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Preface to the First Edition

THIs is not so much a history of the Arabs as an essay in
interpretation. Rather than compress so vast a subject
into a bare outline of dates and events, I have sought to
isolate and examine certain basic issues—the place of the
Arabs in human history, their identity, their achievement,
and the salient characteristics of the several ages of their
development.

In a work of this nature it is not possible nor indeed
desirable to acknowledge the sources of every point of fact
and interpretation. Orientalists will recognize at once my
debt to the masters, past and present, of Islamic historical
studies. For the rest, I can only express my general
indebtedness to my predecessors, teachers, colleagues,
and students who have all helped, in different ways, to
form the view of Arab history set forth in these pages.

My special thanks are due to Professor Sir Hamilton
Gibb, the late Professors U. Heyd and D. S. Rice for
reading and criticizing my manuscript, to Miss J. Bridges
for preparing the index, and to Professor A. T. Hatto for
many useful suggestions.

B.L.
London, 1947



Preface to the New Edition

THis book was written in 1947 and first published in
1950. Thereafter, it went through five editions and many
reprints, both in Britain and in the United States.
Translations were published in eleven languages, four
of them—Arabic, Turkish, Malay, and Indonesian—in
Muslim countries. The Arabic version was made by two
distinguished Arab historians and was praised by such
eminent Arab scholars as Shafiq Ghorbal in Egypt. This
did not save it from being banned in Pakistan, because
of a disrespectful reference to the Prophet which I had
quoted from Dante as an example of medieval European
prejudice and bigotry. More recently, it has been attacked,
principally by the exponents of the new school of epi-
stemology.

Despite such strictures, the book was widely used and
frequently reprinted in many countries, presumably
because of the shortage of alternative works treating Arab
history with the same brevity and at the same level of
analysis and generalization. It has, however, in several
respects become out of date, and when I was asked to
prepare yet another new edition, it seemed to me that
a more thorough overhaul was necessary. My original
intention was to confine this overhaul in the main to
the final chapter dealing with more recent events, where
extensive revision and additions were obviously required.
But in rereading the text which I wrote almost forty-five
years earlier, I soon realized that many more changes
would be needed before I could publish this as a revised
and updated edition.

These changes are of several kinds. Some are primarily
verbal, to take account of changes of usage that have
occurred during the past half century. For example, the
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word ‘racial’ in Britain in the 1940s was commonly used
in contexts where ‘ethnic’ would be appropriate nowa-
days. In the induction form of the British Army, when I
joined in 1940, a recruit was asked to state his race, the
expected answer being English, Scottish, Welsh, or Irish,
and the choice entirely his own. To use the word ‘racial’
in this sense at the present day would be offensive and,
more important, misleading. There are other words that
have changed or lost their meanings; others again
that have become unacceptable. Even in a number of
places where I had no desire to change the meaning of the
words which I used in 1948, I have nevertheless found it
necessary to change the words themselves in order to
convey that same meaning accurately to the present-day
reader.

Of greater importance are the revisions which affect not
merely the wording, but the substance. These changes are
of two kinds. The first might be described as corrections—
changes the purpose of which is to bring the text into
line with the current state of knowledge and climate of
opinion among scholars. Since this book was originally
published, many scholars in many countries have worked
on the subjects discussed in it, and, through the discovery
of new evidence and the achievement of new insights,
have in significant respects transformed our perception of
the Arab past.

The second group of revisions derive not so much from
the advancement of scholarship in general as from the
evolution of my own views. There are many things in
Arab history, as in other topics, which I no longer see as I
did when I wrote this book. It would be self-defeating
and ultimately pointless to try and rewrite the book
as I would write it at the present time. The aim of my
revisions has been more modest—to remove statements
which I now find unacceptable, to use more cautious
language where I am no longer as sure as I was then, and
to add new material where this seemed to be necessary to
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present a balanced picture. In both respects therefore, I
have proceeded by addition, omission, and emendation,
while still preserving the original structure of exposition
and analysis.

Finally, there are the changes necessitated by events in
the Arab world and beyond during the years that have
passed since this book was written. These events are of
course important in themselves; they may also affect the
perception and the presentation of the past. I have not,
however, included an outline of recent and current history.
In a region and period of rapid and sometimes violent
change, some distance is needed for serious evaluation,
and any attempt to keep pace with new developments
would swiftly be outdated. In the chronological table, I
have added more recent events which attracted public
attention or seemed to me important. For similar reasons,
I have inserted a few earlier events missing from previous
editions. Paradoxically, the progress of scholarship has
not obliged me to lengthen the bibliography but has rather
permitted me to shorten it, thanks to the appearance of
several excellent bibliographical guides and other works
of reference.

In the original edition, following the pattern of the
series, there were no footnotes. I have retained this
pattern, and have made no attempt to provide detailed
annotation and documentation for the statements made
in the book. I have, however, provided an appendix,
giving references for direct quotations.

B.L.
Princeton, N.J.
July 1992
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Introduction

WHAT is an Arab? Ethnic terms are notoriously difficult
to define, and Arab is not among the easiest. One possible
definition may be set aside at once. The Arabs may be a
nation; they are not a nationality in the legal sense.
One who calls himself an Arab may be described in his
passport as a national of Saudi Arabia, Yemen, Iraq,
Kuwait, Syria, Jordan, Sudan, Libya, Tunisia, Algeria,
Morocco, or any other of the group of states that identify
themselves as Arab. Some of them—such as Saudi Arabia,
the Union of Arab Emirates, the Syrian and Egyptian
Arab Republics—have even adopted the word Arab in
their official nomenclature. Their citizens are not, how-
ever, designated simply as Arabs. There are Arab states,
and indeed a league of Arab states; but there is no single
Arab state of which all Arabs are nationals.

But if Arabism has no legal content, it is none the less
real. The pride of the Arab in his Arabdom, his conscious-
ness of the bonds that bind him to other Arabs past and
present, are no less intense. Is the unifying factor then one
of language—is an Arab simply one who speaks Arabic
as his mother tongue? It is a simple and at first sight
a satisfying answer—yet there are difficulties. Is the
Arabic-speaking Jew from Iraq or the Yemen or the
Arabic-speaking Christian of Egypt or Lebanon an Arab?
The enquirer could receive different answers amongst
these people themselves and among their Muslim neigh-
bours. Is even the Arabic-speaking Muslim of Egypt an
Arab? Many consider themselves such, but not all, and
the term Arab is still used colloquially in both Egypt and
Iraq to distinguish the Bedouin of the surrounding deserts
from the indigenous peasantry of the great river valleys.
In some quarters the repellent word Arabophone is used
to distinguish those who merely speak Arabic from those
who are truly Arabs.
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A gathering of Arab leaders many years ago defined
an Arab in these words: ‘Whoever lives in our country,
speaks our language, is brought up in our culture and
takes pride in our glory is one of us.” We may compare
with this a definition from a well-qualified Western source,
Sir Hamilton Gibb: ‘All those are Arabs for whom the
central fact of history is the mission of Muhammad and
the memory of the Arab Empire and who in addition
cherish the Arabic tongue and its cultural heritage as
their common possession.” Neither definition, it will be
noted, is purely linguistic. Both add a cultural, one at
least a religious, qualification. Both must be interpreted
historically, for it is only through the history of the peoples
called Arab that we can hope to understand the meaning
of the term from its primitive restricted use in ancient
times to its vast but vaguely delimited extent of meaning
today. As we shall see, through this long period the sig-
nificance of the word Arab has been steadily changing,
and as the change has been slow, complex and extensive,
we shall find that the term may be used in several dif-
ferent senses at one and the same time, and that a standard
general definition of its content has rarely been possible.

The origin of the word Arab is still obscure, though
philologists have offered explanations of varying plausi-
bility. For some, the word is derived from a Semitic root
meaning ‘west’, and was first applied by the inhabitants
of Mesopotamia to the peoples to the west of the Euphrates
valley. This etymology is questionable on purely linguistic
grounds, and is also open to the objection that the term
was used by the Arabs themselves and that a people is not
likely to describe itself by a word indicating its position
relative to another. More profitable are the attempts to
link the word with the concept of nomadism. This has
been done in various ways; by connecting it with the
Hebrew ‘‘Arabha’—dark land, or steppe land; with the
Hebrew “Erebh’'—mixed and hence unorganized, as
opposed to the organized and ordered life of the seden-
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tary communities, rejected and despised by the nomads;
with the root ‘“Abhar’'—to move or pass—from which the
word Hebrew is probably derived. The association with
nomadism is borne out by the fact that the Arabs them-
selves seem to have used the word at an early date to
distinguish the Bedouin from the Arabic-speaking town
and village dwellers and indeed continue to do so to some
extent at the present day. The traditional Arab etymology
deriving the name from a verb meaning ‘to express’ or
‘enunciate’ is almost certainly a reversal of the historic
process. A parallel case may be found in the connection
between German deuten—'to make clear to the people’,
and deutsch—originally ‘of the people’.

The earliest account that has come down to us of Arabia
and the Arabs is that of the tenth chapter of Genesis,
where many of the peoples and districts of the peninsula
are mentioned by name. The word Arab, however, does
not occur in this text, and makes its first appearance in an
Assyrian inscription of 853 Bc in which King Shalmaneser
IIT records the defeat by the Assyrian forces of a con-
spiracy of rebellious princelings; one of them was ‘Gindibu
the Aribi’, who contributed 1,000 camels to the forces of
the confederacy. From that time until the sixth century Bc
there are frequent references in Assyrian and Babylonian
inscriptions to Aribi, Arabu, and Urbi. These inscriptions
record the receipt of tribute from Aribi rulers, usually
including camels and other items indicative of a desert
origin, and occasionally tell of military expeditions into
Aribi land. Some of the later inscriptions are accompanied
by illustrations of the Aribi and their camels. These
campaigns against the Aribi were clearly not wars of con-
quest but punitive expeditions intended to recall the
erring nomads to their duties as Assyrian vassals. They
served the general purpose of securing the Assyrian
borderlands and lines of communication. The Aribi of the
inscriptions are a nomadic people living in the far north
of Arabia, probably in the Syro-Arabian desert. The term
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does not include the flourishing sedentary civilization of
south-western Arabia, which is separately mentioned in
Assyrian records. The Aribi may be identified with the
Arabs of the later books of the Old Testament. Towards
530 Bc the term Arabaya begins to appear in Persian
cuneiform documents.

The earliest classical reference is in Aeschylus, who in
Prometheus mentions Arabia as a remote land whence
come warriors with sharp-pointed spears. The ‘Magos
Arabos’ mentioned in the Persians as one of the com-
manders of Xerxes’ army may possibly also be an Arab. It
is in Greek writings that we find for the first time the
place-name Arabia, formed on the analogy of Italia, etc.
Herodotus and after him most other Greek and Latin
writers extend the terms Arabia and Arab to the entire
peninsula and all its inhabitants including the southern
Arabians, and even the eastern desert of Egypt between
the Nile and the Red Sea. The term at this time thus
seems to cover all the desert areas of the Near and Middle
East inhabited by Semitic-speaking peoples. It is in Greek
literature, too, that the term ‘Saracen’ first becomes
common. This word first appears in the ancient inscrip-
tions, and seems to be the name of a single desert tribe in
the Sinai area. In Greek, Latin, and Talmudic literature
it is used of the nomads generally, and in Byzantium
and the medieval West was later applied to all Muslim
peoples.

The first Arabian use of the word Arab occurs in the
ancient southern Arabian inscriptions, those relics of the
flourishing civilization set up in the Yemen by the southern
branch of the Arab peoples and dating from the late pre-
Christian and early Christian centuries. In these, Arab
means Bedouin, often raider, and is applied to the nomadic
as distinct from the sedentary population. The first occur-
rence in the north is in the early fourth-century ap
Namara Epitaph, one of the oldest surviving records in
the north-Arabian language which later became classical
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Arabic. This inscription, written in Arabic but in the
Nabatean Aramaic script, records the death and achieve-
ments of Imru’l-Qays, ‘King of all the Arabs’, in terms
which suggest that the sovereignty claimed did not extend
far beyond the nomads of northern and central Arabia.

It is not until the rise of Islam early in the seventh
century that we have any real information as to the use of
the word in central and northern Arabia. For Muhammad
and his contemporaries the Arabs were the Bedouin of the
desert, and in the Qur’an the term is used exclusively in
this sense and never of the townsfolk of Mecca, Medina,
and other cities. On the other hand, the language of these
towns and of the Qur’an itself is described as Arabic. Here
we already find the germ of the idea prevalent in later
times that the purest form of Arabic is that of the Bedouin,
who have preserved more faithfully than any others the
original Arab way of life and speech.

The great waves of conquest that followed the death of
Muhammad and the establishment of the Caliphate by his
successors in the headship of the new Islamic community
wrote the name Arab large across the three continents of
Asia, Africa, and Europe, and placed it in the heading
of a vital chapter in the history of human thought and
endeavour. The Arabic-speaking peoples of Arabia, nomad
and settled folk alike, founded a vast empire stretching
from central Asia across the Middle East and North Africa
to the Atlantic. With Islam as their national religion and
war-cry, and the new empire as their booty, the Arabs
found themselves living among a vast variety of peoples
differing in race, language, and religion, among whom
they formed a ruling minority of conquerors and masters.
The ethnic distinctions between tribe and tribe and the
social distinctions between townsfolk and desertfolk
became for a while less significant than the difference
between the masters of the new empire and the diverse
peoples they had conquered. During this first period in
Islamic history, when Islam was an Arab religion and the
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Caliphate an Arab kingdom, the term Arab came to be
applied to those who spoke Arabic, were full members by
descent of an Arab tribe, and who, either in person or
through their ancestors, had originated in Arabia. It served
to mark them off from the mass of Persians, Syrians,
Egyptians, and others, whom the great conquests had
brought under Arab rule, and was also used in Christian
Europe and elsewhere beyond the frontiers of Islam to
designate the new imperial people. The early classical
Arab dictionaries give us two forms of the word Arab—
‘Arab’ and ‘Arab’ in Arabic—and tell us that the latter
meant ‘Bedouin’, while the former was used in the wider
sense described above. This distinction, if it is authentic—
and there is much in the early dictionaries that has a
purely lexicographical existence—must date from this
period. There is no sign of it earlier. It does not appear to
have survived for long.

From the eighth century, the Caliphate was gradually
transformed from an Arab to an Islamic Empire in which
membership of the ruling group was determined by faith
rather than by origin. As increasing numbers of the con-
quered peoples were converted to Islam, the religion
ceased to be the national or tribal cult of the Arab con-
querors and acquired the universal character that it has
retained ever since. The development of economic life and
the cessation of the wars of conquest produced a new
governing class of administrators and traders, hetero-
geneous in race and language, which ousted the Arab
military aristocracy created by the conquests. This change
was reflected in the organization and personnel of
government.

Arabic remained the sole official language and the main
language of administration, commerce, and culture. The
rich and diverse civilization of the Caliphate, created by
people of many nations and faiths, was Arabic in language
and to a large extent also in tone. The use of the adjective
Arab to describe the various facets of this civilization has
often been challenged on the grounds that the contribu-
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tion to ‘Arab medicine’, ‘Arab philosophy’, etc. of those
who were of Arab descent was relatively small. Even the
use of the word Muslim is criticized, since many of the
architects of this culture were Christians and Jews, and
the term ‘Islamic’, as possessing a cultural rather than a
purely religious or national connotation, has been sug-
gested as preferable. The authentically Arab charac-
teristics of the civilization of the Caliphate are, however,
greater than the mere examination of the ethnic origins of
its individual creators would suggest, and the use of the
term is justified provided a clear distinction is drawn
between its cultural and national connotations. Another
important point is that in the collective consciousness of
the Arabs today it is the Arab civilization of the Caliphate
in this wider sense that is their common heritage and the
formative influence in their cultural life.

Meanwhile the ethnic content of the word Arab itself
was also changing. The spread of Islam among the con-
quered peoples was accompanied by the spread of Arabic.
This process was accelerated by the settlement of numbers
of Arabians in the provinces, and from the tenth century
onwards by the arrival of a new ruling people, the Turks,
in common subjection to whom the distinction between
the descendants of the Arab conquerors and the Arabized
natives ceased to be significant. In almost all the pro-
vinces west of Iran the old native languages died out
and Arabic became the chief spoken language. From late
‘Abbasid times onwards the word Arab reverts to its
earlier meaning of Bedouin or nomad, becoming in effect
a social rather than an ethnic term. In many of the Western
chronicles of the Crusades it is used only for Bedouin,
while the mass of the Muslim population of the Near East
are called Saracens. It is certainly in this sense that in the
sixteenth century Tasso speaks of

altri Arabi poi, che di soggiorno,
certo non sono stabili abitanti;
(Gerusalemme Liberata, xvi1. 21)



8 The Arabs in History

The fourteenth-century Arabic historian Ibn Khaldan,
himself a townsman of Arab descent, uses the word
commonly in this sense.

The main criterion of classification was religious. The
various minority faiths were organized as religio-political
communities, each under its own leaders and laws. The
majority belonged to the Ummat al-Islam, the community
or nation of Islam. Its members thought of themselves
primarily as Muslims. When further classification was
necessary, it might be territorial—Egyptian, Syrian, Iraqi
—or social—townsman, peasant, nomad. It is to this last
that the term Arab belonged. So little had it retained of
its ethnic meaning that we even find it applied at times
to non-Arab nomads of Kurdish or Turkoman extraction.
When the dominant social class within the Ummat al-Islam
was mainly Turkish—as was the case for many centuries
in the Near East—we sometimes find the term ‘Sons or
Children of the Arabs’ (Abna’ al-‘Arab or Awlad al-"Arab)
applied to the Arabic-speaking townspeople and peasantry
to distinguish them from the Turkish ruling class on the
one hand and the nomads or Arabs proper on the other.

In colloquial Arabic this situation has remained sub-
stantially unchanged to the present day, though others
have replaced the Turks as the dominant class. But among
the intellectuals of the Arabic-speaking countries a change
of far-reaching significance has taken place. The rapid
growth of European activity and influence in these lands
brought with it the European idea of the nation as a
group of people with a common homeland, language,
character, and political aspiration. Since the sixteenth
century the Ottoman Empire had ruled most of the
Arabic-speaking peoples of the Near and Middle East. The
impact of the national idea on a people in the throes of
the violent social changes brought about by the entry of
Western imperialism produced the first beginnings of an
Arab revival and an Arab national movement aiming at
the creation of an independent state or states. The move-
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ment began in Syria and its first leaders seem to have
thought in terms only of that country. Soon it spread to
Iraq and in later years developed closer relations with the
local nationalist movements in Egypt and even in the
Arabic-speaking countries of North Africa.

For the theoreticians of Arab nationalism the Arabs are
a nation in the European sense, including all those within
certain boundaries who speak Arabic and cherish the
memory of bygone Arab glory. There are different views
as to where these boundaries lie. For some they include
only the Arabic-speaking countries of south-west Asia.
Others add Egypt—though here there was a conflict of
opinion with the many Egyptians who conceived of their
nationalism, or rather patriotism, in Egyptian not Arab
terms. Many include the entire Arabic-speaking world
from Morocco to the borders of Iran and Turkey. The
social barrier between sedentary and nomad has ceased to
be significant from this point of view, despite its survival
in the colloquial use of ‘Arab’ for Bedouin. The religious
barrier in a society long dominated by a theocratic faith is
less easily set aside. Though few of the spokesmen of the
movement will admit it, many Arabs still exclude those
who, though they speak Arabic, reject the Arabian faith
and therefore much of the civilization that it fostered.

To sum up then: the term Arab is first encountered in
the ninth century Bc, describing the Bedouin of the north
Arabian steppe. It remained in use for several centuries in
this sense among the settled peoples of the neighbouring
countries. In Greek and Roman usage it was extended to
cover the whole peninsula, including the settled people of
the oases and the relatively advanced civilization of the
south-west. In Arabia itself it seems still to have been
limited to the nomads, although the common language of
sedentary and nomad Arabians was called Arabic. After
the Islamic conquests and during the period of the Arab
Empire it marked off the conquerors of Arabian origin
from the mass of the conquered peoples. As the Arab
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kingdom was transformed into a cosmopolitan Islamic
Empire it came to denote—in external rather than in
internal usage—the variegated culture of that Empire,
produced by people of many nations and religions, but
expressed in the Arabic language and conditioned by Arab
taste and tradition. With the fusion of the Arab con-
querors and the Arabized conquered and their common
subjection to other ruling elements, it gradually lost its
ethnic content and became a social term, applied mainly
to the nomads who had preserved more faithfully than
any others the original Arabian way of life and language.
The Arabic-speaking peoples of the settled countries were
usually classed simply as Muslims, sometimes as ‘sons of
the Arabs’, to distinguish them from Muslims using other
languages. While all these different usages have survived
in certain contexts to the present day, a new one born of
the impact of the West has in the course of the twentieth
century become increasingly important. It is that which
regards the Arabic-speaking peoples as a nation or group
of sister nations in the modern sense, linked by a common
territory, language, and culture and a common aspiration
to political independence and unity.

It is a much easier task to examine the extent of Arabism
in space at the present time. The Arabic-speaking countries
fall into three groups: south-west Asia, Egypt, and North
Africa. The largest Arab land in the first group is the
Arabian peninsula itself. Most of it forms part of the
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, still, despite the immense
wealth accruing from oil, governed by a patriarchal
monarchy and with a population which, outside the major
cities and industrial development areas, is largely pastoral
and nomadic. A republican coup against the neighbouring
monarchy in Yemen in 1962 began a civil war, which
continued until 1967. In that year, the Aden colony and
protectorate became independent as the People’s Republic
of South Yemen. After a long period of rivalry, the two
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Yemens were finally merged in 1990. The remainder of
the peninsula, in the south-east and the east, consists
of a number of principalities ruled by old established
dynasties. By 1971 the Gulf States too had become inde-
pendent, most of them joining in the Union of Arab
Emirates.

To the north of Arabia lie the lands of the Fertile
Crescent, until 1918 provinces of the Ottoman Empire,
now the states of Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, Jordan, and Israel.
It is in these countries that the process of Arabization
went farthest, and that the sentiment of Arab identity is
strongest. Adjoining Arab Asia, in the north-east corner of
Africa, lies Egypt, the most populous, most developed,
and most homogeneous of the Arabic-speaking states,
with the longest tradition of political nationalism and of
separate political existence in modern times. In February
1958 Egypt was joined by Syria in a United Arab
Republic, from which Syria withdrew in 1961. Egypt for a
while retained the name United Arab Republic, but later
changed it to Egyptian Arab Republic.

West of Egypt on the African continent, the former
Italian colony of Libya became an independent monarchy
in December 1951, and a revolutionary republic in 1969.
Tunisia and Morocco were both recognized as independent
in 1956, and Algeria, after a long and bitter struggle,
in 1962. In most of these countries the population is
mixed, mainly Arabic-speaking, but with Berber-speaking
minorities, especially in Morocco. South of Egypt and the
North African states, in the borderland between Arab and
black Africa, are a number of states with mixed Arab
and black populations—the Sudan, which attained its
independence in 1956; Chad, which became independent
in 1960; and Mauritania, in the same year. There are also
Arab communities living among predominantly black
populations further south, and significant Arab minorities
in Iran, Israel, and Turkey. In the last quarter of the
twentieth century, important Arab minorities have been
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created by immigration in Western Europe, notably
France, and in North America. The total number of Arabic-
speaking people in Asia and Africa is usually estimated at
over two hundred million, of whom over fifty-five million
live in Egypt and over sixty million in North Africa.

These countries have much in common. All of them are
on the border of the desert and the sown, and have con-
fronted from the earliest times until today the ever-present
problem of the encroaching nomad. Two of the most im-
portant, Egypt and Iraq, are the irrigated valleys of great
rivers, highways of commerce, and seats of centralized
states from most ancient times. Almost all of them are
peasant countries, with basically the same social order
and governing classes—though the outer forms and even
the social realities are changing as the impact of the
modern world affects them separately, at different times,
in different ways, at different tempos. All but Arabia itself
were won for Arabism and Islam by the great conquests,
and all have inherited the same great legacy of language,
religion, and civilization. But the spoken language has
many local differences, and so too have religion, culture,
and social tradition. Long separation and vast distances
helped the Arabs, in fusion with different native cultures,
to produce vigorous local variants of the common tradi-
tion, sometimes, as in Egypt, with an age-old sense of
local national identity.

Among the conquered peoples, here and there, were
some who refused either the conqueror’s language or
religion or both, surviving as Muslims, but not Arabs,
such as the Kurds or Berbers in Iraq or North Africa; or as
Arabic speakers, but not Muslims, such as the Maronites
and Copts in Lebanon and Egypt. New sects arose in
Islam itself, sometimes through the action of pre-existing
cults, leaving Shi‘ites and Yazidis in Iraq, Druze in Syria
and Lebanon, Zaydis and Isma‘ilis in the Yemen. The
modern age, by subjecting the Arab lands to greatly dif-
fering processes, has brought new factors of disunity,
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deriving from varying social levels as well as from regional
and dynastic interests. But modern developments are also
strengthening the factors of unity—the rapid growth of
modern communications, bringing the different parts of
the Arab world into closer and quicker contact with one
another than ever before; the spread of education and
literacy, giving greater scope to the unifying power of
a common written language and memory; and, most
obvious, the new solidarity in opposition to alien
domination and influence.

One last problem remains to be discussed in these intro-
ductory remarks. The European writer on Islamic history
labours under a special disability. Writing in a Western
language, he necessarily uses Western terms. But these
terms are based on Western categories of thought and
analysis, themselves deriving in the main from Western
history. Their application to another society formed by
different traditions and with different ways of life can at
best be only an analogy and may be dangerously mis-
leading. To take an example: such pairs of words as
Church and state, spiritual and temporal, ecclesiastical
and lay, had no real equivalents in Muslim usage until
modern times, when they were created—or borrowed
from the Arab Christians—to translate modern ideas;
for the dichotomy which they express was unknown
to medieval Muslim society and unarticulated in the
medieval Muslim mind. The community of Islam was
Church and state in one, with the two indistinguishably
interwoven; its titular head, the Caliph, was at once a
secular and a religious chief. Again, the term ‘feudalism’,
strictly speaking, refers to the form of society which
existed in western Europe between the break-up of the
Roman Empire and the beginning of the modern order.
Its use for other areas and other periods must inevitably,
unless it is carefully defined in its new context, create the
impression that the type of society thus described is
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identical with or at least similar to west European feudal-
ism. But no two societies are exactly the same, and though
the social order in Islam at certain periods may show quite
a number of important resemblances to west European
feudalism, this can never justify the total identification
which is implicit in the unrestricted use of the term. Such
words as ‘religion’, ‘state’, ‘sovereignty’, ‘democracy’, mean
very different things in the Islamic context and indeed
vary in meaning from one part of Europe to another. The
use of such words, however, is inevitable in writing in
English and for that matter in writing in the modern
languages of the Middle East, influenced for well over a
century by Western modes of thought and classification.
In the following pages they are to be understood at all
times in their Islamic context and should not be taken as
implying any greater degree of resemblance to corres-
ponding Western institutions than is specifically stated.



1 Arabia Before Islam

The burden of the desert of the sea. As whirlwinds in
the south pass through; so it cometh from the desert,
from a terrible land.

(Isaiah 21: 1)

THE Arabian peninsula forms a vast rectangle of some
one and a quarter million square miles area. It is bordered
in the north by the chain of territories commonly known
as the Fertile Crescent—in Mesopotamia, Syria, and
Palestine—and their desert borderlands; in the east and
south by the Persian Gulf and Indian Ocean; in the west
by the Red Sea. The south-western districts of the Yemen
consist of well-watered mountain country which from an
early date permitted the rise of agriculture and the devel-
opment of flourishing and relatively advanced sedentary
civilizations. The remainder of the country consists of
waterless steppes and deserts broken only by an occa-
sional oasis and crossed by a few caravan and trade-
routes. The population was mainly pastoral and nomadic,
living by its flocks and by raiding the peoples of the oases
and of the cultivated neighbouring provinces.

The deserts of Arabia are of various kinds: the most
important according to the Arab classification are the
Nuftd, a sea of enormous shifting sand-dunes forming
a landscape of constantly changing aspect; the Hamad,
rather more solid ground in the areas nearer to Syria and
Iraq; the steppe country, where the ground is more
compact and where occasional rainfall produces a sudden
and transient vegetation; and finally the vast and im-
penetrable sand desert of the south-east. Between these
zones communications were limited and difficult, depend-
ing mainly on wadis, so that the inhabitants of the dif-
ferent parts of Arabia had little contact with one another.
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The centre and north of the peninsula are traditionally
divided by the Arabs into three zones. The first of these
is the Tihama, a Semitic word meaning ‘lowland’, and
applied to the undulating plains and slopes of the Red
Sea coast. The second, moving eastwards, is the Hijaz,
or ‘barrier’. This term was originally applied only to
the mountain range separating the coastal plain from the
plateau of Najd, but was later extended to include much
of the coastal plain itself. To the east of the Hijaz lies the
great inland plateau of Najd, most of it consisting of
Nufad desert.

From very early times Arabia has formed a transit area
between the Mediterranean countries and the further
East, and its history has to a large extent been determined
by the vicissitudes of east—west traffic. Communications
both within Arabia and through Arabia have been directed
by the geographical configuration of the peninsula into
certain well-defined lines. The first of these is the Hijaz
route, running from the Red Sea ports and inland border
posts of Palestine and Transjordan along the inner flank of
the Red Sea coastal range and onwards to the Yemen.
This was at various times a route for caravan traffic be-
tween the Empire of Alexander and its successors in the
Near East and the countries of further Asia. It was also
the route of the Hijaz railway, completed in the early
years of the twentieth century. A second route runs through
the Wadi‘l-Dawasir, extending from the extreme north-
east of the Yemen to central Arabia, where it links up
with another route, the Wadi‘l-Rumma, to southern
Mesopotamia. This was the main medium of contact in
ancient times between the Yemen and the civilizations
of Assyria and Babylon. Finally, the Wadi‘l-Sirhan links
central Arabia with south-eastern Syria via the Jawf
oases.

Until we can dig for history in Arabia, as we have dug
in Egypt, Syria, and Mesopotamia, the early centuries
of Arabia will remain obscure, and the searcher in the
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field will have to pick his way warily among the debris of
half-erected and half-demolished hypotheses which the
historian, with the scanty equipment of fact that he now
possesses, can neither complete nor raze to the ground.
Perhaps the best-known of these is the Winckler—Caetani
theory, so named after its two most distinguished expo-
nents. According to this, Arabia was originally a land of
great fertility and the first home of the Semitic peoples.
Through the millennia it has been undergoing a process of
steady desiccation, a drying up of wealth and waterways
and a spread of the desert at the expense of the cultiv-
able land. The declining productivity of the peninsula,
together with the increase in the number of the inhab-
itants, led to a series of crises of overpopulation and
consequently to a recurring cycle of invasions of the
neighbouring countries by the Semitic peoples of the
peninsula. It was these crises that carried the Assyrians,
Aramaeans, Canaanites (including the Phoenicians and
Hebrews), and finally the Arabs themselves into the Fertile
Crescent. The Arabs of history would thus be the undif-
ferentiated residue after the great invasions of ancient
history had taken place.

Although no thorough geological survey of Arabia has
yet been made, some evidence has already come to light
in support of this theory in the form of dried-up water-
ways and other indications of past fertility. There is,
however, no evidence that this process of desiccation took
place after the beginning of human life in the peninsula,
nor indeed that it took place at a pace great enough to
influence directly the course of human affairs. There is
also some philological evidence in support of the theory
in that the Arabic language, though the most recent of the
Semitic languages in its emergence as a literary and
cultural instrument, is nevertheless in many ways the
oldest of them in its grammatical structure and con-
sequently the nearest to the presumed original proto-
Semitic tongue. An alternative hypothesis is that advanced
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by the Italian scholar Ignazio Guidi, who preferred
southern Mesopotamia as the homeland of the Semites
and pointed out that while the Semitic languages have
common words for ‘river’ and ‘sea’ they have none for
‘mountain’ or ‘hill’. Other scholars have suggested Africa
and Armenia.

The national tradition of the Arabs divides the Arabian
people into two main stems, the northern and the
southern. This distinction is echoed in the tenth chapter
of Genesis, where two distinct lines of descent from Shem
are given for the peoples of south-western and of central
and northern Arabia, the latter of which is closer to the
Hebrews. The ethnological significance of this distinction
is and will probably remain unknown. It first appéars in
history in linguistic and cultural terms. The southern-
Arabian language is different from that of northern
Arabia, which ultimately developed into classical Arabic.
It is written in a different alphabet, known to us from
inscriptions, and is related to Ethiopic, a language and
script developed by colonists from southern Arabia who
established the first centres of Ethiopian civilization.
Another important distinction is that the southern
Arabians were a sedentary people.

The chronology of early southern Arabian history is
obscure. One of the earliest kingdoms named in records is
Saba, perhaps identical with the Biblical Sheba, whose
queen entered into relations with King Solomon. Saba
may have been in existence as far back as the tenth
century Bc. There are occasional references from the
eighth century and evidence of full development by the
sixth. Round about the year 750 Bc one of the Sabean
kings built the famous Ma’rib dam, which for long regu-
lated the agricultural life of the kingdom. Commercial
links were maintained with the African coastlands opposite
and probably with countries further afield. The Sabeans
appear to have colonized extensively in Africa and to have
founded the kingdom of Abyssinia, the name of which
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comes from Habashat, a south-west Arabian people. The
Arabic name for Ethiopia is still Habash.

From the time when the conquests of Alexander brought
the Mediterranean world into contact with the further
East, increased information in Greek sources testifies to
a growing interest in southern Arabia. The Ptolemies of
Egypt sent ships through the Red Sea, exploring the
Arabian coasts and the trade-routes to India. Their suc-
cessors in the Near East retained that interest. By the end
of the fifth century ap the kingdom of Saba was in an
advanced state of decline. Muslim and Christian sources
suggest that it had fallen under the dominance of the
Himyarites, another southern Arabian people. The last
of the Himyarite kings, Dhi Nuwas, was converted to
Judaism. As a reprisal for Byzantine persecution of the
Jews, he adopted repressive measures against the Christian
settlers in southern Arabia. This in turn produced re-
percussions in Byzantium and in Ethiopia, by now a
Christian state, and provided the latter with the induce-
ment and the opportunity at once to avenge the persecuted
Christians and to seize the key to the Indian trade. The
Sabean kingdom was ended by a successful Ethiopian
invasion with local Christian support. Ethiopian rule in
the Yemen did not last long. In ap 575 an expedition from
Persia invaded the country and reduced it to a satrapy
without great difficulty. Persian rule too was ephemeral,
and by the time of the Muslim conquest little sign of it
remained.

The basis of society in southern Arabia was agriculture,
and the inscriptions, with their frequent references to
dams, canals, boundary problems, and landed property,
suggest a high degree of development. Besides cereals the
southern Arabians produced myrrh, incense, and other
spices and aromatics. These last were their main export,
and in the Mediterranean lands the spices of southern
Arabia, often confused with those arriving via southern
Arabia from more distant lands, led to its almost legendary
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reputation as a land of wealth and prosperity—the Arabia
Eudaemon or Arabia Felix of the classical world. The
spices of Arabia have many echoes in the literature of
the West, from the ‘thesauris arabicis’ of Horace to the
‘perfumes of Arabia’ of Shakespeare and Milton’s ‘spicy
shores of Araby the blest’.

The political organization of southern Arabia was mon-
archic and appears to have been solidly founded with
regular succession from father to son. The kings were not
divine, as elsewhere in the East, and their authority,
at certain periods at least, was limited by councils of
notables and at a later date by a kind of feudalism with
local lords ruling from castles over their vassals and
peasants.

The religion of southern Arabia was polytheistic and
bears a general, though not detailed, resemblance to those
of the other ancient Semitic peoples. Temples were im-
portant centres of public life and possessed great wealth,
administered by the chief priests. The spice crop itself
was regarded as sacred and one-third was reserved for the
gods, i.e. for the priests. Though writing was known and
many inscriptions have survived, there is no sign of any
books or literature.

When we turn from southern to central and northern
Arabia we find a very different story, based on very much
scantier information. We have seen that Assyrian, Biblical,
and Persian sources give us occasional references to
nomadic peoples in the centre and north. The southern
Arabians, too, appear to have colonized to a limited
extent in the north, probably for trade. Our first detailed
information dates from the classical period, when the
penetration of Hellenistic influences from Syria and the
periodic exploitation of the west Arabian trade-route pro-
duced a series of semi-sedentarized border states in the
Syrian and northern Arabian desert marches.

These states, though Arab in origin, were strongly under
the influence of hellenized Aramaic culture, and generally
used the Aramaic language for their inscriptions. Their
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Arab character is revealed only in their proper names.
The first, and perhaps the most important of them, was
that of the Nabateans, which ruled at the period of its
greatest power over an area stretching from the Gulf of
Aqgaba northwards to the Dead Sea and including much of
the northern Hijaz. The first king known from inscriptions
is Aretas (in Arabic, Haritha) who is mentioned in 169 Bc.
Its capital was at Petra, in the present kingdom of Jordan.
The Nabatean kingdom made its first contacts with Rome
in the year 65 Bc, when Pompey visited Petra. The Romans
established friendly relations with the Arab kingdom,
which served as a kind of buffer state between the settled
areas of the Roman east and the untamable desert. In
25-24 Bc the Nabatean kingdom served as a base for
the expedition of Aelius Gallus. This expedition, sent by
Augustus to conquer the Yemen, was the one and only
Roman attempt to penetrate into Arabia. Its motive was
the control of the southern outlet of the trade-route to
India. Embarking from a Nabatean Red Sea port, Aelius
Gallus succeeded in landing in western Arabia and pene-
trating deep into the interior. The expedition, however,
was a complete failure and ended in an ignominious
Roman withdrawal.

During the first century Ab Roman—Nabatean relations
deteriorated, and in ap 105 the Emperor Trajan made
northern Nabatea a Roman province. We may note in
passing that the Arabs of the Roman border provinces
provided the Roman Empire with at least one Emperor,
Philip, who ruled from ap 244 to 249. The period imme-
diately after his death saw the rise of the second of
the aramaized Arab border states of south-east Syria.
This was the famous kingdom of Palmyra, established
in the Syro-Arabian Desert, again at the starting point
of the western trade-route. Its first ruler was Odenathus
(in Arabic, Udhayna), who was granted recognition as
king by the Emperor Gallienus in Ap 265 as a reward
for his assistance in the war against the Persians. After
his death he was succeeded by his widow, the famous
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Zenobia (in Arabic, Zaynab), who for a time claimed to be
queen of the greater part of the Near East and proclaimed
her son, known to the classical sources as Athenodorus,
probably a Greek translation of the Arabic Wahballat,
as Caesar Augustus. The Emperor Aurelian was at last
moved to action, and in Ap 273 conquered Palmyra, sup-
pressed the kingdom, and sent Zenobia to Rome in golden
chains to figure in a Roman triumph.

These two states, despite their brief blaze of glory in
Roman annals, were transitory affairs, lacking the solidity
and compactness of the southern Arabian kingdoms and
based in the main on shifting nomadic and semi-nomadic
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peoples. They derived their importance from their position
on the trade-routes running from Rome through western
Arabia to the further East and from their function as
buffer states or tributary border principalities which
saved the Romans from the difficult and costly task of
maintaining military defences on the desert borders.

Less is known of two Arab states that flourished in the
Hellenistic period in the interior. These are the states
of Lihyan and Thamud. Both are known mainly from
inscriptions in their own language and, in the case of the
latter, from a few references in the Qur’an. Both appear
to have been for a while under Nabatean suzerainty and
to have later become independent.

In the year ap 384 a major event occurred—a peace
agreement which ended the long series of wars waged
between the Roman and Persian Empires during the third
and fourth centuries. During the long peace between the
two empires, which lasted until ap 502, regional and
international trade returned to the direct routes—through
Egypt and the Red Sea, and through the Euphrates Valley
and the Persian Gulf. In a time of peace, these were
shorter, safer, and cheaper, and neither the Persians nor
the Byzantines had any incentive to seek and develop
alternative routes in remoter places beyond the reach of
their enemies. The west Arabian trade-route—always dif-
ficult and hazardous—was no longer needed, and seems
to have been abandoned.

The period between the fourth and sixth centuries—
when Arabia no longer mattered to the Byzantine and
Persian Empires—was one of decline and deterioration.
In the south-west, as we have seen, the civilizations of the
Yemen decayed and fell under foreign rule. The loss of
prosperity and the migrations of the southern tribes to the
north are telescoped by the Arab national tradition into
the single, striking episode of the breaking of the Ma’rib
dam and the resulting desolation. In the north the once
flourishing border states came under direct imperial rule
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or reverted to nomadic anarchy. Over the greater part
of the peninsula such towns as existed dwindled or dis-
appeared, and nomadism spread everywhere at the
expense of trade and cultivation.

The dominant feature of the population of central and
northern Arabia in this crucial period immediately pre-
ceding the rise of Islam is Bedouin tribalism. In Bedouin
society the social unit is the group, not the individual.
The latter has rights and duties only as a member of
his group. The group is held together externally by the
need for self-defence against the hardships and dangers of
desert life, internally by the blood-tie of descent in the
male line which is the basic social bond. The livelihood of
the tribe depends on their flocks and herds and on raiding
the neighbouring settled countries and such caravans as
still venture to cross Arabia. It is by a kind of chain of
mutual raiding that commodities from the settled lands

penetrate via the tribes nearest to the borders to those of
. RS O S 51 TN N DU S

landed property, but exercises collective rights over
pastures, water sources, etc. There is some evidence that
even the flocks were at times the collective property of
the tribe and that only movable objects were subject to
personal ownership.

The political organization of the tribe was rudimentary.
Its head was the Sayyid or Sheikh, an elected leader who
was rarely more than a first among equals. He followed
rather than led tribal opinion. He could neither impose
duties nor inflict penalties. Rights and obligations attached
to individual families within the tribe but to no one
outside. The function of the Sheikh’s ‘government’ was

arbitration rather than command. He possessed no
~rorecive nawere and the verv concente of atnithoritv kino-
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the house’. He was advised by a council of elders called
the Majlis, consisting of the heads of the families and
representatives of clans within the tribe. The Majlis was
the mouthpiece of public opinion. A distinction seems to
have been recognized between certain clans regarded as
noble and the rest.

The life of the tribe was regulated by custom, the Sunna
or practice of the ancestors, which owed such authority as
it had to the general veneration for precedent and found
its only sanction in public opinion. The tribal Majlis was
its outward symbol and its sole instrument. The chief
social limitation of the prevailing anarchy was the custom
of blood-vengeance, imposing on the kin of a murdered
man the duty of exacting vengeance from the murderer or
one of his fellow tribesmen.

The religion of the nomads was a form of polydaemonism
related to the paganism of the ancient Semites. The beings
it adored were in origin the inhabitants and patrons of
single places, living in trees, fountains, and especially in
sacred stones. There were some gods in the conventional
sense, transcending in their authority the boundaries of
purely tribal cults. The three most important were Manat,
‘Uzza, and Allat, the last of whom was mentioned by
Herodotus. These three were themselves subordinate to
a higher deity, whose name was Allah. The religion of the
tribes had no real priesthood; the migratory nomads
carried their gods with them in a red tent forming a kind
of ark of the covenant, which accompanied them to battle.
Their religion was not personal but communal. The tribal
faith centred around the tribal god, symbolized usually by
a stone, sometimes by some other object. It was guarded
by the Sheikhly house, which thus gained some religious
prestige. God and cult were the badge of tribal identity
and the sole ideological expression of the sense of unity
and cohesion of the tribe. Conformity to the tribal cult
expressed political loyalty; apostasy was the equivalent of
treason.
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The only exception to this nomadic way of life was the
oasis. Here small sedentary communities formed a rudi-
mentary political organization and the outstanding family
of the oasis would usually establish a kind of petty king-
ship over its inhabitants. Sometimes the ruler of the oasis
would claim a vague measure of suzerainty over the
neighbouring tribes. Sometimes, too, an oasis might
obtain control over a neighbouring oasis and thus estab-
lish an ephemeral desert empire. Only one such, that of
Kinda, need be mentioned, since its rise and expansion in
many ways foreshadow the later expansion of Islam. The
kingdom of Kinda flourished in the late fifth and early
sixth century in northern Arabia. At first powerful, even
extending into the area of the border states, it collapsed
because of its lack of inner cohesion and because of its
failure to penetrate the barriers erected by the Byzantine
and Persian Empires, then relatively far more powerful
than a few decades later when they faced the onslaught
of Islam. The realm of Kinda left a more permanent
memorial in Arabic poetry. By the sixth century the Arab
tribes of the peninsula possessed a standard and common
poetic language and technique, independent of tribal
dialects, and uniting the Arab tribes in a single tradition
and a single orally transmitted culture. This common
language and literature owed much of their impetus and
development to the achievements and memories of Kinda,
the first great joint adventure of the central and northern
tribes. During the sixth century it reached its full classical
maturity.

Here and there settled nomads established towns with a
rather more advanced stage of society. The most impor-
tant of these was Mecca, in the Hijaz. In the town each
clan still had its Majlis and its own stone, but the union of
the clans forming the town was outwardly expressed by a
collection of stones in one central shrine with a common
symbol. The cube-shaped building known as the Ka‘ba
was such a symbol of unity in Mecca, where a council
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known as the Mala’, drawn from the Maijlises of the clans,
replaced the simple tribal Majlis. Here the conditional
and consensual character of sheikhly authority was
weakened and to some extent supplanted by a kind of
oligarchy of ruling families.

Despite the regression of this period Arabia was still not
wholly isolated from the civilized world but lay rather on
its fringes. Persian and Byzantine culture, both material
and moral, permeated through several channels, most of
them connected with the trans-Arabian trade-routes. Of
some importance was the settlement of foreign colonies in
the peninsula itself. Jewish and Christian settlements
were established in different parts of Arabia, both spread-
ing Aramaic and Hellenistic culture. The chief southern
Arabian Christian centre was in Najran, where a relatively
advanced political life was developed. Jews or Judaized
Arabs were in several places, notably in Yathrib, later
renamed Medina. They were mainly agriculturists and
artisans. Their origin is uncertain and many different
theories have been advanced.

Another channel of penetration was through the border
states. The same need that had led the Romans to encour-
age the rise of the Nabatean and Palmyrene kingdoms
induced the Byzantine and Persian Empires to allow
the development of Arab border states on the Arabian
frontiers of Syria and Iraq. The two states of Ghassan and
Hira were both Christian, the former Monophysite, the
latter Nestorian. Both had a tincture of Aramaic and
Hellenistic culture, some of which percolated to the
interior. The early history of Ghassan is obscure and is
known only from Arab tradition. Certain history begins in
AD 529 when the phylarch al-Harith ibn Jabala (Aretas in
Greek) was given new titles by Justinian after his defeat of
the Arab vassals of Persia. The Ghassanids resided in the
neighbourhood of the Yarmiik river and were recognized
rather than appointed by Byzantium. On the eve of the
rise of Islam the subsidies hitherto paid by Byzantium to
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the Ghassanids were stopped by Heraclius as a measure
of economy after the exhausting Persian War, and the
Muslim invaders consequently found Ghassan in a state of
resentment and disloyalty to Byzantium.

On the borders of the Persian-dominated province
of Iraq lay the Arab principality of Hira, a vassal state
of the Sasanid Emperors of Persia, dependent when they
were strong, self-assertive when they were weak. Its func-
tion in the Sasanid Empire was the same as that of the
Ghassanids in the Byzantine Empire. In the Persian Wars
against Byzantium the Arabs of Hira usually served as
auxiliaries. Their period of greatest independence was
under al-Mundhir III, the contemporary and enemy of the
Ghassanid al-Harith. Hira was always regarded by Arab
tradition as an essential part of the Arab community, in
direct contact with the rest of Arabia. Though a vassal of
the Persians, it drew its culture mainly from the west,
from the Christian and Hellenistic civilization of Syria. At
first pagan, it was converted to Nestorian Christianity,
brought by captives. The ruling Lakhm dynasty was
exterminated after a rebellion by the Persian Emperor
Chosroes II, who in 602 sent a Persian governor to rule the
mainly Arab population. Hira remained a Persian out-
post until 633, when it was conquered by the advancing
Muslim forces.

Another source of limited foreign influence was direct
foreign rule. The short-lived Ethiopian and Persian domi-
nations in the Yemen and the Persian and Byzantine
border provinces of northern Arabia were channels
through which some knowledge of the more advanced
military techniques of the time became known to the
Arabs, and some other material and cultural influences
percolated.

The Arabian response to these external stimuli can be
seen in a number of ways; materially, the Arabs acquired
arms and learned their use and the principles of military
organization and strategy. In the border provinces of the
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North, Arab auxiliaries were subsidized and trained on a
large scale. Textiles, food, wine, and probably also the
art of writing reached the Arabs in the same way. Intel-
lectually, the religions of the Middle East with their
monotheistic principles and moral ideas brought a tincture
of culture and letters to the Arabs and provided the essen-
tial background for the later success of Muhammad’s
mission. This response was in the main limited to certain
areas, particularly to the sedentary populations of southern
Arabia and the Hijaz.

Despite the extent and numerical importance of the
nomads it was the settled elements and more especially
those living and working on the trans-Arabian trade-
routes who really shaped the history of Arabia. The suc-
cessive displacements of these routes determined the
changes and revolutions in Arabian history. In ap 502 the
long peace between the Persian and Byzantine Empires
came to an end, and a new series of wars began which
continued until the final Perso-Byzantine conflict of 603—
28. Like the peace, the resumption of warfare brought
changes of far-reaching significance. The short and direct
routes between the two Empires became unusable, as
each sought to bar or at least impede the commerce of
the other. The routes beyond both imperial frontiers—
through the northern steppes and the southern seas and
deserts—acquired a new commercial and strategic im-
portance. The Euphrates—Persian Gulf route, hitherto
favoured by the commerce between the Mediterranean
and the further East, was rendered difficult by political,
military, and economic barriers, and the general dis-
organization due to constant conflict. Egypt, too, was in
a state of disorder and no longer offered an alternative
route through the Nile Valley and the Red Sea. The
traders consequently reverted once again to the difficult,
but more tranquil, route from Syria through western
Arabia to the Yemen, where Indian vessels came to the
Yemenite ports. Despite attempts by the Persians and
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by the Byzantines and their Ethiopian allies to control
this route, it remained convenient and accessible. The
Palmyrene and Nabatean kingdoms of the north, whose
earlier prosperity had been due to a similar combination
of causes, had long since disappeared. The opportunity
created was taken by the city of Mecca.

The early history of Mecca is obscure. If, as has been
suggested, it is to be identified with the Macoraba of the
Greek geographer Ptolemy, it was probably founded as a
halt on the southern Arabian spice road to the North.
It is well placed at the crossing of the lines of communi-
cation southwards to the Yemen, northwards to the
Mediterranean, eastwards to the Persian Gulf, westwards
to the Red Sea port of Jedda and the sea lane to Africa.
Some time before the rise of Islam Mecca was occupied
by the north Arabian tribe of Quraysh, which rapidly
developed into an important trading community. The
merchants of Quraysh had trading agreements with the
Byzantine, Ethiopian, and Persian border authorities
and conducted an extensive trade. Twice a year they
despatched great caravans to the north and the south.
These were co-operative undertakings organized by groups
of associated traders in Mecca. Smaller caravans were
also sent at other times of the year, and there is some
evidence of sea trade with Africa. In the neighbourhood of
Mecca there were a number of fairs, the most important
of which was that of ‘Ukaz. These were incorporated
in the economic life of Mecca and helped to extend the
influence and prestige of the town among the surrounding
nomads. The population of Mecca was diverse. The central
and ruling element, known as ‘Quraysh of the Inside’,
consisted of a kind of merchant aristocracy of caravaneers
and business men, the entrepreneurs and real masters of
the transit trade. After them came the so-called ‘Quraysh
of the Outside’, a population of smaller traders of more
recent settlement and humbler status, and finally a
‘proletariat’ of foreigners and Bedouins. Outside Mecca
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were the ‘Arabs of Quraysh’, the dependent Bedouin
tribes.

The government of Mecca was described by Henri
Lammens as a merchant republic governed by a syndicate
of wealthy business men. But this phrase should not
mislead one into thinking of organized republican in-
stitutions on the Western model. Quraysh had only
recently emerged from nomadism and its ideal was still
nomadic —a maximum of freedom of action and a mini-
mum of public authority. Such authority as existed was
exercised by the Mala’, a kind of urban equivalent of the
tribal Majlis, consisting of chiefs and notables from the
leading merchant families. The functioning of the Meccan
leadership was well exemplified in the struggle against
Muhammad and again in the conflicts under his suc-
cessors. The commercial experience of the Meccan traders
gave them powers of co-operation, organization, and
discipline which were rare among the Arabs and of
unique importance in administering the vast empire soon
to fall under their rule.

It was in this milieu that Muhammad, the Prophet of
Islam, was born.
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And thus we have revealed to thee an Arabic Qur’an,
that thou mayest warn Mecca, the Mother of Cities,
and those who are about her; that thou mayest give
warning of the Day of Jugment. . ..

(Quran 42:5)

IN an essay on Muhammad and the origins of Islam
Ernest Renan remarks that, unlike other religions, which
were cradled in mystery, Islam was born in the full
light of history. ‘Its roots are at surface level, the life
of its founder is as well known to us as those of the
Reformers of the sixteenth century.’ In making this
remark, Renan was referring to the copious biographical
material provided by the Sira, the traditional Muslim life
of the Prophet. When the problems of governing a vast
empire brought the Arabs face to face with all kinds of
difficulties which had never arisen during the lifetime
of the Prophet, the principle was established that not
only the Qur’an itself, the word of God, was authoritative
as a guide to conduct, but also the entire practice and
utterances of the Prophet throughout his lifetime. The
records of these practices and utterances are preserved in
the form of Traditions (Arabic: Hadith), each individual
Hadith being attested by a chain of authorities in the
form ‘I heard from...who heard from...who heard
from ... who heard the Prophet say’. Within a few genera-
tions of the Prophet’s death a vast corpus of Hadith grew
up, covering every aspect of his life and thought.

At first sight, the Hadith, with its careful enumeration
of its authorities, going back in every case to an eyewit-
ness, would seem to be as reliable a source as one could
hope for. But there are difficulties. The collection and
scrutiny of Hadith did not take place until several genera-
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tions after the death of the Prophet. During that period
the opportunities and motives for falsification were almost
unlimited. In the first place, the mere passage of time and
the fallibility of human memory are alone sufficient to
throw doubt on evidence orally transmitted for over a
hundred years. But there were also motives for deliberate
distortion. The period following the death of the Prophet
was one of intensive development in the Islamic com-
munity. A series of new social, political, legal, and
religious problems and concepts came into Islam from the
conquered peoples, and many of the ideas and solutions
that resulted were projected backwards into the mouth of
the Prophet by fabricated Hadith. The period was one also
of violent internal conflict between individuals, families,
factions, and sects within the Islamic fold. Each of them
could find no better way of supporting its case than
by producing Hadiths attributed to the Prophet and
expressing a suitable point of view. To take but one
example: the relative positions and importance of the
families of Mecca during the lifetime of the Prophet
are distorted almost beyond recognition in the Hadith
literature by the rivalries of their descendants at the time
when that literature was recorded.

The Muslims themselves realized at an early date that
many of their Hadiths were spurious, and they developed
a whole science of criticism to distinguish those Hadiths
which were genuine from those which were forged by
pious or impious fraud. Traditional criticism operated ex-
clusively by examining the chain of authorities—rejecting
some relaters because of alleged prejudice in their point
of view or because they could never have had the oppor-
tunity to receive the information which they claimed to
pass on. Modern critics have pointed out important defects
in this approach. In the first place, it is as easy to forge a
chain of authorities as a tradition. In the second place, the
rejection of relaters by the touchstone of opinion merely
represents the victory of one particular opinion and its
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adoption as a standard for judging others. Modern critic-
ism has operated rather by subjecting the text of the
traditions themselves to historical and psychological
analysis. The careful scholarship of Ignaz Goldziher and
the minute and sometimes captious criticism of Leone
Caetani and Henri Lammens have shown that the entire
Hadith literature, of which the biography of the Prophet
forms a part, must be treated with caution and reserve,
and each individual Hadith weighed and tested before
it can be accepted as authentic. More recently, the re-
searches of Joseph Schacht and Robert Brunschvig have
shown that many traditions of apparently historical
content in fact serve a legal or doctrinal purpose, and are
therefore historically suspect.

Apart from the Sira, the major source for the life of the
Prophet is the Qur’an, in Muslim belief the word of God
as revealed to Muhammad and promulgated by him to
the people of Mecca and Medina during his lifetime. From
the Qur’an and the limited evidence available from other
sources, an historical portrait emerges which, though
neither as detailed as that of the tradition and of the
earlier modern writers who followed it, nor as shadowy as
what is left by radical recent critics, may nevertheless
convey some idea of his mission as perceived by his fol-
lowers, and of the significance of his career as seen by
historians.

Little is known of the ancestry and early life of Muhammad,
and even that little has dwindled steadily as the progress
of modern scholarship has called one after another of
the data of Muslim tradition into question. The Prophet
seems to have been born in Mecca between ap 570 and
580 in the family of the Banu Hashim, a reputable family
of Quraysh, though not one of the dominant oligarchy.
Muhammad himself is said to have been brought up as
an orphan in poor circumstances, probably by his grand-
father. He acquired wealth and position by marrying
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Khadija, the widow of a rich merchant, several years
older than himself. These events are echoed in the verse of
the Qur’an: ‘Did he not find thee an orphan and give thee
a home and find thee erring and guide thee and find thee
needy and enrich thee?’ (93: 6—8). That he engaged in
trade himself is probable, though not certain. Mecca was
a trading city and the frequent use of commercial meta-
phors and turns of phrase in the Qur’an suggests some
trading experience. The traditions which tell of trading
journeys to neighbouring countries call for reserve.
Certainly there is little evidence in Muhammad’s teaching
of acquaintance with them.

The crucial problem of his spiritual background again
raises many queries. According to the Sira, he was
acquainted with both Jews and Christians, and the Qur’an
is clearly linked to the preceding Jewish and Christian
scriptures. The very ideas of monotheism and revelation,
as well as many specific incidents and figures, attest to
this connection. For Muslims, the similarities between the
Qur’an and the previous revelations are due to their com-
mon divine source, the differences to the corruption of the
earlier revelations by their unworthy custodians. Modern
scholars have inferred, from Muslim versions of Bible
stories, that the early Muslims’ biblical knowledge was
indirectly acquired, probably from Jewish and Christian
traders and travellers whose information was affected by
midrashic and apocryphal influences. The tradition speaks
of certain people called Hanifs, pagan Meccans who were
dissatisfied with the prevailing idolatry of their people
and sought a purer form of religion, but yet were unwilling
to accept either Judaism or Christianity. It might well be
among them that Muhammad’s spiritual origins are to be
sought.

According to tradition, the call first came to Muhammad
when he was approaching his fortieth year. His early
preaching was apparently regarded as harmless by the
Meccans, who offered no opposition. The Meccan chapters
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of the Qur’an deal chiefly with the unity of God, the
wickedness of idolatry, and the imminence of divine
judgement. Their stated purpose is to bring an Arabic
revelation to the Arabs such as had previously been
vouchsafed to other peoples in their own languages.

At first he won little support, and that mainly among
the humbler elements. Among the first converts were his
wife Khadija and his cousin ‘Ali, later to become the
fourth Caliph. As Muhammad became more assertive and
openly attacked the existing religion of Mecca, opposition
to him and to his followers among the ruling elements
hardened. A nineteenth-century European scholar
endeavoured to present the struggle between the infant
Muslim community and the Meccan oligarchy as a class
conflict in which Muhammad represented the under-
privileged and their resentments against the ruling
bourgeois oligarchy. Though this view exaggerates one
particular aspect of Muhammad’s preaching to the detri-
ment of the rest, it is to some extent supported by the
early narratives, which-indicate that much of his follow-
ing was drawn from the poorer classes, and that the
opposition of the Meccan hierarchy had economic and
social motives. In descriptions of this opposition, two
themes recur. One was the fear that the abrogation of the
old religion and of the status of the Meccan sanctuary
would deprive Mecca of its unique and profitable position
as a centre both of pilgrimage and of affairs. Another was
the objection to the pretensions of one who did not him-
self belong to one of the dominant families.

If it was economic in its causes, the opposition ex-
pressed itself politically rather than religiously, and
ultimately drove Muhammad himself to political action.
The last period of his stay in Mecca was marked by
a persecution of the Muslims which, though perhaps
exaggerated by the Tradition, was nevertheless important
enough to cause the flight of a group of converts to
Ethiopia. Despite persecution, however, Islam, as the
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acceptance of Muhammad’s faith was called, continued to
gain new adherents. Among the most notable were Aba
Bakr, ‘Umar, a member of the minor family of Bana ‘Adi,
whose swiftness in decision and action were of immense
value to the struggling community, and ‘Uthman, a
member of the house of Umayya, one of the dominant
families of Mecca and Muhammad’s sole convert of im-
portance among the ruling oligarchy.

The failure to make any important progress against the
opposition of the Meccans caused Muhammad to seek
success elsewhere. After an abortive attempt in the town
of Ta’if, he accepted an invitation from the people of
Medina to transfer himself there.

The oasis of Medina, in pre-Islamic times known as
Yathrib, is situated some 280 miles north of Mecca. It
was inhabited from a very early date, and the name is
mentioned both in Greek geographical writings and in
ancient Arabian inscriptions. At some stage, it came to
be predominantly inhabited by Jews, consisting no doubt
both of refugees from Judaea and Arabs converted to
Judaism. There were three main Jewish tribes, the Bani
Qurayza, the Banu Nadir, and the Bani Qaynuqa‘. The
first two are said to have practised agriculture, the third
to have been armourers and goldsmiths. At an unknown
date, two pagan Arab tribes, the Aws and the Khazraj,
settled in the oasis. They came first as clients or protégés
of the Jews, but eventually came to predominate in the
town and oasis.

The migration of Muhammad from Mecca to Medina—
the Hegira, or more correctly Hijra, as it is called in
Arabic—was a turning point. Quraysh made no serious
attempt to prevent it, and Muhammad left at his leisure.
He invited, rather than ordered, his followers to go and
himself stayed until last in Mecca, partly no doubt in
order to arrive in Medina not as a lonely and persecuted
outlaw, but as the head of a definite group with a certain
status. There are different stories of the origins and pur-
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poses of the Medinese invitation to Muhammad. An im-
portant element was certainly his ability to serve them
as an arbitrator, and to settle their internal disputes. As
well as a new religion, he brought them security and a
measure of social discipline. Unlike the Meccans, they
had no vested interest in paganism and could accept the
religious aspect of Islam on approval, provided it satisfied
their political and social needs. The full religious con-
version of the Medinese did not take place until much
later. There were from the first differences of opinion
among the Medinese as to whether this ‘foreign’ arbi-
trator should be called in or not. Those who supported
Muhammad are known to the Tradition as the Ansar,
helpers, those who opposed him are given the uncom-
plimentary title of Munafigin, hypocrites. The religious
quality of this difference of opinion is no doubt a projec-
tion backwards by later historians.

The Hijra was preceded by long negotiations and finally
took place in the year ap 622—the first generally attested
date in Islamic history. It marks the turning point in the
career of Muhammad and a revolution in Islam. In Mecca
Muhammad is portrayed as a private citizen, in Medina
as the chief magistrate of a community. In Mecca he had
to limit himself to more or less passive opposition to the
existing order; in Medina he governed. In Mecca he had
preached Islam; in Medina he was able to practise. This
change is reflected both in the narrative biography, which
becomes less mythic, more historical in character, and in
the Qur’an, which moves from theology to legislation.
The epoch-making quality of the Hijra was early re-
cognized by the Muslims, who dated their new era from
the beginning of the year in which it occurred.

Muhammad’s rule at Medina began with serious dif-
ficulties. His really devoted supporters were few in
number, consisting of the Muhdjirin, those Meccans
who had accompanied him, and the Medinese Ansar.
These had to face the active opposition of the Medinese
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‘hypocrites’ which, though mainly political, was never-
theless redoubtable, until they were reconciled to the new
faith by the tangible advantages which it later brought
them. Muhammad had, it would seem, hoped to find
a friendly welcome among the Jews, whose faith and
scriptures would, so he thought, cause them to receive his
claims with greater sympathy and understanding. In
order to attract them, he adopted a number of Jewish
practices, including the fast of Kippur and the prayer
towards Jerusalem. The Jews, however, rejected the
pretensions of the gentile Prophet and opposed him on
precisely the religious level where he was most sensitive.
They failed in their opposition because of their inner
disunity and their unpopularity among the Medinese
generally. Muhammad, realizing that no support was to
be received from this quarter, later dropped the Jewish
practices that he had adopted, substituted Mecca for
Jerusalem as the direction of prayer, and generally gave a
more strictly Arabian character to his faith.

He had from his arrival in Medina sufficient political
power to protect himself and his followers from violent
opposition like that of Quraysh. Realizing that the
religious doctrines which were his real purpose needed
the support of a political body, he acted politically and
by skilful diplomacy converted his political power into a
religious authority. An Arab historian has preserved for
us a series of documents, giving the embryo constitution
of the early Medinese community. In the words of the
chronicler, ‘Muhammad wrote and issued a writing among
the Muhajiran and the Ansar, in which he made an agree-
ment with the Jews and concluded with them a treaty
confirming them in the free exercise of their religion
and the possession of their goods, imposing on them and
conceding to them certain conditions.” The document is
not a treaty in the modern sense, but rather a unilateral
proclamation. Its purpose was purely practical and ad-
ministrative and reveals the cautious, careful character
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of the Prophet’s diplomacy. It regulated the relations
between the Meccan immigrants and the Medinese tribes,
and between both of these and the Jews. The community
which it established, the Umma, was a development of
the pre-Islamic town with a few vital changes, and
marked the first step towards the later Islamic autocracy.
It confirmed tribal organization and customs, each tribe
retaining its own obligations and privileges as regards
outsiders. But within the Umma all these rights were to
be waived and all disputes brought before Muhammad for
settlement. Only Quraysh was specifically excepted. No
section might make a separate peace with any outside
body, and transgressors against the Umma were out-
lawed.

The Umma supplemented rather than supplanted the
social usage of pre-Islamic Arabia, and all its ideas were
within the structure of tribalism. It retained pre-Islamic
practices in matters of property, marriage, and relations
between members of the same tribe. It is interesting to
note that this first constitution of the Arabian Prophet
dealt almost exclusively with the relations of the members
among themselves and with the outside.

Nevertheless there were important changes, the first of
which was that faith replaced blood as the social bond.
Already in the pre-Islamic tribe god and cult were the
badge of nationality, and apostasy the outward expression
of treason. The change in effect meant the suppression
within the Umma of the blood feud and the achievement
of greater inner unity, by arbitration. Of equal impor-
tance was the new conception of authority. The Sheikh of
the Umma, that is, Muhammad himself, functioned for
those who were truly converted, not by a conditional and
consensual authority, grudgingly granted by the tribe and
always revocable, but by an absolute religious prerogative.
The source of authority was transferred from public
opinion to God, who conferred it on Muhammad as His
chosen Apostle. This transfer shaped the whole future
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history of Muslim government and Muslim political
thought.

The Umma thus had a dual character. On the one hand
it was a political organism, a kind of new tribe with
Muhammad as its Sheikh, and with Muslims and others
as its members. Yet at the same time it had a basically
religious meaning. It was a religious community, some
would say a theocracy. Political and religious objectives
were never really distinct in Muhammad’s mind or in
the minds of his, or for that matter our, contemporaries.
This dualism is inherent in Islamic society, of which the
Umma of Muhammad is the germ. In that time and place
it was inevitable. In the primitive Arabian community
religion had to be expressed and organized politically, for
no other form was possible. Conversely, religion alone
could provide the cohesive power for a state among Arabs
to whom the whole concept of political authority was
foreign and repugnant.

The immigrants, economically uprooted and not wishing
to be wholly dependent on the Medinese, turned to the
sole remaining profession, that of arms. The state of war
between Medina and Mecca provided the occasion for
its exercise. Raids on merchant caravans were seen as a
natural and legitimate act of war. The expeditions against
Meccan commerce served a double purpose; on the one
hand they helped to maintain a blockade on the city
which alone could ultimately reduce it to submission to
the new faith. In the second place, they increased the
power, wealth, and prestige of the Umma in Medina.
In March 624, 300 Muslims under the leadership of
Muhammad surprised a Meccan caravan at Badr. The
raiders won much booty and their achievements are
celebrated in the Qur’an as an expression of divine good
will. The battle of Badr helped to stabilize the community
and marked the beginning of a new type of revelation.
Increasingly, the Medinese revelations became very dif-
ferent from those of Mecca, dealing with the practical
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problems of government and the distribution of booty,
including the persons of the conquered and their families.
The victory made possible a reaction against the Jews and
ultimately also the Christians, who were now accused of
having falsified their own scriptures in order to conceal
the prophecies of Muhammad’s advent. Islam itself began
to change. Muhammad was now quite clearly preaching a
new religious dispensation, with himself as the ‘Seal of
the Prophets’. The new message was more explicitly Arab,
and with the adoption of the Ka‘ba in Mecca as a place of
pilgrimage the conquest of the city became a religious
duty.

In March 625 Quraysh, reacting against the growing
danger of Medinese raiding, sent an expedition against
Muhammad and defeated the Muslims on the slopes of
Uhud. They did not feel strong enough to continue to
Medina and returned to Mecca. The Muslim community
had suffered no real setback and, as after the battle of
Badr, Muhammad attacked and drove out another of the
Jewish tribes. Quraysh, however, had not yet given up
the struggle. In the spring of 627 a Meccan army of
some 10,000 men advanced to Medina and laid siege to
the city. The simple expedient of digging a ditch around
it—suggested according to the Tradition by a Persian
convert—was sufficient to defeat their siege-craft, and after
forty days the army of Quraysh withdrew. This victory
was followed by the destruction of the last remaining
Jewish tribe, the Bana Qurayza, accused of intelligence
with the Meccans. The men, according to the Sira, were
put to death; the women and children sold into slavery.

In the early spring of 628 Muhammad felt strong
enough to attempt an attack on Mecca. On the way, how-
ever, it became clear that the attempt was premature and
the expedition was converted into a peaceful pilgrimage.
The Muslim leaders met Meccan negotiators at a place
called Hudaybiyya, on the borders of the sacred territory
around Mecca, in which, according to pre-Islamic usage,
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no fighting could take place during certain periods of the
year. The negotiations ended in a ten-year truce and the
Muslims were given the right to perform the pilgrimage
to Mecca in the following year and to stay there for three
days. In later times, the agreement at Hudaybiyya served
as the prophetic precedent, to determine the Shari‘a rules
governing the interruption of the jikad for negotiation and
truce.

There was some opposition among the more enthusiastic
Muslims to this apparently inconclusive result. It was
deflected by an attack on the Jewish oasis of Khaybar.
The Muslim victory in Khaybar marked the first contact
between the Muslim state and a conquered non-Muslim
people and formed the basis for later dealings of the same
type. The Jews retained their land, but paid a 50 per cent
tribute. In the following year Muhammad and two hundred
of his followers went on pilgrimage to Mecca, where the
growing prestige and power of the new faith brought him
fresh converts. Among them were ‘Amr ibn al-‘As and
Khalid ibn al-Walid, both of whom were to play an im-
portant role in the later Islamic victories. Finally, in
January 630, the murder of a Muslim by a Meccan for
what appears to have been a private difference of opinion
served as casus belli for the final attack and the conquest
of Mecca.

With the capture of Mecca and the submission of
Quraysh to the Umma of Islam the mission of the Prophet
during his lifetime was virtually completed, and in the
year of life that remained to him he does not appear to
have engaged in any military activity. The most signifi-
cant feature of the final year is the reaction of the nomadic
tribes to the new community of Medina. In dealing with
the tribes Muhammad found conditions that were wholly
unfavourable to him. The system he offered was alien to
them, demanding a renunciation of their intense love of
personal independence and of an important part of their
established code of virtue and ancestral traditions. It is a



44 The Arabs in History

tribute to the statesmanship of the Prophet that he under-
stood and to a large extent overcame these difficulties. His
real and final aim of conversion was perhaps never really
achieved and even to the present day the Islam of the
Bedouin is regarded with some suspicion by those qualified
to judge.

The immediate and external aim of his diplomacy after
the Hijra was the expansion of his own influence to
the detriment of that of Quraysh. He achieved this by
avoiding friction with tribal prejudices, concentrating on
military and political affairs in his collective dealings
with the tribes, and leaving religion to individual con-
version. The terms of Muhammad’s agreements with
the tribes were always the same—the tribe agreed to
acknowledge the suzerainty of Medina, to refrain from
attack on the Muslims and their allies, and to pay the
Zakat, the Muslim religious levy. Some tribes also accepted
Medinese envoys. With the remoter tribes Muhammad
treated on a basis of equality, the tribes maintaining a
benevolent and expectant neutrality.

After the conquest of Mecca a pro-Muslim movement of
a partial and mainly political nature began among the
more distant tribes. It was a testimony to the strength
and prestige of the Umma and took the form of a series
of unsolicited embassies to Medina, known to Muslim
history as the Wufuiid. These embassies offered political
submission, which was understood as such by Muhammad,
though he did accept the opportunity they offered for
religious propaganda. The contract that they formed was
a political and personal one with the ruler of Medina,
which, according to Arabian usage, lapsed automatically
on his death. Among the still remoter tribes affected
by the civilizing influences of Syria and Persia and too
distant to feel and resent the force of Muslim arms there
were religiously affected minorities. Here it was from
these minorities rather than from the tribes as such that
the Wufad came.
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On 8 June 632, according to the traditional biography,
the Prophet died after a short illness. He had achieved a
great deal. To the pagan peoples of western Arabia he had
brought a new religion which, with its monotheism and
its ethical doctrines, stood on an incomparably higher
level than the paganism it replaced. He had provided that
religion with a revelation wh<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>