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Islam is a religion that, like Christianity, has its roots in Judaic mono-
theism, but it claims that both Judaism and Christianity have been cor-
rupted. Judaism and Islam share the tradition that Abraham’s beloved wife,
Sarai, was barren, so she offered her handmaiden, Hagar, to Abraham, or
Ibrahim in Anglicized Arabic, that he may have an heir. Hagar bore a son,
Ishmael, or Isma’il; however, Sarai unexpectedly became pregnant and
also bore a son, Isaac. She became concerned that Ishmael would contend
with Isaac to be Abraham’s heir, so she prevailed upon Abraham to send
Hagar and Ishmael away, much to Abraham’s sorrow. At this point the two
traditions separate. According to the Judaic tradition as recorded in Gen-
esis, Ishmael was a young lad who had been circumcised before he and
Hagar were sent away [“And Ishmael his son was thirteen years old, when
he was circumcised in the flesh of his foreskin.” Genesis 17:25, King James
Version (KJV)]. However, the Islamic tradition is that Ishmael was not yet
weaned. Also, the Judaic tradition is that Hagar and Ishmael were sent out
into the “wilderness of Beersheba”, which is on the edge of the Negev
Desert just south of Hebron in the southern Levant, whereas the Islamic
tradition is that Abraham, under orders from God, led the two to the place
that is now Mecca in the wilderness of western Arabia and left them. How-
ever, Mecca is quite a long way from Abraham’s home in the Levant. Both
traditions record Ishmael as maturing among the Arabs. Islam considers
Kedar, Ishmael’s second son, to be Muhammad’s ancestor. Thus, Islamic
tradition is that Muhammad is a descendant of Abraham through his son
Ishmael.

Regardless of the precise beginning, Ishmael and his descendants grew
up among the Arab tribes, and Islam, sharing Judaism’s patriarch of gen-
erations previous but coming henceforth from a different line, is a distant
cousin of Judaism. However, Muslims consider Islam to have come from
God independently from all other traditions and that Muhammad was its
messenger. Nearly all religions claim to come from God through messenger(s)
who bring God’s word to humankind, though perhaps, there’s some rela-
tively obscure religion that doesn’t. Also, like nearly all other religions going
even as far back in time as the Egyptians in 3000 BCE, Islam is concerned
with the way by which the believer can, after death, attain everlasting life
in a wondrous place rather than eternal damnation in a place of torment.

11. Islam - Judaism’s Cousin
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The heart and soul of Islam is the Qur’an, which is a book of scripture
composed of 114 Surahs, or chapters, of various lengths. For example,
Surah 1 has 7 Ayats, or verses, whereas Surah 26 has 227 Ayats. More-
over, the Ayats are of various lengths; some are one line whereas others
are several lines long. The first forty-four Surahs are longer than the last
seventy. They have more Ayats, and the Ayats are longer on average.
Beginning with Surah fifty-one, most Ayats are only one line long. For ex-
ample Surahs 103, 108, and 110 each have only three Ayats, each of which
is only one line long.

In the Qur’an, Islam is always referred to as a din, a word that means
‘way’ or ‘path’ and not ‘religion’, rather like the Tao is called the ‘way’ or
‘path’. The term ‘Qur’an’ literally means ‘reading’ or ‘recitation,’ and Muslim
purists say that the only proper way to study the Qur’an is by reciting it in
Arabic. Muslims usually view the Qur’an as revealed in Arabic to be the
original scripture and that all translations are necessarily imperfect and
regarded only as commentaries on it.

The Qur’an is considered to be the verbatim word of God delivered to
Muhammad by the archangel Gabriel and God ‘personally’. However, some
Ayats, such as Surah 1, Ayat 5: “Thee do we worship, and Thine aid we
seek” (All quotations from the Qur’an in this chapter include the numbers of
the Surah and Ayat and are from AN ENGLISH INTERPRETATION OF THE
HOLY QUR’AN Arabic Text and Translation by ‘Abdullah Yusuf Ali) appear to
be the words of Muhammad, but they are considered to be words that the
archangel Gabriel instructed Muhammad to say. For example, Surah 7,
Ayat 187 says, “They ask you about the (final) Hour, ‘When will it come?’
Say [tell them], ‘Knowledge of it rests with my Lord. None can reveal its
coming except He. It weighs heavily on the heavens and the earth. It will
not come upon you except suddenly.’” Absolutely everything that happens
on Earth (Like all other religions, Muslims pay no attention to what God
might be doing in the rest of the Universe; religion is too old and knowledge

Hagar and Ishmael in the Desert
This version of Hagar and Ishmael in the desert,
painted by Grigory Ugryumov, represents the Ju-
daic version of their banishment when Ishmael was
a youth, rather than the Islamic version in which
Ishmael was not yet weaned.
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of the Universe too young. For all their claims of bearing ultimate truth, all
religions have no knowledge of the true size of God’s creation. Although,
why should we care about the rest of it anyway?) is interpreted from the
viewpoint of the Qur’an, as either divine aid or divine retribution.

Muslims believe that humankind was created only to worship God, and
the Qur’an has a great number of words of praise mixed closely with in-
structions on how to live a correct life: “Those are limits set by Allah. those
[sic] who obey Allah and His Messenger will be admitted to Gardens with
rivers flowing beneath, to abide therein (for ever [sic]) and that will be the
supreme achievement.” (4:13) Many, many verses remind Muslims that
God is always watching what they do: “And Allah knoweth all that ye do.”
(2:282). The Qur’an includes numerous exhortations to non-Muslims, es-
pecially Jews and Christians (called the People of the Book), to convert to
Islam: “Ye People of the Book! Why reject ye the Signs of Allah, of which ye
are (Yourselves) witnesses? Ye People of the Book! Why do ye clothe Truth
with falsehood, and conceal the Truth, while ye have knowledge?” (3:70-
71); and declarations on the horrible fate that awaits unbelievers, coupled
with claims of the marvelous rewards for believers, “The parable of the
Garden which the righteous are promised!- beneath it flow rivers: per-
petual is the enjoyment thereof and the shade therein: such is the end of
the Righteous; and the end of Unbelievers in [sic; is?] the Fire.” (13:35)
Like many other religions going back to ancient Egypt, Muslims view the
afterlife as similar to this temporal existence.

There are two major sects of Islam: Sunni, the more numerous, and
Shi’a. Only minor differences in fundamental Islamic doctrine exist be-
tween the two. The primary difference between them is their belief in who
should lead the faithful; it’s essentially a power struggle. The split began
with Muhammad’s death according to the Shi’a. One group maintained that
leadership was vested in one chosen by the Prophet’s senior companions;
succession was based on merit. These became the Sunni.  A second group
maintained that leadership rightfully passed to Muhammad’s son-in-law,
Ali ibn Abi Talib; leadership was based on family and ultimately on blood tie
to Ali and, through his wife, Muhammad’s daughter Fatimah, to Muhammad.
These became the Shi’a.

Muslims believe that everything in the universe was brought into being
by God’s simple command, “‘Be,’ behold! it is.” (6:73) and that the sole
purpose of human existence is to worship God. The Deity is viewed as a
personal god who responds whenever a person in need or distress calls
Him. No other religion views God to be in as complete control and to have
as total interest in human endeavors as does Islam. There is no one, such
as clergy, to be the intermediary between Muslims and God, Who the Qur’an
claims to declare, “We are nearer to him than (his) jugular vein.” (50:16)
Muslim religious leaders, even Shi’a imams, are merely advisors of the
correct way to worship Allah. The imam has a slightly different meaning for
Sunni and Shi’a Muslims. For Sunni Muslims, the imam is the worship leader
of a mosque and Muslim community, but for Shi’a Muslims it also means
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one who has a blood line traceable to Muhammad through his son-in-law as
previously mentioned.

According to Islamic tradition, in the month of Ramadan, in the year
610, the archangel Gabriel appeared in the form of a man to Muhammad
and gave him the first revelation, “Thou art the messenger of God, and I
am Gabriel,” and shortly thereafter, Muhammad received a second revela-
tion. The Prophet said later that the revelations would either come through
the words of the archangel or be directly revealed to him in his heart.

Among the early revelations to Muhammad are five basic acts that are
considered mandatory by believers and that form the foundation of Muslim
life. These are commonly called the Five Pillars of Islam. The most funda-
mental is shahada, a declaration of faith and trust that professes that there
is only one God (Allah) and that Muhammad is God’s messenger. Of second
importance is salat (salah), the Islamic prayer cycle. Salat consists of daily
prayers at dawn, called fajr;  noon, called dhuhr; afternoon, called asr;
sunset, called maghrib; and night, called isha’ with at least one hour be-
tween them according to Sunni tradition. Some Shi’a traditions combine
dhuhr with asr back-to-back and  maghrib with isha’ back-to-back, making
essentially three prayers: morning, noon, and night. The difference be-
tween the two traditions derives from interpretation of the Qur’an and the
authority of the hadith, which are the recorded traditions, actions, and
sayings of Muhammad. Worshipers perform these prayer rituals on a per-
sonal prayer rug and begin in a standing position then bow, prostrate, and
conclude while sitting on the prayer rug. During each posture, worshipers
recite or read certain, specific verses, phrases, and prayers. These prayers
are offered while facing the holy city of Mecca although in early times they
were offered while facing Jerusalem.

The third pillar is zakat, or almsgiving, which is the practice of chari-
table giving based on accumulated wealth. The Qur’an contains numerous
references to giving charity, which is part of the dogma of most religions. In
early Islam, it was essentially a tax that was paid in order to ‘purify’ one’s
wealth. The fourth pillar is fasting (sawm) at certain prescribed times; like
Jewish tradition, fasts begin at sunrise, end at sundown, and proscribe
even water. The fifth pillar is the hajj, which is a pilgrimage to Mecca. All
able-bodied Muslims, both men and women, are obligated to make the
pilgrimage at least once in their life. One of the traditions of the hajj is to
run seven times between the Safa and Marwah hills to duplicate Hagar’s
desperate search for aid when she had exhausted her water supply after
Abraham had left them.

Islamic tradition records a hugely important event, called the Mi’raj
(night journey), that Muhammad undertook around the year 620 while he
lived in Mecca. According to traditional accounts, Muhammad was taken by
the archangel Gabriel on the winged horse Buraq to Jerusalem. There, from
the rock upon which Abraham was commanded to sacrifice his son, they
ascended through all the higher states of being to the Divine Presence
Itself. At one point Gabriel explained that he could go no farther because
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his wings would be burned were he to do so; Muhammad had reached a
state higher than that of even the archangels. At that time, Muhammad is
said to have personally received directly from God supreme knowledge,
such as the final form and number of the Islamic daily prayers. The rock
from which Muhammad is said to have ascended to see God is now the site
of the Dome of the Rock, one of Islam’s most treasured monuments.

The first converts were, of course, family and close friends, but even
some in his family were skeptics at first. Most influential figures and fami-
lies in Mecca, where he lived at the time, rejected his call because they
feared a religion that was based on only one God and was unequivocally
opposed to idolatry would destroy the favored position of Mecca’s Ka’bah as
the center of the Arab tribes’ pagan cults and, hence, jeopardize the com-
merce that accompanied pilgrimages to Mecca to worship idols kept at the
Ka’bah. Because of this virulent opposition to his new religion in Mecca,
Muhammad and his followers were forced to leave Mecca in 622 and mi-
grate, first to Abyssinia and then to the oasis of Yathrib, which was later
renamed Medina (The City). This was the Hijrah, which is anglicized as
Hegira that non-Muslims usually, but inaccurately according to Muslims,
translate as ‘flight’. It’s the event that marks the beginning of the Muslim
calendar, which is abbreviated AH.

The powerful pagan Quraysh tribe in Mecca remained opposed to
Muhammad and Islam and sought to slay him and end his ministry through
violence. The first battle between Muslims and pagan Arabs, really a skir-
mish because the combatants on each side numbered only in the hun-
dreds, took place in March 624 near Badr, now a small town southwest of
Medina. This battle is a defining moment in Islam because the discipline
and courage of the outnumbered Muslims carried the day. It’s the only
battle mentioned by name in the Qur’an: “Allah had helped you at Badr,
when ye were a contemptible little force; then fear Allah; thus may ye show
your gratitude.” (3:123).

A year later, the Quraysh pagans of Mecca gathered a larger force, of
perhaps 3000, and fought the Muslims at the Battle of Uhud in March 625.
This battle ended in the Meccan’s favor when some Muslims, thinking they
had won, broke ranks to plunder the pagans’ camp, allowing the Meccans
to recover. However, the pagan victory was incomplete because Muhammad,
their target, still lived. Thus, the Quraysh gathered an even larger force
and besieged Medina in what is called the Battle of the Trench, so called
because the Muslims dug a trench around much of the city to negate the
Meccan’s cavalry. The siege occurred during harsh winter weather of 627,
and the Meccans abandoned it after a fruitless month.

Through the example of Muslim’s devotion to their faith and their ummah
(community), Muhammad’s patient perseverance, and some skirmishes
[“Fighting is prescribed upon you, and ye dislike it. But it is possible that ye
dislike a thing which is good for you, and that ye love a thing which is bad
for you. But Allah knoweth, and ye know not” (2:216)], Islam eventually
became the dominant religion in the Arabian Peninsula. Because paganism
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professed that many gods exist, its very existence was unacceptable to
Islam, and pagans were forced to convert to Islam, often under threat of
death. Jews, Christians, and Zoroastrians were allowed to practice their
own faiths in a single God undisturbed as long as they paid an extra tax,
the jizyah. The satisfaction of disputes, some as serious as homicide, by
monetary payment became an integral part of Islamic law, which is called
Shari’ah, or Sharia.

In 628, the Quraysh tribe in Mecca and the Muslim community in Medina
signed a truce. According to tradition, a member of the Quraysh coalition
broke the treaty in a most egregious way, which prompted Muhammad to
try to force an entry into Mecca and inflict punishment on the perpetrators.
However, Abu Sufyan, the Quraysh leader in Mecca, conceded that the Meccan
gods had proved powerless and that there was indeed no god but Allah, thus
converting to Islam, so the Muslim takeover of Mecca was nearly bloodless.

 Muhammad had three sons, none of whom lived to maturity, and four
daughters, the youngest being Fatimah bint Muhammad, daughter of the
Prophet’s first and longest lasting wife, Khadijah bint Khuwaylid. Thus,
when he died in 632, Muhammad had no male heir nor had he yet clearly
declared a successor, leading to a disagreement over who it would be.
Among the parties to the disagreement were those who had emigrated
with him from Mecca in 622 (the muhajirun, ‘emigrants’) and those in
Medina who had become followers (the ansar, ‘helpers’). The Medinan ansar
nominated Abu Ubaidah ibn al-Jarrah as their candidate, and the muhajirun
nominated ‘Abdallah bin Abi Quhafah as-Siddiq, popularly known as Abu
Bakr, Muhammad’s earliest companion (sahabi). Another of Muhammad’s
senior companions, Umar, and the ansar’s candidate, Ubaidah, both pledged
their loyalty to Abu Bakr, the rest of the ansar soon following suit. Abu Bakr
thus became the first Khalifatu Rasuli l-Lah (‘successor of the Messenger of
God’), or Caliph, of the Rashidun (‘Rightly Guided’) Caliphate. Abu Bakr
had been a senior companion of Muhammad and, through his daughter
Aisha, the Prophet’s third wife, Muhammad’s father-in-law. He had been
the first openly declared Muslim outside Muhammad’s immediate family.

The choice of Abu Bakr was disputed by some of Muhammad’s compan-
ions, who maintained that Ali ibn Abi Talib, who was the Prophet’s cousin
and had married his daughter Fatimah, had been designated successor by
Muhammad himself. Ali, though insisting that he was the proper choice,
reluctantly accepted Abu Bakr. The seeds for unending and sometimes vio-
lent disagreement over power were sown.

Abu Bakr’s first task was to bring the Arab tribes back into the Muslim
community. In accepting Islam, the tribes had pledged allegiance to
Muhammad but felt no such fealty toward the Caliph, so many went their
own way after Muhammad’s death, primarily by refusing to pay the zakat.
Through a series of battles, called the Ridda Wars all recalcitrant tribes
were brought to heel. Many Arabic historians call the Ridda Wars the Wars
of Apostasy primarily because the rebel tribes refused to pay the zakat, a
pillar of Islam. However, early sources indicate that in reality the wars were
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primarily conducted to restore political control over the Arabian tribes be-
cause no religious doctrine other than the zakat was involved although
some rebel leaders claimed to be prophets. All of the tribes were defeated
and reintegrated into the ummah.

Conflicts of the Ridda Wars comprise the Battle of Zhu Qissa (7/632),
the Battle of Buzakha (09/632), the Battle of Ghamra (09/632), the Battle
of Naqrah (10/632), the Battle of Zafar, which was actually a continuation
of the Battle of Naqrah (10/632), the Battle of Daba (11/632), the Battle of
Yamamah (12/632), the Battle of Hadhramaut (01/633), and the Battle of
Dawmat al Jandal (08/633).

As soon as the Ridda Wars were concluded and the Muslim nation con-
solidated, Abu Bakr ordered an invasion of the Sassanid Empire, thus drag-
ging Islam onto the path of conquest, war, and death that the human race
has trod for millennia. This invasion was encouraged by stories of easily
gotten booty that was told to Abu Bakr by tribesmen who lived on the
border with the Sassanid Empire and had begun to raid across the border.
The precise nature of the early Muslim conquests are difficult to reconstruct
because no records of them from those times survive, but the initial cam-
paign apparently consisted of half a dozen battles along the Euphrates
River beginning with the Battle of Chains (so called because Muslim foes
chained themselves together to symbolize they were obdurate) in April 633
and ending with the Battle of Firaz in January 634. This was an unprovoked
and undeclared war with the Sassanid Empire, although Muslim clerics say
undeclared war is forbidden; the Qur’an commands Muslims to make a
proper declaration of war before beginning military operations. After the
Euphrates River campaign, Abu Bakr sent his army into the Levant against
the Byzantines, fighting a skirmish at Dathin in February 634 and a battle
at Ajnadayn just a month before Abu Bakr died in August 634. This was
another unprovoked and undeclared war.

One of Abu Bakr’s lasting contributions was the compilation of the Qur’an
in written form. Umar advised this after 300 huffaz, or hafiz, (Qur’an memo-
rizers) died during the Ridda Wars’ Battle of Yamamah. The written Qur’an
was published while Uthman was Caliph.

Umar ibn Al-Khattab, or simply Umar (Caliph, 632-644), succeeded
Abu Bakr as Caliph. Like St. Paul had initially persecuted Christians, Umar
had opposed Islam when Muhammad first began to preach and even threat-
ened to kill the prophet. However, tradition records that he had an almost
miraculous change of heart after reading a verse from the Qur’an: “Verily,
I am Allah: there is no God but I; so serve Me (only), and establish regular
prayer for celebrating My praise.” (20:14)

In spite of the dissent of Ali and his followers, Umar’s succession to the
Caliphate was not as troublesome as many of the others because, before
his death, Abu Bakr wrote his will in which he declared Umar his successor.
He also instructed Umar to continue the conquests of Byzantine Syria and
the Sassanid Persian Empire.

Under Umar, the Caliphate expanded at an unprecedented rate, con-
quering the Sasanian Empire and more than two thirds of the Byzantine
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Empire. Syria was the first complete Byzantine or Sassanid province to fall
into Muslim hands. Arab armies took Damascus in 636 and Jerusalem in
638. To the east, in Persia, Sassanid armies withdrew eastward over the
Zagros mountains, and the Arab army pursued them across the Iranian
plateau, finally defeating them at the Battle of Nahavand in 642. Egypt also
fell to Muslims in 642 as Alexandria, the last major center, capitulated.
During Umar’s Caliphate, Egypt, the Levant, present-day Libya, Eastern
Anatolia, and almost the entire Sassanid Persian Empire were annexed to
the Rashidun Caliphate.

The reasons for the rapidity of the Muslim success are hard to recon-
struct in hindsight, primarily because only fragmentary sources from the
period have survived. However, some historians attribute it to the weak-
ness of the Byzantines and Sassanids that resulted from the prolonged
Byzantine-Sassanid wars of the sixth and seventh centuries exacerbated
by recurring outbreaks of bubonic plague in their cities. There was also
discontent among the local populations with despotic leadership and heavy
taxation to support the wars. Unless significant booty is brought back from
the enemy, war is always a costly overhead expense incurred by nations: it
consumes rather than adds to the wealth of the nation though it often adds
wealth to a few individuals and is, thus, a way of transferring wealth from
the poor by taxation to the rich who manufacture armaments. Though war
adds nothing to a nation’s wealth, the government’s purchase of arms can
improve the flow of money in the economy.

Muslims treated defeated peoples far more humanely than previous
conquerors had throughout history. If they didn’t violently resist, defeated
peoples were given a legally protected status as second class citizens as
long as they accepted and acknowledged the political supremacy of the
ruling Muslims. People were allowed to keep their property, and only pa-
gans or those without religion were required to convert to Islam. Because
they worshiped a single God and were, in a fashion, kindred to Muslims,
Jews and Christians were allowed to worship according to their own tradi-
tions as long as they acknowledged the political supremacy of the ruling
Muslims and paid the jizyah tax. However, the Qur’an contains over two
score Ayats urging the People of the Book to convert. Some historians have
speculated that Muslims were disinclined to convert Jews and Christians
partly because it would result in a loss of the jizyah tax income, and there
are reports that provincial governors actively discouraged such conver-
sions. For example, it is written that in 724 Ashras ibn ‘Abd Allah al-Sulami,
governor of Khorasan, promised tax relief to those who converted from Zoroas-
trianism and Nestorian Christianity to Islam, but retracted his offer when it
proved too popular and threatened to excessively reduce tax revenues.

It was Umar who began to create the institutions that would weld the
diverse Arab tribes into a nation. One of his first acts was to establish a
national treasury that would oversee the collection and distribution of the
zakat. Arabs had long been largely traders because their land was poor and
many trade routes from China to the West passed through their lands.
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Thus, economics was embedded in their culture and became an important
influence on the development of Sharia, Islamic law. For example, mar-
riage is an economic contract, not a religious sacrament. It includes a gift,
called mahr, given by the groom to the bride as well as specific provisions
of economic support that the groom owes the bride. The national treasury
paid salaries to imams, teachers, and public lecturers. As one of the Five
Pillars of Islam, zakat was also used to provide income for the needy, such
as the poor, elderly, orphans, widows, and disabled, including Jews and
Christians who lived in conquered lands. Umar organized the previously
unpaid, volunteer army into a professional, standing army with regular
wages, and all men who could be called to war were registered as part of a
national census. He required all his ministers and judges to be of highest
integrity and maintained a network of specially designated emissaries to
report on the activities of provincial governors.

Sunni Muslims remember Umar as a rigid Muslim with a just disposition
in matters of the religion of Allah, a man they title Farooq, meaning ‘the
one who distinguishes between right and wrong’. However, he is accused in
Twelver Shi’a literature of being a traitor to Muhammad, a usurper of Ali’s
rights, and the murderer of Muhammad’s daughter, Fatimah. However,
Zaidiyyah, the oldest and largest branch of the Shi’a before the Isma’ilis
sect of the Fatimid Caliphate in the tenth century and currently the second
largest group, disagree with the Twelver Shi’a and accept the legitimacy of
Abu Bakr and Umar. Twelver Shi’a get their name from their belief that only
twelve imams officially succeed the Prophet Muhammad. Eleven have ap-
peared, but Muhammad al-Mahdi, the twelfth and final imam and proph-
esied redeemer of Islam, is yet to appear.

In 640 Yazid ibn Abi Sufyan, the governor of Syria, died of plague, and
Umar appointed Muawiyah ibn Abi Sufyan of the Umayyad family to replace
him, a move that was to have serious repercussions.

Umar was assassinated in 644 by Persians in response to the Muslim
conquest of the Sassanid Persian Empire. On his death bed, Umar nomi-
nated a board of six companions of Muhammad who were required to elect
one of their number as the next Caliph. They chose Uthman ibn al Affan of
the Umayyad family (Caliph 644-656). However, Shi’a Muslims argue that
the election should not have happened at all. They maintain that Muhammad
had clearly indicated that he wished Ali to succeed him and that every
successive choice of a different Caliph defied Muhammad’s wishes. The
split between Sunni Muslims, who supported the Caliphate, and Shi’a Mus-
lims, who supported a blood-line succession through Ali (actually through
his wife, Fatimah) and his descendants, became unbridgeable.

Uthman was Caliph for twelve years. During the first six years, he was
possibly the most popular Caliph among all the Rashiduns. He continued
the wars of conquest, wresting the Mediterranean coastal regions of North
Africa from the Byzantines, raiding the Iberian peninsula and subduing
some of its coastal areas, and taking the islands of Rhodes and Cyprus.
Coastal Sicily was raided in 652. The Rashidun army completed conquest of
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the Sassanid Empire, and the Caliphate’s eastern frontier extended east of
present-day Iran into parts of what are now Turkmenistan, Afghanistan,
and Pakistan.

During Uthman’s last six years, nepotism and his perceived weakness
led to increasing opposition, and he was eventually assassinated by Ali’s
followers. Uthman’s most lasting project was the final written compilation
of the Qur’an.

After Uthman was assassinated, the companions of Muhammad in Medina
finally selected Ali ibn Abi Talib (Caliph 656-661), who had been passed
over for the leadership three times, to be the new Caliph. Ali dismissed
several provincial governors, some of whom were relatives of Uthman, and
replaced them with his trusted aides. He then transferred his capital from
Medina to Kufa, a Muslim garrison city in present day Iraq.

Demands to take revenge for Uthman’s assassination rose, especially
among the Umayyads, and an army set out to punish the perpetrators. An
army under Ali, who was not particularly interested in finding Uthman’s
assassins, defeated them at Basra in what is now Iraq, thus ending what is
considered to be the first civil war, or First Fitna, in Islam. However, Muawiyah
ibn Abi Sufyan, Uthman’s kinsman whom Umar had appointed governor of
Syria renewed the cry to avenge Uthman. Ali and Muawiyah fought to a
stalemate at the Battle of Siffin in 657, and the issue went to arbitration,
which Ali lost.

In 661, Kharijites, who were fanatics that had been supporters of Ali
and that believed all Muslims holding viewpoints different from theirs were
infidels, had broken away from Ali because of his compromise with Muawiyah
through arbitration. The Kharijites claimed that neither Ali nor Muawiyah
were worthy of rule. They went so far as to say that the true Caliphate
came to an end with Umar and that Muslims should live with no ruler over
them except God. They vowed to kill both Ali and Muawiyah, and assassins
were dispatched. Ali was assassinated, but the Kharijites failed to assassi-
nate Muawiyah. Ali is considered by Twelver Shi’a to be the first of the
twelve imams.

Ali’s oldest son Hasan ibn Ali, who Twelver Shi’a consider to be the
second of the twelve imams, briefly assumed the Caliphate, but he abdi-
cated after a few months and soon was assassinated himself. Thus, the
Rashidun Caliphate ended with a plethora of assassinations. Hasan’s wife,
Ja’da bint al Ash’at is commonly accused, especially by Twelver Shi’a, of
poisoning him. The assassinations of Ali and his son Hasan left the way
open for the governor of Syria, Muawiyah ibn Abi Sufyan, the strongest and
most senior of the regional governors, to claim the Caliphate, and he moved
the capital of the Caliphate to Damascus. Although Uthman, the third of the
Rashidun Caliphs, was from the Umayyad family, Muawiyah is generally
considered to have founded the Umayyad Caliphate, the second Caliphate
and the first Caliphate dynasty. Because Muawiyah opposed Ali, whom the
Shi’a Muslims believe was Muhammad’s true successor, he has been reviled
by generations of Shi’a. As the first Caliph considered not “rightly guided”
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by Sunnis, and founder of a dynasty that most Sunnis believe represents a
movement away from true Islam, he is not popular among Sunni Muslims
either.

Muawiyah oversaw military expansion in North Africa and Central Asia
(the conquest of the major cities of Kabul in present-day Afghanistan as
well as Bukhara and Samarkand in modern Uzbekistan). Although
Muhammad had discouraged tribal rivalries in his Farewell Sermon, old
Arab tribal differences started to resurface and cause unrest after Muawiyah’s
death in 680. Muawiyah had chosen his son, Yazid ibn Mu’awiya, to succeed
him, thus creating the first dynastic Caliphate. However, Ali’s second son,
Husayn ibn Ali, refused to pledge allegiance to Yazid and took refuge in
Mecca. As he subsequently traveled between Mecca and Kufa in October
680, his caravan was intercepted by Yazid’s army. He and most of his family
and companions were killed on 10 October 680. According to Sunnis, this
killing is what created the split between the Sunni and Shi’a Muslims. Many
historians maintain this skirmish to be the beginning of the Second Muslim
Civil War, or Second Fitna.

The Second Muslim Civil War was fought over three issues: rejection of
the legitimacy of the Umayyad Caliphate, its growing splendor as inconsis-
tent with Islamic principles (an echo of the Christian bishop’s “increasing
worldliness” during those same years), and fear rivals had for their per-
sonal safety should the Caliphate continue. The Umayyad Caliphate’s move-
ment away from the true meaning of Islam is probably exemplified by the
desert castle Qasr Amra. Qasr Amra was built by future Umayyad Caliph
Walid Ibn Yazid and contains several frescos of naked women. During this
Second Fitna, Abd Allah ibn al Zubayr, was even declared rival Caliph, or
anti-Caliph, between 680 and 692. Although the Umayyads put down the
insurrection, all of these three issues persisted throughout the Caliphate’s
seventy-five years.

Abd al-Malik ibn Marwan, was the Umayyad Caliph between 685 and
705 and made Arabic as the Caliphate’s official language. Under his rule,
the Islamic empire stretched westward all the way to the Atlantic Ocean.
Al-Walid ibn Abd al-Malik (Caliph 705-715) followed Abd al-Malik ibn Marwan,
and Muslim armies invaded the Iberian peninsula in 711, defeating a
Visigothic army in 712. The conquest of Iberia was eased somewhat by the
Muslim policy toward defeated enemy: those towns that resisted were treated
harshly; men were slain and women and children were enslaved; those
towns that yielded without a fight were treated leniently; people were al-
lowed to keep their property and practice their religion undisturbed. Arab
tribalism was far more important to the Umayyads than establishing a
multicultural Islamic society. Wherever they conquered, they transplanted
their religion and culture primarily for themselves.

In 717, while Umar ibn Abd al Aziz was Caliph, Muslims began to make
forays across the Pyrenees into southern Gaul and captured the Septimania
city of Narbonne in 719. They quickly moved into Aquitaine, besieging
Toulouse. In 721, Duke Odo of Aquitaine defeated the Umayyad Muslim
army, relieving the siege of Toulouse and temporarily halting their incur-
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sions, but was defeated in return ten tears later by the Umayyads. Muslims
then occupied a large part of Aquitaine including Poitiers. In 732, while
Hisham ibn Abd al-Malik was Caliph, Charles Martel won a decisive battle
over the Muslims at Tours, completely halting Muslim advance into Europe.

While they were conquering the Iberian peninsula, Muslims were also
pushing eastward beyond the old Sassanid borders into Sind, which is the
southeast corner of what is now Pakistan. The apparent goal was to stop
piracy on the Arabian Sea that was based in Sind seaports and to claim a
share of tariff revenues on trade down the Indus River, which forms the
eastern border of Sind. As mentioned earlier, economics is an important
facet of Islamic culture, as it is for all cultures. Umayyad Arabs were not
fanatic religious extremists campaigning to spread Islam to a sea of infi-
dels, but merely one of many ambitious peoples fighting for political and
economic gain. The intent of Islam has been to restrain other religions
rather than eliminate them as long as they accede to Islam’s dominance.
Nevertheless, the Umayyads razed a main Hindu temple and erected a
mosque on its site. Umayyad Arabs regarded the destruction of non Muslim
religious sites as primarily acts of power politics, and Muslims have a small
proclivity of claiming sites held sacred by other religions to be Islamic holy
places and building mosques on them, such as the Dome of the Rock on the
site of Solomon’s Temple.

In 711, Muhammad bin Qasim led a Umayyad army into Sind and cap-
tured the cities of Alor, Multan, and Debal (modern Karachi). Sind became
the easternmost province of the Umayyad Caliphate and was called ‘Al
Sindh’ on Arab maps. He built the city of Mansura as his capital. After bin
Qasim left, the Umayyads ruled Sindh through the Habbari dynasty. Bin
Qasim was only 20 years old when he was killed as part of political intrigue
by Caliph Sulayman ibn Abd al-Malik.

Unrest among the Arab ruling class didn’t end with the Second Fitna. In
720, a major revolt led by provincial governor Yazid ibn al-Muhallab rose in

Islamic Empire’s Expansion
This map, which is adapted from one in Wikipedia, shows the expansion of the Islamic Empire
from its beginning under Muhammad to its greatest extent, from the Atlantic Ocean in the west
to the Indus River in the east, under the Umayyad Caliphate.
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Iraq. The Umayyad’s policies were their undoing. They ruled at a time when
Islam was still primarily an Arab religion, and their deep belief in Islam
caused them to consider others as second class citizens as previously men-
tioned. In Syria, Arabs lived in fortresses apart from conquered people, and
intermarriage was discouraged and limited to an Arab man to an outsider
woman. In the eastern parts of the empire, however, the low population
density encouraged Arabs to live more among the conquered people, even-
tually leading to a small relaxation in these restrictions except for marriage
between an outside man and an Arab woman. Gradually, more conquered
people converted to Islam, but this didn’t equate to the converts’ rise from
second class citizen status or elimination of their jizyah tax. Persians in the
East and Berbers in the West were desperately dissatisfied with this uneven
treatment. Berber Muslims staged a revolt in North Africa and Iberia be-
tween 740 and 743 that the Umayyads put down with difficulty.

Hisham ibn Abd al-Malik was succeeded as Umayyad Caliph by al Walid
II (743-744), the son of Yazid II. Al Walid II is reported to have been more
interested in earthly pleasures than in religion, a reputation that may be
confirmed by the decorations of his so called ‘desert palaces’ (including
Khirbat al Mafjar and the previously mentioned Qasr Amra). He quickly
attracted the enmity of many, both by executing a number of those who
had opposed his accession, and by persecuting the Qadariyah, which is one
of the first philosophical schools in Islam and allegedly disparaged by
Muhammad.

In 744, Yazid III, a son of al Walid I, was proclaimed Umayyad Caliph in
Damascus, and his army tracked down and killed al Walid II. Yazid III has
received a certain reputation for piety, and may have been sympathetic to
the Qadariyah. He died a mere six months into his reign.

Yazid had appointed his brother, Ibrahim, as his successor, but Marwan
II (744-750), the grandson of Marwan I, led an army from the northern
frontier and entered Damascus in December 744, where he was proclaimed
Caliph. Marwan immediately moved the capital north to Harran, in present
day Turkey. A rebellion soon broke out in Syria, perhaps due to resentment
over the relocation of the capital, and in 746 Marwan razed the walls of
Homs and Damascus in retaliation.

Marwan also faced significant opposition from Kharijites in Iraq and
Iran, who championed first Dahhak ibn Qays and then Abu Dulaf as rival
Caliphs. In 747, Marwan managed to reestablish control of Iraq, but by that
time a more serious threat had arisen in the large province of Khorasan.

During the first half of the eighth century, descents of Muhammad’s
youngest uncle, Abbas ibn Abd al-Muttalib began to organize a revolution
built around Persian disaffection and Shi’a dissatisfaction. These Abbasids
agreed with the Shi’a that someone related to Muhammad should be Ca-
liph. The Shi’a assumed the Abbasids meant someone descended from Ali,
but that wasn’t the intent of the Abbasids at all. The Abbasids intended one
of their family should be Caliph (after all, one of their ancestors was
Muhammad’s uncle), but they allowed the Shi’a to continue their mistaken
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impression in order to keep their cooperation. The inculcation and mainte-
nance of false assumptions in an opponent is a standard ruse in negotia-
tions of any kind; the tactic is especially effective when different languages
are involved. The Abbasids intended to established a Sunni Caliphate.

In 750 the Abbasids deposed the Umayyads, defeating them at the
Battle of Nishapur (748), the Battle of Gorgan, the Battle of Nahavand
(748), the Battle of Karbala (748), and finally in the Battle of the Zab (750)
thereby creating the Abbasid Caliphate. Although documentation from those
times is scarce, some historians, such as Portland State University’s Dr.
Karen Eva Carr, believe nearly all the Umayyad family were tracked down
and killed because only Abd al-Rahman I, a grandson of Umayyad Caliph
Hisham ibn Abd al-Malik, was ever heard from again. Abd al-Rahman I and
his family fled to Al-Andalus (Moorish Iberia) and established a kingdom
there, proclaiming his family to be the revived Umayyad Caliphate. In 759,
while Abd al-Rahman I was Umayyad Emir of Cordoba and Al-Mansur was
the Abbasid Caliph in Baghdad, Pepin the short, king of the Franks, recap-
tured Narbonne, ending Muslim presence in what is now France.

The second Abbasid Caliph, al-Mansur, or Abu Ja’far Abdallah ibn
Muhammad al-Mansur, built Baghdad to be the Caliphate capital. Although
the Abbasids had deposed the Umayyads, they could not control the vast
Muslim Empire any more than the Umayyads had. In the west, the Berbers
and the Umayyad remnants in Iberia were allowed to go their own way. In
793 the Shi’ite dynasty of Idrisids set up a state at Fez in Morocco. By the
920s, a Shi’ite sect tracing its roots to Muhammad’s daughter Fatima took
control of Idrisi lands and created the Fatimid dynasty. They advanced to
Egypt in 969 and established their capital in Cairo, which they built into a
bastion of Shi’ite learning and politics.

The Islamic ‘home’ region east of the Mediterranean soon splintered
into numerous regional dynasties that were only nominally controlled by
Baghdad: Samanids (819-999), Tahirids (821-873), Habbari dynasty that
ruled the Abbasid province of Greater Sindh in what is now southeast Paki-
stan (841-1024), Saffarids (861-1003), Buyids (934-1062), and Ghaznavids
(963-1187) among others. These dynasties and their rulers waged almost
constant war with one another. Although these dynasties caused the Abbasids
to lose temporal control of the Empire between 750 and the Mongol inva-
sion of 1258, Abbasid Caliphs remained the nominal leaders of the Islamic
Empire (although not arbiters of the religion, as Islam has no such person
or group) as the dynasties continued to give them lip service and pay zakat
to Baghdad. The revolts and battles of these dynasties are too numerous to
even list; entire books could be, and indeed have been, written about them.
At their zenith, few of these dynasties coexisted with one another. They all
began small, and at the peak of their power, all ruled the same territory of
Mesopotamia and eastward each one succeeding the previous.

In the early ninth century, the threat posed by the military strength of
the various dynasties caused the Caliphate to increase its own military
capabilities, which it did through slave soldiers, or mamluks, who were
mainly Turkic peoples, Georgians, Copts, Albanians, Greeks, and Slavs.
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Mamluks also served as the Caliph’s personal guard. However, beginning
with the tenth Abbasid Caliph, Al-Mutawakkil, the mamluk guards began to
exert control over the Caliphate by executing Caliphs with whom they dis-
agreed very much like the Praetorian Guard had controlled the Roman
emperors centuries earlier. This Anarchy at Samarra was finally ended by
the fifteenth Caliph, Al-Mu’tamid. The most capable mamluks were often
emancipated to serve the Caliph in senior positions such as generals, emirs,
and sultans, but they and their children always retained the status of mamluk.
Mamluks invariably converted to Islam or were born into it, but imams,
Sultans, Caliphs, and other true believers were never sure that mamluks
were sincere in Islam. However, they believed that was an issue between
the mamluks and God.

Simultaneously with the noise and fury of armed combat between Mus-
lim armies of the various dynasties, Muslim scholars waged a war of their
own, though a relatively peaceful, if equally vicious, one. The war among
the scholars was over collections of maxims, called hadith as previously
mentioned, attributed to Muhammad. Like nearly all other religions, Mus-
lims never made faithful notes on the early events of their religion as they
were happening. Thus, Muhammad’s maxims were handed down by word
of mouth for a hundred years before they were evaluated and gathered
into large collections during the eighth and ninth centuries, generations
after the death of Muhammad and after the end of the Rashidun Caliphate.

The interest in hadith stemmed partly from the need to organize Is-
lamic law, which is called Shari’ah, or Sharia, as previously mentioned.
People have always needed a set of rules (laws) to control how they inter-
act with one another, and Muslims believe Shari’ah, like everything else,
came from God. Jews hold the same view, but Muslims and Jews have
different interpretations of what that means. Islamic jurists had found that
the Qur’an alone was not sufficiently detailed to support Islamic law (no
more than 80 Qur’anic verses deal with strictly legal matters), so they
resorted to the verbally transmitted record of Muhammad’s deeds, teach-
ings, and maxims, and his approvals or disapprovals of what others did or
said as inferred from his reactions such as a smile or scowl. These are
collectively known as sunnah, one of the key elements of which is the
hadith. Thus Islamic jurists began to assemble hadiths as additional sup-
port. Each hadith consists of two parts: the maxim text itself and the chain
of people through which it is traced back to the Prophet. Scholars accumu-
lated thousands of reports of Muhammad’s maxims and evaluated them
according to the reliability of the source and whether they come from mul-
tiple sources. Individual hadiths are classified as authentic (sahih), good
(hasan), or weak (da’if). However, there is no overall agreement on how
these classifications apply to any particular hadith; different groups (such
as Sunni, Shi’a, Ibadi, and Ahmadiyya) and different individual scholars
often classify a particular hadith differently. For example, sources who took
the side of Abu Bakr and Umar rather than Ali in the disputes over leader-
ship that followed the death of Muhammad, are considered unreliable by
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the Shi’a whereas Ali and Muhammad’s family and their supporters, are
preferred. Sunni scholars put trust in narrators such as Aisha, one of
Muhammad’s wives, whom Shi’a reject. These disagreements suggest that
Islam might be a perfection from God, but its people aren’t.

Sharia is not divided into criminal and civil codes like other legal sys-
tems are. In fact, until the eighteenth century, sharia law was not codified
at all; each case was a unique and individual event. In the nineteenth
century, the Ottoman Empire was the first to attempt codifying elements of
Sharia law. Consistent with Islam’s belief that sharia comes from God, it’s
divided into crimes against God (hudud) and disputes between people.
Hudud crimes include adultery and rape; fornication; incest/pedophilia;
pimping; sodomy/lesbianism; theft; alcohol/drug use; apostasy/blasphemy;
waging war against God and society such as armed robbery, terrorism,
armed violence, killing noncombatants, assassinations, setting fires, poi-
soning water wells; and defamation (meaning false accusation of any of
these things). Hudud are those crimes for which the Qur’an establishes penal-
ties and is essentially what other legal systems consider to be criminal law.

Disputes between people cover the complete range of possible inter-
personal relationships from homicide to contract disagreements. Qur’an
2:282 recommends written financial contracts with reliable witnesses. Written
contracts are paramount in matters of debt-related disputes, and those
contracts notarized by a judge are deemed the most reliable. These con-
tracts are written by the debtor, who is admonished to be truthful in his
presentation. Islam is significantly different from all other religions in its
consideration of marriage. As previously mentioned, Islam considers mar-
riage not to be a religious sacrament but, rather, is a written financial con-
tract made in the presence of two Muslim male witnesses, and it includes a
bride-price (mahr) payable from a Muslim man to a Muslim woman. Thus,
divorce is permitted but is strictly regulated (2:227 - 2:237). Sharia courts
consider the bride-price to be a form of debt.

Because written commercial contracts can be forged, oral contracts
verified by the testimony of Muslim witnesses sometimes triumph over
written contracts in commercial and civil contracts relating to exchange of
merchandise, agreement to supply or purchase goods or property, and
other similar commercial transactions.

There is no government prosecution of any sort because sharia is not a
secular law. Offenses of one person against another, from homicide to as-
sault, are regarded to be offenses which only the victim or his family have
the right to prosecute. Such offenses are punishable by retaliation in which
the offender is subject to precisely the same treatment as his victim (Qur’an
5:45) although the victim could opt for compensation, or blood money, in
place of retaliation. Scholars have cited a number of cases of intentional
murder and bodily harm inflicted on the poor by the wealthy, where the
guilty escaped punishment by simply paying compensation.

Perhaps the most significant difference between sharia and other legal
systems is the judicial process. Sharia courts traditionally do not rely on
lawyers; plaintiffs and defendants represent themselves. There is neither a
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pre-trial discovery process nor cross-examination of witnesses. There is no
jury system; like bench trials in the United States, trials are conducted
solely by a judge who has total power in his court. He determines who has
the burden of proof and adjudicates the facts as well as the law. He alone
hears the evidence and renders a decision. His decision is based on his
interpretation of the Qur’an and the hadiths accepted by the school of
jurisprudence he follows. There is no system of appeals; the judge’s deci-
sion is final. Unlike most other legal systems, judges’ verdicts do not set
binding precedents. Thus, unlike common law in other legal systems, sharia is
left to individual interpretation in each case and has no universally recognized,
formally codified statutes. The judges’s total power in his court and the absence
of an appeal process raises the specter of judicial abuse over sharia.

Sharia’s rules of evidence are very different from other legal systems.
As indicated previously, written contracts can be used as evidence in trials
involving debts, but not in trials involving commercial and civil contracts.
No forensic evidence is admissible in trials involving homicide and assault.
The only evidence admissible is a confession or the testimony of at least
two Muslim males of good character or of one male and two females. Tes-
timony of four Muslim males is necessary in cases of rape. Oaths are given
great weight. Plaintiffs lacking other evidence to support their claim may
demand that defendants take an oath swearing their innocence, and a
defendant’s refusal to swear an oath can immediately result in a verdict for
the plaintiff. Oaths are a solemn procedure performed as a final part of the
evidentiary process.

A Muslim’s legal responsibilities under sharia are classified into five cat-
egories: obligatory, such as the five pillars of Islam; recommended, which
covers many of the same areas, such as marriage, as civil law in other
systems; neutral, which are activities that are permissible but are neither
recommended nor discouraged; discouraged, which are not outright sinful
but are undesirable and may make a Muslim liable to criminal penalties
under certain circumstances; and forbidden, such as dietary and clothing
restrictions. These categories form the basis for proper behavior in matters
such as courtesy and manners, interpersonal relations, generosity, per-
sonal habits, and even hygiene.

Like all of Islam, there is no central control and concomitant uniformity in
any aspect of sharia. Similar to other issues, Sunni and Shi’a follow different
schools of jurisprudence. Sunnis have four jurisprudence schools (Maliki, Hanafi,
Shafi’i, and Hanbali) which are followed in separate geographical regions: Maliki
in North Africa, West Africa, and several of the Arab states of the Persian
Gulf; Hanafi in Turkey, the Balkans, Central Asia, Indian subcontinent, China,
and Egypt; Shafi’i in Kurdistan, Indonesia, Malaysia, Egypt, East Africa,
Yemen, Somalia, and southern parts of India; and Hanbali in Saudi Arabia.
Shi’a schools of jurisprudence comprise: Ja’fari among Twelver Shi’a in
Iran, Iraq, Lebanon, etc.; Zaydi (Yemen); and Ismaili. The primary differ-
ence among these schools is the hadith collections that are considered to
be proper (authentic or good hadith) bases for judicial decisions.
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Muslims consider sharia to be more than a system of law; they consider
it a comprehensive code of behavior that embraces both public and private
activities. They believe it was given by God, which is why Muslims are
adamant about living under sharia even when they live in non-Muslim coun-
tries. It began with Muhammad and the Rashidun Caliphate but reached it
full flowering during the Abbasid Caliphate when Islamic jurists such as
Malik ibn Anas and Abu ‘Abdullah Muhammad ibn Idris al-Shafi’i attempted
to bring some order to unregulated and chaotic Islamic jurisprudence. Even-
tually the Hanafi school earned official government favor from the Abbasids.

The flowering of Islamic jurisprudence was part of a general pursuit of
knowledge that grew in the Abbasid court. The Abbasids, like the contem-
poraneous Holy Roman Emperor Charlemagne, respected knowledge and
brought learned men from all over the empire to their court. In the early
ninth century, Abbasid Caliphs constructed the House of Wisdom in Baghdad
where, for over a century and a half, Christian scholars translated all scien-
tific and philosophic Greek texts available to them, beginning with Aristotle’s
Topics. Other authors translated include Pythagoras, Plato, Hippocrates,
Euclid, Plotinus, Galen, the Indian writers Sushruta and Charaka in medi-
cine, and Indian mathematicians Aryabhata and Brahmagupta. Among his
many contributions to mathematics, Brahmagupta explained how to find
the cube and cube root of an integer and gave rules for computations that
involve zero. Syriac and Persian texts were also translated.

Recording the translations at the House of Wisdom was probably im-
proved by using paper instead of papyrus or parchment. During the last
century before the current era, the Chinese had developed the method of
making paper from recycled cloth such as hemp and flax, but they jealously
guarded the secret. When Muslims defeated the Chinese in the Battle of
Talas in present-day Kyrgyzstan in 751, a few of the Chinese prisoners
were paper makers, and Muslims acquired knowledge of paper making
from those prisoners. The first paper mill in the Islamic world was founded
in Samarkand because that area had abundant supplies of flax. Paper mak-
ing appeared in Baghdad by 793, in Egypt by 900, in Morocco around 1100,
and in Moorish Iberia around 1150, from which point it spread to Europe.

As mentioned prevously, the ‘home’ region east of the Mediterranean
splintered into numerous regional empires during the Abbasid Caliphate.
Many regional empires, such as the Habbaris (whose capital was at Mansura),
Tahirids (whose capital was at Merv, later at Nishapur), and Samanids (whose
capital was at Samarkand, later at Bukhara), began with a grant of a re-
gional governorship as a reward for vital service rendered. Often, such as
the Tahirids and Samanids, that service was a successfully waged war. For
example, the Tahirid Empire was formed when Abu Jafar Abdullah al-Mamun
ibn Harun al-Rashid (al-Mamun), the seventh Abbasid Caliph, awarded the
the governorship of Khorasan to general Tahir for defeating the army of the
sixth Caliph, Muhammad ibn Harun al-Rashid (al-Amin), leading to al-Amin’s
death and al-Mamun’s accession to the Caliphate. The Samanid Empire
began in 819 when the governor of Khorasan, Ghassan ibn Abbad (gover-
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nor just prior to Tahir), rewarded Asad ibn Saman’s four sons, Nuh, Ahmad,
Yahya, and Ilyas, with territories in Transoxiana for their aid against the
rebel Rafi ibn al-Layth ibn Nasr ibn Sayyar. Naturally the Samanids were
then vassals of the Tahirid Empire.

However, the Saffarids (whose capital was at Zaranj), Buyids (whose
capitals were at Shiraz, Rey, and Baghdad), and Ghaznavids (whose capital
was at Ghazna, later at Lahore) carved their empires through war. For
example, the founder of the Saffarid Empire, Ya’qub al-Saffar, warred against
the Tahirids, and the resulting weakening of the Tahirids gave the Samanids
the opportunity to break free and form their own dynasty. The Saffarid
Empire didn’t last long after Ya’qub al-Saffar’s death. As mentioned else-
where, the sons of great leaders seldom match their father’s abilities. The
Samanid general Isma’il ibn Ahmad defeated the Saffarid army in 900 at
the Battle of Balkh, bringing an end to the Saffarid Empire. The Samanid
Empire didn’t last long after that either.

Between 934 and 945, three Shi’ite brothers, Ali ibn Buya, Hasan ibn
Buya, and Ahmad ibn Buya, from Daylam, a mountainous region just south
of the Caspian Sea, conquered the central region from the Caspian Sea
southward to the Persian Gulf, westward past Baghdad, and eastward to
Zaranj, forming the Buyid Empire. This was the first Shi’ite dynasty in this
area although the Fatimid Caliphate that came into being in north Africa in
909 was also Shi’ite. The Buyid Empire grew as the Samanid Empire de-
clined. History has taught that all nations follow a path similar to that of
stars: they form, shine brightly for a while, then fade away. Perhaps there’s
a universal natural law at work.

Central Islamic Empire
Regions, such as TRANSOXIANA, FARS, and SISTAN, and cities of the central, or home,
Islamic Empire. SIND is actually considerably east of what is shown here. Several small dynas-
ties rose and fell in this central portion of the Islamic Empire. The boundaries of the various
regions are not shown because they’re unknown and were probably fluid.
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Around 977, Abu Mansur Sabuktigin, the son-in-law of renegade Turkic
Samanid general Alptigin Tigin, founded the Ghaznavid dynasty upon his
succession to the rule of the city of Ghazna, which Tigin had ruled as a
Samanid tributary state. After Sabuktigin’s death in 997, his son Ismail
claimed the throne, but he was defeated and captured at the Battle of
Ghazni by his brother, Mahmud, in 998. Ismail spent the rest of his life
confined to a fort. Mahmud declared independence from the Samanid Em-
pire and expanded the Ghaznavid Empire to the Amu Darya (Amu River) in
the north and to Rey (which is part of modern Tehran) and Hamadan in the
west. Mahmud was the first ruler to take the title Sultan, as opposed to
‘amir’ that had been more commonly used. Sultan Mahmud invaded Sind in
1024, pushing the Ghaznavid Empire’s eastern border to the Indus River
and the Indian Ocean. He carried out several expeditions through northern
India establishing his control, setting up tributary states, and bringing a
great deal of plunder back to the Ghaznavid Empire. Upon Mahmud’s death,
his son Muhammad took the throne but ruled for only a few months before
his twin brother, Mas’ud I, defeated him and took the throne for himself.
The Ghaznavid dynasty then began losing its western territories to the
Seljuq dynasty after the Battle of Dandanaqan, and by 1117 the Ghaznavid
Empire was merely a tributary state of the Great Seljuq Empire (whose
capital was at Nishapur, later at Isfahan).

Around 985, Seljuq Beg, the leader of the Seljuq Turkic clan, converted
to Sunni Islam. (Beg, modern Bey, is a Turkic title for chieftain; it follows
the name and is used generally with first names only.) In the eleventh
century, he moved his clan from their homelands in the Kazakh Steppes of
Turkestan near the Aral sea into Khorasan where they defeated the
Ghaznavids at the battle of Nasa plains in 1035. Seljuq Beg’s grandsons
Tughril and Chaghri defeated another Ghaznavid army at the battle of
Dandanaqan in 1040, essentially eliminating the Ghaznavid Empire. In 1055,
the Sunni Abbasids commissioned Tughril Beg to capture Baghdad from the
Shi’a Buyids. This eliminated the last of the small independent empires,
and the fragmented political scene became united under the Seljuq Empire.
However, the Abbasids were again forced to deal with a military power they
could not match though the Abbasid Caliphs remained the titular head of
the Islamic community.

Muhammad bin Dawud Chaghri, better known as Alp Arslan, the son of
Chaghri Beg, significantly expanded Seljuq holdings by adding Armenia
and Georgia in 1064 and invading the Byzantine Empire in 1068, annexing
almost all of Anatolia, which later became known as the Sultanate of Rum.
A cousin of Alp Arslan (first cousin once removed), Kilij Arslan I, was the
Sultan of Rum during the First Crusade and suffered defeats at Nicaea and
the Battle of Dorylaeum. He later destroyed three Crusader armies during
the ill-fated Christian Crusade of 1101.

During the eleventh century, riots began to break out in the Fatimid
Caliphate army, which together with an extended drought and famine, cre-
ated a crisis in the Fatimid Caliphate from which it never recovered. The
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Seljuqs and Crusaders took Fatimid Caliphate holdings in the Levant and
the Zirid and Banu Hilal tribes in the west abandoned Shi’a islam for Sunni,
leaving the Shi’a Fatimid Caliphate in possession of Egypt alone.

In 1163 Saladin, a Kurd, was sent to Egypt by the Emir of Aleppo and
soon became a vital part of the Fatimid government by virtue of his military
successes against the Crusaders, becoming vizier in 1169. He began to
undermine the Shi’a Fatimid establishment, assuming control of the gov-
ernment upon the Fatimid Caliph’s death and realigning the country’s alle-
giance with the Sunni Muslim Abbasid Caliphate. He wrested the Holy Land,
except for coastal areas, from the Crusaders and took much of the Seljuq’s
western provinces. His Ayyubid dynasty (whose capital was at Cairo, later
at Aleppo) ruled much of the Middle East during the twelfth and thirteenth
centuries.

In the east, the Seljuq Sultan Ahmed Sanjar was defeated in 1141 by
the Kara Khitay, a Sino-Turkic empire east of the Aral Sea, at the battle of
Qatwan as The Seljuq Empire continued to disintegrate. After Sanjar’s death
in 1157, the empire essentially came to an end because they afterwards
controlled only Iraq and Azerbaijan.

In 1077 a dynasty rose from Khwarezm, a large oasis region on the
delta where the Amu Daria, or Amu Darya, (Amu River) flows into the Aral
Sea. In 1194, the last Sultan of the Seljuq Empire, Toghril III, was defeated
and killed by the Khwarezm ruler, who then conquered parts of Khorasan
and western Iran. In 1218, Genghis Khan sent a trade mission to the
Khwarezmian Empire (whose capital was at Gurganj, later at Samarkand,
Ghazna, and Tabriz), but the governor at the town of Otrar on the Syr Daria
(Syr River), suspecting the Khan’s ambassadors to be spies, confiscated
their goods, and executed them. Genghis Khan demanded reparations,
which Ala ad-Din Muhammad II, Shah of the Khwarezmian Empire, refused
to pay. In February 1220 a Mongol army of 200,000 men crossed the Syr
Daria, beginning the Mongol invasion of Central Asia. The Mongols stormed
Bukhara, Gurganj, and the Khwarezmid capital of Samarkand. The Shah
fled and died some weeks later on an island in the Caspian Sea. In 1242 the
Mongols defeated the Seljuks of Rum and forced them to recognize the
Mongol Great Khan as overlord.

The final disaster of the Abbasid Caliphate was suffered in 1258 when
Hulagu Khan, the grandson of Genghis Khan, arrived in Mesopotamia. Ca-
liph al-Musta’sim sent an army against the approaching Mongols, but the
Muslim army was routed by Hulagu, who ordered the Caliph to destroy the
walls of Baghdad and to appear before him. Al-Musta’sim refused, so Hulagu
besieged and sacked the city. It is said that, in addition to al-Musta’sim,
800,000 inhabitants were killed. If so, it’s simply a reflection of Muslims’
treatment of cities that resisted them in Iberia and Sind; those who live by
the sword, die by the sword. It’s always the little people who suffer for the
egos of the ‘great’.

No Caliph ever again resided in Islam’s home region. But Abbasid caliphs
continued to be selected, mainly in Egypt, until the last of them was taken to
Istanbul by the Ottoman sultan Selim I after his conquest of Egypt in 1517.
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Before he died at the hands of the Mongols, Caliph al-Musta’sim had
imprisoned his nephew, Abu al-Qasim Ahmad (Al-Mustansir in Cairo). Fol-
lowing the sack of Baghdad by the Mongols in 1258, Abu al-Qasim Ahmad
escaped and found refuge with Arab tribes in the desert, where he hid for a
couple of years until the Mamluks in Cairo drove the Mongols from Syria in
1260. After making his way to Cairo, al-Mustansir was installed as Caliph
there by the Mamluk Sultan Baybars I in 1261, thus establishing the Abbasid
Caliphate in Cairo. He was sent with an army to the east to recover Baghdad
but was killed in a Mongol ambush in 1261 and was succeeded by AlHakim
I, an alleged great, great, great grandson of the Abbasid Caliph al-Mustarshid
and whose line lasted as Cairo caliphs until the Ottoman conquest of Egypt
in 1517. The Cairo Caliphs were little more than religious figureheads, for
the Mamluk Sultans held the actual power.

Of course, Caliphs had had little power since Harun al-Rashid, the fifth
Abbasid Caliph. Unlike the Christian Pope, the Caliph was never the arbiter
of Islam, and his temporal power over the realm was often usurped by local
dynastic empires. He was primarily the symbol of Islam and the patron of
its culture. There is some security in being a religious figurehead, however.
Between 1260 and 1340, there were two calphs in Cairo, Al-Hakim I and
his son Al-Mustakfi I, but there were eleven mamluk sultans (three were
assassinated or executed, and two were dethroned). During the 267 years
of the Cairo Caliphate, twelve of the 63 mamluk sultans were assassinated
or executed, and twenty were deposed or dethroned. Ambition, the civi-
lized word for the alpha drive, can have a terrible price, but one that many
are willing to pay for their brief moment of power and glory.

Once the Mongols had conquered the Islamic Empire, they were no
more able to hold onto their prize than any other conqueror had been able
to hang onto theirs. There have always been, and will always be, men with
more ego than brains who believe that they can successfully run an empire
although history has proven that such men always overestimate their abili-
ties and can’t succeed. They sometimes compete among themselves for
control and often in such instances end up destroying the very empire they
seek to control. Moreover, their enormous ego prevents them from feeling
any remorse about the demise of their empire and even, like Adolph Hitler,
often feel that those they sought to rule deserve their terrible fate.

Thus, it was that, back in Mongolia, after the death in 1259 of Mongke
Khan, Genghis Khan’s grandson and fourth Great Khan of the Mongol Em-
pire, squabbles among the other grandsons and their supporters among
the tribal chieftains who formed the Kurultai, (the council of Mongol chiefs
and khans) led to the fragmentation of the empire into autonomous khanates,
each ruled by one of Genghis Khan’s grandsons, Kublai Khan, Hulagu Khan,
and Berke, Khan of the Golden Horde. Ariq Boke, another grandson, briefly
claimed the title of Great Khan of the Mongol Empire before being defeated
and imprisoned by his brother, Kublai Khan. Berke had adopted Islam and
was angry that his cousin, Hulagu, had sacked Baghdad. During the wars
among the grandsons, Anatolia was allowed to drift free of Mongol control.
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By 1266 both Berke and Hulagu had died, and no successors of equal
ability appeared, leaving Anatolia completely free of Mongol dominance.

By 1299 Anatolia was a patchwork of petty kingdoms (beyliks) and the
inevitable wars of consolidation began. It is not well understood how the
early Ottomans came to dominate their neighbors because little is known
about the history of medieval Anatolia. Not a single written document sur-
vives from the reign of Osman I, and very little survives from the reigns of
Osman’s son Orhan or grandson Murad I. The Ottomans did not begin to
record their own history until the fifteenth century, more than a hundred
years after many of the events they describe. The Ottomans almost con-
tinuously expanded their territory beginning from a small northwestern
Anatolian principality to ultimately cover Anatolia, Egypt and the north Af-
rican coast, the central Middle East, and much of southeastern Europe.

In 1300 Osman I controlled only a tiny area southeast of Bursa and
north of Kütahya on the edge of the Byzantine Empire, which had fallen to
scarcely even a shadow of its former grandeur at that time. He raided
Byzantine towns along the Sakarya River, bringing back considerable booty.
His success attracted more ghazis (unaffiliated Muslim warriors) such that
he controlled a significant area along the Sakarya River by the time he died
in 1324. Osman’s son, Orhan, continued to take pieces of the Byzantine
Empire, bypassing Constantinople whose thick walls and well placed de-
fenses were too strong for his army, which lacked siege equipment. After a
devastating 1354 earthquake in Gallipoli, Orhan seized the peninsula.

Orhan’s son, Murad I, used Gallipoli as a base for conquests in Europe.
In 1361 he captured Adrianople, renamed it Edirne, and made it the new

Anatolia in 1300
This is a CIA map of Turkey that is modified to identify some of the beyliks in Anatolia, such as the
Eretnids, Hamidids, Isfendiyarids, and Sarukhanids, that existed in 1300 CE. Like the central Islamic
Empire map, regional boundaries are not shown because they are unknown and were doubtless fluid.
The Ottoman beylik was in northwest Anatolia adjacent to the Byzantine Empire.
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Ottoman capital. The Ottoman capital was then on the threshold of Europe.
Murad I rapidly consolidated his empire south of the Danube River by cap-
turing Macedonia, central Bulgaria, and Serbia, inflicting a climactic defeat
on the Balkan allies at the Battle of Kosovo in 1389. Although the Balkan
army was annihilated at Kosovo, Murad was killed and the Turks suffered
such high casualties that their progress was significantly slowed and much
of their conquered territory reverted; it was a Pyrrhic victory. Like earlier
Moslem conquerors, Murad eased his task by assuring rulers and subjects
that their lives, property, traditions, and positions would be preserved if
they peacefully accepted Ottoman rule. Neither did Murad seek to convert
all to Islam, preferring tribute to conversion. Beginning with Murad I, Otto-
man rulers were given the title of Sultan by the Abbasid Caliph of Cairo
although they unilaterally claimed the title of Caliph for themselves.

Murad’s son Bayezid I turned his attention back to Anatolia to defuse
rising resistance there. His advances into eastern Anatolia attracted the
attention of Timur (Tamerlane), who had been building a powerful Tatar
empire in Central Asia. Timur became concerned by the rising Ottoman
power on his western flank and met Bayezid I in the Battle of Ankara in
1402. Bayezid’ army was beaten, and he was taken captive, dying within a
year. For ten years, Bayezid’s four sons fought for the right to rule the
empire. Mehmed was finally able to defeat and kill his brothers Mûsa Bey,
Isa Bey, and Suleyman and gained undisputed possession of the empire as
Sultan Mehmed I.

Under Mehmed I, his son Murad II, grandson Mehmed II, and great
grandson Bayezid II, the Empire experienced alternating periods of consoli-
dation and expansion, conquering Serbia, Morea, Bosnia, and Albania as
well as forcing Wallachia into submission. The first priority of Bayezid II’s
son, Selim I, was to deal with the Safavid Empire that dominated the area
of the old Islamic Empire in the central Middle East between the Caspian
Sea and the Persian Gulf and from the Levant to the eastern border of
Khorasan. The Safavids were Shi’a Muslims, specifically Twelver Shi’a, as
opposed to the Sunni Ottomans. The two empires met at the Battle of
Chaldiran. The Ottoman army had adopted much of European war-making
technology, such as cannons and matchlock arms, but the Safavids per-
sisted with ancient calvary archers and spears. After their defeat, the Safavids
became less aggressive for a while.

Under Selim I, the Empire conquered the entire Mamluk Sultanate of
Egypt, which included all of Syria. This increased the influence of Islamic
practices on the Ottoman government, dramatically shifting the orientation
of the Ottoman Empire from Europe to the Middle East because it then
ruled over the Muslim heartland of the Levant and assumed protection of
the holy cities of Mecca and Medina. Selim I was acknowledged to be Caliph
when the last Abbasid Caliph of Cairo, Al-Mutawakkil III, surrendered the
title to him in 1517. However, the meaning of Caliph as ‘successor’ to
Muhammad was then lost. Caliphs had always been Arabs with a link, how-
ever tenuous, to Muhammad, either through his companions, as in the
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Rashidun and Umayyad Caliphates, or through blood as the Abbasids. Be-
ginning with Selim I, Caliphs were all Turks.

In order to make his rule secure, Selim I killed all of his brothers, all
seven of their sons, and four of his own five sons, leaving only the ablest,
Suleiman, as the sole heir to the throne. Expansion continued under Suleiman
I, who conquered Belgrade and Rhodes, before invading Hungary, defeat-
ing and killing King Louis II in the Battle of Mohács. Suleiman also led major
campaigns against Safavid Iran, conquering Baghdad and annexing the
territory of modern Iraq. Ottoman rule was further extended by incorporat-
ing much of North Africa, conquering coastal Yemen, and annexing the
interior of Arabia.

The reign of Suleiman was the apogee of the Ottoman Empire. After
that time, the empire experienced a long, slow decline marked by loss of
conquered territories, a growing paralysis of administration throughout the
empire, increasing anarchy and misrule, and the disintegration of society
into discrete and increasingly hostile communities. It chose the wrong side
in WWI and was dismembered after the war into the several states that
currently make up the Middle East. After 1300 years of unceasing warfare,
the Islamic empire came to its end.

As mentioned previously, the two major sects of Islam are Sunni and
Shi’a, and the source of their estrangement has been noted. Once they
parted company after Muhammad’s death, their differences grew and were
probably motivated by a conscious desire to separate themselves from one
another. They accept different hadiths as genuine and follow different sys-
tems of jurisprudence. The differences between them is in the details be-
cause both follow the same Qur’an as the true word of God, though they
may interpret it a little differently. They are unalterably opposed to one
another but will readily come together against non-Muslims, whom they
call unbelievers.

Spiritual leadership of the Shi’a is invested in an imam descended from
Ali, and in this context the term ‘imam’ refers to an ultimate religious leader
similar to the Catholic Pope rather than the leader of a local Shi’a mosque.
Using the same word in different contexts can be confusing, so in this work,
the ultimate religious leader will be called the imam of the Shi’a to differen-
tiate him from the leader of a local Shi’a mosque. There is a fundamental
difference between a Sunni imam and a Shi’a imam. A Sunni imam is the
most learned Muslim of a comgregation and, thus, its spiritual leader; he
leads the salah, the Islamic prayer cycle. A Shi’a imam also has those
attributes but must additionally be a descendant of Muhammad’s son-in-
law, Ali ibn Abi Talib. The Shi’a sect is prone to splintering as rival descen-
dants (imams) promulgate their own interpretations of Islam and attract a
following. There have been approximately nineteen Shi’a subsects that have
become extinct after their imams die. After the death of Muhammad’s great
grandson Ali ibn Husayn Zayn al-Abidin, fourth imam of the Shi’a, a minor
dispute appeared over his successor as imam of the Shi’a. Some preferred
al-Abidin’s son Zayd ibn Ali whereas others preferred al-Abidin’s other son,
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Muhammad al-Baqir. A crisis was averted when Zayd was killed while rebel-
ling against the Umayyad Caliphate, leaving Muhammad al-Baqir as the
accepted fifth imam of Shi’a Islam. Some say Zayd was poisoned, but a lot
of people say a lot of things.

Although Zayd ibn Ali died, his supporters created the first organized
Shi’a sect, which is called Zaidiyyah (or Zaidism). Zaidism is the oldest
Shi’a sect and was the largest before the Isma’ilis in the tenth century and
the Safavid Dynasty in the sixteenth century. They are currently the second
largest group of Shi’a Islam. The Zaidiyyah Shi’a accept Umar and Abu
Bakr as legitimate Caliphs. Zaidis do not believe imams are infallible, and
they reject the widely-observed practice of religious dissimulation (taqiyya),
which permits Muslims to pretend to disavow their religion to save their life
as commanded by the Qur’an “except by way of precaution” (3:28) and
“except under compulsion, his heart remaining firm in Faith”  (16:106).

When Muhammad al-Baqir died, he passed the imamate to his son,
Ja’far al-Sadiq as the sixth imam of Shi’a Islam, The death of Ja’far al-
Sadiq, created a rift between the followers of Ja’far’s sons, Isma’il ibn Jafar
and Musa al-Kadhim, that exists to the present time. The followers of Isma’il
ibn Jafar formed the Isma’ili sect of Shi’a, and those of Musa al-Kadhim
formed the Twelver sect. A third son, Abdullah al-Aftah, founded the Fathite
sect, which quickly disappeared.

Isma’ilism was popular in the Fatimid Caliphate and was the largest
Shi’a sect at that time but is currently primarily only a small sect known as
Nizari. There exists eight other Isma'ili subsects, some of which are limited
mainly to small regions, but these are generally considered deviant (ghulat).
Seveners are another branch of Isma'ili Shi’a. They believe that Isma'il ibn
Jafar (765-775) was the seventh and the last Imam and that his son,
Muhammad ibn Isma'il (775-813) will return and bring about an age of
justice as Muhammad al-Mahdi. Isma’ilis maintain that infallibility is the
defining quality of an imam. They believed in a hidden (batin), more eso-
teric meaning (ta’wil) of Islam than other sects, perhaps influenced by
Sufism. They are, thus, more philosophical than other sects and have de-
veloped an involved cosmology that includes a cyclical view of human his-
tory somewhat like the Hindu belief. However, it’s impossible to determine
whether or not Hinduism had any influence on them although many Isma'ili
subsects exist only in India.

Twelvers are the largest sect of Shi’a. Twelvers and Isma’ilis disagree in
several relatively minor points of Islam such as the number of imams of
Shi’a Islam and their accepted paths of succession. As previously men-
tioned, Twelvers believe twelve imams succeed the Prophet Muhammad.
Eleven have appeared, but Muhammad al-Mahdi, the twelfth and final imam,
has yet to appear. However, some Twelvers believe that al-Mahdi was born
in 869 and has gone into hiding until the time of his prophesied return
arrives. This is called the Major Occultation. Twelvers believe al-Mahdi’s
appearance will usher in a final period of world peace and justice like Judaism’s
mashiach and Christianity’s Christ. Of course, each religion believes theirs
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will be the only redeemer around whom this final utopia will be centered.
The Alawites are a ghulat subdenomination of this sect.

Sufism, or tasawwuf, is sometimes called by non-Muslims mystical Is-
lamic belief and practice; Muslims consider it to be the spiritual side of
Islam. Sufis, themselves, have defined it in many different ways. It’s not a
separate sect like Sunni and Shi’a are; some Sunni and Shi’a engage in Sufi
practice. Sufis seek the truth of divine love and knowledge through direct
personal experience of God. Sufism grew out of early Islamic asceticism
that developed as a backlash to the increasing worldliness  of the Umayyad
Caliphate. It most likely developed from Christian asceticism that had been
a feature of Middle Eastern and Egyptian desert landscapes for centuries,
such as St. Simeon Stylites who, during the early fifth century, lived 47
years on a small platform atop a pillar near Aleppo in modern Syria. How-
ever, mainline Shi’a and Sunnis considered such ascetic practices as unnec-
essary public displays of what amounts to false piety although such public
displays can be a positive example and encouragement for others. After all,
private observances can offer no example and encouragement at all. As-
cetic Sufis were often hunted and persecuted by Sunni and Shia rulers. As
so often happens, such persecution simply hardened the beliefs of dedi-
cated ascetic Sufis.

In the late eighth century, Rabiah al-Adawiyah, a woman of slave origin
from Basra, introduced into Sufism love of Allah that was selfless, without
hope for paradise, and without fear of hell; people should worship God out
of love, rather than the fear of hell or promise of paradise. This is, perhaps,
true worship and was an article of faith for some early Protestant Christian
leaders, who wrote that salvation is a gift from God and seeking it is a sin.
Rabiah al-Adawiyah emphasized ascetic detachment, renunciation of the
world, meditation, love of God, and the importance of attitude and spiritual
motivation for actions, rather than mere ritual correctness. These are all
practices that Sufism have in common with Hinduism, although it is un-
known whether Hinduism had any influence on Sufism or Sufism developed
these practices independently. With Rabiah, Sufism became mystic.

Also in the late eighth century, Abu Yazid al-Bistami introduced into
Sufism the doctrine of annihilation of the self (fana’) in the Divine Presence
of the Creator, which is also the thrust of some Hindu beliefs. According to
the theory of the Unity of Being (wahdat al-wujud), all existence is one, a
manifestation of the underlying divine reality. This also is consistent with
the Hinduism principle that all reality is the ‘One’, which they call Brahman.
Once again, whether or not Hinduism had any influence on Sufism is un-
known. Many Muslims believe that all of Islam comes only from God and
deny that any other religion has ever had any influence on it. For example,
one Muslim has written, “However, I know that there are persons hostile to
Islam with sectarian minds who wish to deny this or anything good about
Islam or wish that anything good is always connected with the particular
sect, religion or ideology they happen to follow. It probably boost [sic] their
own ego by association.” All religions have a similar touch of paranoia.
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By the tenth and eleventh centuries, Sufism had grown to such an
extent that handbooks were published both as guides to the practice and
as explanations for those opposed to its teachings. Spiritual guides
(murshids), or masters, also began to appear to lead students on the path
(tariqah) to a direct personal experience of God. The path of Sufism starts
when a student (murid) takes an oath of allegiance (bay’ah) to a spiritual
guide. Many Sufi believe that to reach the highest levels of success in
Sufism typically requires that the disciple live with and serve the teacher
for a long period of time. This is similar to the guru–shishya relationship in
Hinduism. The first step on the path is repentance followed by renunciation
and poverty, which is sometimes interpreted as having no interest in any-
thing other than God, while meditation is a constant companion, all of
which are characteristics of Hindu monks. The ultimate Sufi goal is fana’
(annihilation of the personality). After the eleventh century, there began to
appear fraternal orders (tariqah, or tariqa) of mystics in which a number of
students would gather under the leadership of a shaykh, or sheikh. The
Twelver Shi’a Safavid Empire originated in the Sufi Safaviyya order.

Sufi spiritualists have never lost their belief that Islam is the “highest
manifestation of divine wisdom.” They have always scrupulously observed
sharia. Sufis consider sharia to be the external law and tasawwuf the inter-
nal law, both being vital to proper worship of God. However, many Muslims
find Sufi mysticism disagreeable. Like every Muslim, Sufis are primarily
focused on tawhid, “there is no God but Allah.” Many Sufis have a view of
Muhammad that’s just short of deification. The search for spiritual ecstasy
sometimes lead Sufis to wild dances that have earned some the name
whirling dervishes.

Islam began with Muhammad and the revelations given to him by the
Archangel Gabriel and God directly, which are recorded in the Qur’an. In
addition to the declaration of faith that there is no God but Allah and that
Muhammad is God’s messenger, Muslims must also believe in God’s revela-

Whirling Dervishes

Dervishes are holy men who, like
Hindu holy men, have given up
worldly affairs for an austere religious
life focusing on love and service. In
many Sufi orders, dervishes  prac-
tice dhikr (remembrance of God)
through physical exertions or reli-
gious practices to attain an ecstatic
trance in which they attempt to reach
God.
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tions as holy scriptures sent to the messengers (i.e., the Qur’an); that
sharia is a gift from God; in angels; in the afterlife; in a Day of Judgment
when everyone will be held accountable for their actions; in God’s divine
will and ‘His’ knowledge of what happens in the world (i.e., that God con-
tinually impresses ‘His’ will on the world; that nothing could happen with-
out God’s constant intervention). No other religion believes that God is in
as intimate connection with the world as Islam does.

From birth to death, Muslims are immersed in a community that lauds
Islam and denigrates non-Muslims (unbelievers); the Qur’anic references
vilifying non-Muslims are legion, such as this small sample: 2:221, 3:28,
3:151, 4:144, 8:19; 8:36, 8:65, 9:30, 24:39, 33:64 (“Verily Allah has
cursed the Unbelievers and prepared for them a Blazing Fire,-), 40:10,
83:34 (“But on this Day the Believers will laugh at the Unbelievers:”).
Other religions also tout their own beliefs; it’s a natural thing. However,
they don’t belittle those who don’t share their beliefs as Muslims do. In fact,
Hinduism explicitly expresses the belief that there are many paths but that
Hinduism is the best. Christians strongly maintain that the only path to
salvation is to believe that Jesus Christ died to redeem the sins of human-
kind and that those who don’t so believe are destined for Hell, although
that viewpoint is not universal, though widely held; neither is it one of the
principles Jesus’ taught. It was a viewpoint developed by Christians during
the centuries following Jesus’ death.

The holy books of both Christianity and Islam contain many passages
promoting peace, but the difference between Christians and Muslims is the
role violence, a common human trait, plays in their respective beliefs. It is
true that Christians have often resorted to violence to defend or expand
their faith, but they have done so without the sanction of Scripture. No-
where in the New Testament are Christians commanded to fight for Chris-
tianity. Christian violence is contrary to their Scripture. Jesus was a man of
peace. The Qur’an, on the other hand, contains numerous Ayats commanding
Muslims to fight for Islam and thereby giving violence a stature in the
Muslim world unknown in any other religion. “Uthman well remembered
hearing the Prophet (peace be on him) say, ‘Once the sword is unsheathed
among my followers, it will not be sheathed until the Last Day [the day of
judgement].’”

In addition to Surah 2, Ayat 216 quoted previously are: “Then fight in
the cause of Allah, and know that Allah heareth and knoweth all things”
(2:244) and “Let those fight in the cause of Allah who sell the life of this
world for the hereafter. To him who fighteth in the cause of Allah, whether
he is slain or gets victory, soon shall we give him a reward of great (value)”
(4:74) and “Those who believe fight in the cause of Allah, and those who
reject Faith fight in the cause of Evil: So fight ye against the friends of
Satan: feeble indeed is the cunning of Satan” (4:76) and “Then fight in
Allah’s cause - Thou art held responsible only for thyself - and rouse the
unbelievers. It may be that Allah will restrain the fury of the unbelievers;
for Allah is the strongest in might and in punishment” (4:84) and “Not
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equal are those believers who sit (at home) and receive no hurt, and those
who strive and fight in the cause of Allah with their goods and their per-
sons. Allah hath granted a grade higher to those who strive and fight with
their goods and persons than to those who sit (at home). Unto all (in Faith)
hath Allah promised good: but to those who strive and fight hath He distin-
guished above those who sit (at home) with a special reward” (4:95) and
“When ye travel through the earth, there is no blame on you if ye shorten
your prayers, for fear the unbelievers may attack you: for unbelievers are
unto you open enemies” (4:101) and “O ye who believe! if [sic] any from
among you turn back from his Faith, soon will Allah produce a people whom
He will love as they will love Him,- lowly with the believers, mighty against
the rejecters, fighting in the way of Allah, and never afraid of the reproaches
of such as find fault. That is the grace of Allah, which He will bestow on
whom He pleaseth. And Allah encompasseth all, and He knoweth all things.”
(5:54). And there are many more. No other holy book has verses even
remotely resembling these.

The Qur’an also informs that special rewards await those who die while
fighting “in the cause of Allah”, thus giving holy approval to martyrdom. In
addition to 4:74 and 4:95 above are “And if ye are slain, or die, in the way
of Allah, forgiveness and mercy from Allah are far better than all they could
amass” (3:157) and “Think not of those who are slain in Allah’s way as
dead. Nay, they live, finding their sustenance in the presence of their Lord.”
(3:169) among others. With such holy approval, it’s little wonder Muslims
sometime seek the glory of martyrdom.

Like all other religions, Islam has no control over its extremists, neither
does Islam have a universally recognized person or organization that es-
tablishes an official interpretation of the Qur’an and thereby defines what
Islam is. Of course, no other religion except the Roman Catholic Church has
such either, though it has long been recognized that official interpretations
are meaningless anyway because no one can control peoples’ minds.
‘Abdullah Yusuf Ali wrote in the Preface to the first edition of his translation,
“It is the duty of every Muslim, man, woman, or child to read the Qur’an
and understand it according to his own capacity.” Islam is whatever any
believer says it is, and those who say that acts of terrorism are “not Islam”
are quoting no authority, because there is none, but are merely giving their
own interpretation, which all are entitled to do.

Muslim writers, such as Qais bin Zayed, have said that terrorism is
contrary to Islam because slaying innocents is forbidden and, for proof,
point to Qur’an 17:33: “Nor take life   which Allah has made sacred   except
for just cause. And if anyone is slain wrongfully, we have given his heir
authority (to demand retaliation or to forgive): but let him not exceed
bounds in the matter of taking life, for he is helped (by the Law).” (‘Abdullah
Yusuf Ali translation) Unfortunately, the phrase “given his heir authority (to
demand retaliation or to forgive)” identifies this Ayat as addressing the
relationship among members of the Islamic community rather than the
relationship between Muslims and unbelievers. Moreover, the Qur’an does
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not define “just cause”, leaving that to individual interpretation; one person’s
just cause is another’s unjust cause. Islam is whatever any believer says it
is. Terrorists have given their actions the Qur’anic sanction of “just cause”
by saying they’re killing those who are killing Muslims or are supporting
those killing Muslims. We humans can rationalize anything.

The Qur’an speaks of many things other than violence, and the most
laudable is total submission to Allah: “The Religion before Allah is Islam
(submission to His Will):” (3:19). Of course, the Qur’an considers Islam to
be the only correct way to submit; “If then they (your false gods) answer
not your (call), know ye that this revelation is sent down (replete) with the
knowledge of Allah, and that there is no god but He! will ye even then
submit (to Islam)?” (11:14) and “Nor canst thou lead back the blind from
their straying: only those wilt thou make to hear, who believe in Our signs
and submit (their wills in Islam).” (30:53) Any other way renders a person
an unbeliever and, thus, a “companion of the fire.”

Because it is one of the five pillars of Islam, charity is strongly urged:
“And be steadfast in prayer; practise [sic] regular charity; and bow down
your heads with those who bow down (in worship).” (2:43) and “And re-
member We took a covenant from the Children of Israel (to this effect):
Worship none but Allah. treat with kindness your parents and kindred, and
orphans and those in need; speak fair to the people; be steadfast in prayer;
and practise [sic] regular charity. Then did ye turn back, except a few
among you, and ye backslide (even now).” (2:83) Charity is closely regu-
lated (2:262 - 2:264 and 2:271 - 274).

The Qur’an also recounts several stories from Genesis such as Adam in
the Garden of Eden. His wife is scarcely mentioned and is not given a
name, but neither is she blamed for Adam’s disobedience. She was appar-
ently simply unimportant. The story of Cain and Able is recounted in 5:27
to 5:30: “Recite to them the truth of the story of the two sons of Adam.
Behold! they each presented a sacrifice (to Allah.: It was accepted from
one, but not from the other. Said the latter: ‘Be sure I will slay thee.’
‘Surely,’ said the former, ‘(Allah) doth accept of the sacrifice of those who
are righteous.’” (5:27)

Moses is very prominent in the Qur’an. The episode of his being cast
adrift in the Nile is told in 20:37 to 20:40. The confrontation he and Aaron
had with Pharaoh is described in 5:103 to 5:136, repeated in10:75 to 10:90
and again in 20:42 to 20:79. It is also mentioned in 23:45 to 23:48, 28:29
to 28:40, 29:39, 43:46 to 43:53, and 51:28 to 51:40. His trek through the
wilderness with the Jews is described in 5:137 to 5:156 and repeated in
20:80 to 20:97. The episode with the golden calf is prominent in both
descriptions. “Then he [Samiri] brought out (of the fire) before the (people)
the image of a calf: It seemed to low: so they said: This is your god, and
the god of Moses, but (Moses) has forgotten!” (20:88)

Islam recognizes many prophets besides Muhammad as the Qur’an
describes: “We have sent thee inspiration, as We sent it to Noah and the
Messengers after him: we sent inspiration to Abraham, Isma’il, Isaac, Jacob
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and the Tribes, to Jesus, Job, Jonah, Aaron, and Solomon, and to David We
gave the Psalms.” (4:163) However, the Christian fathers who developed
the religion after Jesus’ death are rejected: “This is the guidance of Allah.
He giveth that guidance to whom He pleaseth, of His worshippers. If they
were to join other gods with Him, all that they did would be vain for them.”
(5:88) [This is the rejection of the Christain trinity.] and “These were the
men to whom We gave the Book, and authority, and prophethood: if these
(their descendants) reject them, Behold! We shall entrust their charge to a
new people who reject them not.” (5:89) [This sets the stage for Islam.]

The Qur’an remarks on the crucifixion of Jesus: “(They have incurred
divine displeasure): In that they broke their covenant; that they rejected
the signs of Allah. that they slew the Messengers in defiance of right; that
they said, ‘Our hearts are the wrappings (which preserve Allah’s Word; We
need no more)’;- Nay, Allah hath set the seal on their hearts for their
blasphemy, and little is it theybelieve;-“ (4:155) and continuing: “That
they rejected Faith; that they uttered against Mary a grave false charge;”
(4:156) further: “That they said (in boast), ‘We killed Christ Jesus the son
of Mary, the Messenger of Allah’;- but they killed him not, nor crucified him,
but so it was made to appear to them, and those who differ therein are full
of doubts, with no (certain) knowledge, but only conjecture to follow, for of
a surety they killed him not:-” (4:157) to finish: “Nay, Allah raised him up
unto Himself; and Allah is Exalted in Power, Wise;-” (4:158)

The Qur’an is sown liberally with reminders that God knows everything
we do or think. It prescribes the rules by which Muslims live, and the rules
are many. Like Jews, observant Muslims have the smallest details of their
lives regulated from birth to death.

Like all other religions, Islam makes the grievous error of assuming
humans have a special relationship with God, but this relationship is closer
in Islam than any other religion. The special creation of human beings is an
assumed truth of all religions, but its claim as truth is unverifiable. Unfortu-
nately, all claims of truth must be verifiable or they are merely opinion. The
virtue of science is that it is all verifiable by anyon at any time. Perhaps the
faithful should be forgiven their insult to God because they intend no fault.
After all, we are all simply evolved carbon-based life forms driven by God’s
laws of nature: the instinct of self-preservation and its alter ego, narcis-
sism.




