

1979 Revolution in Iran: fall of the ShÅh Mu˙ammad Ri∂Å PahlavÈ;
proclamation of the Islamic Republic of Iran.

1990–91 Dissolution of the Soviet Union; independence of Central Asian
Muslim states – Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tadjikistan,
Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan.
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of the Muhammadan peoples. 4 vols. Leiden, Leipzig 1913–34. Supplement
1938.

Abbrev.: EI1.
13.02 The Encyclopaedia of Islam. New edition. 11 vols. Leiden 1954–2003.

[French edition:] Encyclopédie de l’Islam. Nouvelle édition. Leyde &
Paris 1954–2003.
Abbrev.: EI2. With index volumes: Index of proper names. Index of
subjects. Glossary and index of technical terms.
The most comprehensive reference work for the religion, history and
culture of the Islamic world. Signed articles with bibliographical informa-
tion. The new edition is also vailable in a digitized version on CD-
ROM.

13.03 Shorter Encyclopaedia of Islam. Edited on behalf of the Royal Netherlands
Academy by H. A. R. Gibb and J. H. Kramers. Leiden and London 1953.
Repr. 1961, 1964.

Contains those articles from EI1 which are concerned especially with
Islam as a religion (with some additions).

13.04 Jslâm Ansiklopedisi. Jslâm âlemi cografya, etnografya ve biyografya lügati. 14
vols. Istanbul 1940–87.

Abbrev.: JA. Turkish edition of EI1 with numerous new articles about
the Turkish peoples, languages, Turkey and the culture of the Ottoman
empire.

13.05 Encyclopædia Iranica. Ed. by Ehsan Yarshater. London [etc.], [1999ff. :] New
York  1985ff.

In progress; vol 10: Fisheries–Gindaros 2001.
13.06 Encyclopædia of the Qur’Ån. Edited by Jane Dammen McAuliffe. Leiden

2000ff.
13.07 The Oxford Encyclopedia of the Modern Islamic World. Ed. in chief: John L.

Esposito. 4 vols. Oxford [etc.] 1995.
13.08 Sourdel, Dominique; Sourdel, Janine: Dictionnaire historique de l’Islam. Paris

1996.

Bio-bibliographical reference works, especially on literature
13.09 Brockelmann, Carl: Geschichte der arabischen Litteratur. Zweite, den Supple-

mentbänden angepaßte Auflage. Bd. 1. 2. [With:] Supplementband 1–3.
Leiden 1943–49; Suppl: 1937–42.

Abbrev.: GAL2, GAL S. Biographical sketches of authors and bibliography
(manuscripts, editions) of their works.

13.10 Sezgin, Fuat: Geschichte des arabischen Schrifttums … bis ca. 430 H. Bd. 1ff.
Leiden 1967–84; Frankfurt am Main 1995ff.
1: Qur’Ånwissenschaften, ÓadÈt, Geschichte, Fiqh, Dogmatik, Mystik. 1967. –
2: Poesie. 1975. – 3: Medizin, Pharmazie, Zoologie, Tierheilkunde. 1970. – 4:
Alchemie, Chemie, Botanik, Agrikultur. 1971. – 5: Mathematik. 1974. – 6:
Astronomie. 1978. – 7: Astrologie, Meteorologie und Verwandtes. 1979. – 8:



Bibliography 219

Lexikographie. 1982. 9: Grammatik. 1984. – 10–12: Mathematische Geo-
graphie und Kartographie im Islam und ihr Fortleben im Abendland.
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work of Ibn Is˙Åq (d. 767 or 768), revised by Ibn HishÅm (d. 828 or
834).

31.31 Sellheim, Rudolf: Prophet, Chalif und Geschichte. In: Oriens. Leiden. 18–
19. 1965–66, pp. 33–91.
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