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Chapter 1- A New Power in an Old World

The World into Which the Arabs Came

The Roman Empire: for many centuries, the Mediterranean basin had been part of the Roman Empire. In the 4th century of the Christian era, the imperial power moved eastwards and Constantinople replaced Rome as the capital city. After that, there was a horizontal division: in Germany, England, France, Spain, and Northern Italy, Barbarian kings ruled, with the sense that they belonged to the Roman empire. In Southern Italy, Sicily, Northern African coast, Egypt, Syria, Anatolia and Greece all remained under the direct rule from Constantinople. The empire started to appear more Greek than Roman.
The Empire had become Christian after this division through conversion “at different levels”. The majority of the people were Christian, with the exception of pagan philosophers teaching in schools until the 6th century, while the Jewish communities lived in the cities.
Christianity at the time had doctrinal differences concerning the nature of Christ. The Council of Chalcedon in 451 believed the second person of the trinity was divine and human. These doctrinal differences led to a division between the church in the Byzantine territories, the Eastern Orthodox church with its patriarchs as heads of its priesthood, and in western europe, accepted the Pope in Rome. There were some communities who considered Christ had one nature, composed of two natures, called the Monophysite doctrine, which was held by the Armenian church in Anatolia. In order to maintain the full humanity of Jesus, and though of the word of God as dwelling in the man from his conception; this was the doctrine of the Nestorians. Their church was the most important for the christians in iraq.
To the east of the Byzantine empire, the Sasanian empire ruled over what are now Iraq and Iran, and to central Asia. They had a religion called Zoroastrianism, which believed that “the universe was a battle-ground, beneath God, between good and evil spirits; the good would win, but men and women of virtue and ritual purity could hasten the victory. Their capital was Ctesiphon, in central Iraq. Other than Zoroaster's and Mani’s, the Iraqi’s were mainly Christians of the Nestorian church. Ctesiphon was also the main center for the teaching of Judaism, pagan philosophers, and medical scientists from Greece. The written language is Sasania was the Pahlavi, but various forms of the Persian and Aramaic language was used spokenly. Aramaic is a semitic language similar to Arabic and Hebrew.
	When Alexander the Great conquered Iran in 334 BC, Greek ideas moved towards the country, while Manichaeism, a religious system that tried to include all Prophets and teachers, moved eastwards. On both sides of the Red Sea, two other societies, that of the Ethiopian and Yemeni societies, were maintained by their agriculture and trade. Yemen had its own language, and its own religion. In later times, Christian and Jewish faith started to influence the two countries.
	A large part of the Arabian peninsula in the sixth century was mostly isolated deserts. The people of the peninsula spoke many dialects of Arabic, and were mostly nomads, named “Beduins”. They specialized in grains and cattle, especially camels. The peninsula also had a number of tribes at the time. The power of the tribal leaders was exercised in Arabia and had close links with the merchants. Some families were able to establish power through religion, although the religion had no clear shape. They believed in local Gods in the sky, embodied by objects of natural nature. Spirits were believed to roam through animals. The psychics at the time claimed to speak supernatural wisdom. The people of this religion believed that the Gods lived in sanctuaries, or Haram, in Arabic. 
	Much was changing in the sixth and seventh centuries. The Byzantine and Sasanian empires had wars which lasted nearly 80 years. They fought in Syria and Iraq, while the Sasanian armies went as far to the Mediterranean, conquering Antioch, Alexandria, and Jerusalem. For a time the Sasanian rule even went to Yemen, who lost much of its power due to the invasions by Ethiopia and the decline of its agriculture. 
	The influence of the two empires extended to Arabia, and for many centuries Arab nomads had moved to the Fertile Crescent. They brought with them their ideas of their social organization. The government used the nomads in oasis towns to collect taxes. The crescent was now able to create stable political units, and the states acquired more political and military knowledge. Hira became a Christian center, there came Jewish craftsmen, Christian monks, and converts from central Arabia. 
The Language of Poetry
	The pastoral tribesmen started to gain more of a cultural identity, with the emergence of a poetic language out of the dialects of Arabic. This became a formal language, with changes in vocabulary and grammar. The poetic language that came down to us today is not the same as it was back then. The poetic language we use today is a product of a long line of traditions, from tribal gathering and market towns, and from the courts of Arab dynasties on the outside of empires. 
	The poetic from most valued was the ode, a poem with over 100 lines, with a single rhyme running through it. Poetry was not written down, even though it could have, since writing goes back centuries in arabia. The earliest Arabic writings were aramaic, from the 4th century. However, poems, were made to be told in public and to be listened to. The poet would sometimes try to improvise lines, with some verbal forms and patterns. Because of this, there may be no real, authentic version of a poem today that dates back. The poems were produced later by philologists who could have added the poetic ideas of their times and altered the poems. Some masters of poetry include Labid, Zuhayr, and Imru Al-Qays. 
Muhammad and the Appearance of Islam
	In the early seventh century, a new political order was created, which included the Arabian peninsula, the Sasanian lands, the Syrian and Egyptian provinces. the borders were erased and new ones were made. This order was created by the Arabs from west Arabia. The group was building up its new order with a revelation of a new religion, Islam, given by God to Muhammad, a citizen of Mecca. There is no actual book that tells us how these beliefs developed, because the sources about the Prophets life were only recorded a century after his death. 
The records tell us he was born Mecca, near the year 570. He and his family belonged to the unpowerful part of the tribe of Quraysh. The members of the tribe were traders and merchants. The Quraysh are said to have had a connection with the Ka’ba, where images of Gods were kept. Muhammad married Khadijah, a widow trader, and took care of her business for her. He continued with this business until he was about 40 years old, when an angel called to him to be the messenger of Allah. Muslims regard this night as “Night of power”, or Laylat Al-Qadr, in Arabic. 
	After this night, the Prophet began telling people the messages that was revealed to him by the angel of God. The term for God in Islam was ‘Allah’, and those who submitted to him are known as Muslims. After time, the Prophet started to gather a group of followers. This did not go well with the tribe of the Quraysh, because they did not accept his claims to be the messenger of God, and they saw him as a person who attacked their culture. He had to leave in 622 from Mecca due to the difficult position he was in. He went to Yathrib, or Madinah today. This move to Madinah marks the beginning of the Muslim era. The move was known as the Hijra, which means a flight from Mecca and settling into a place other than one’s own. In Madinah, Muhammad began to gather power around Arabia. He was soon into an armed struggle with the Quraysh due to disputes over trade routes. The Prophet got permission from God and fought the Quraysh with the Muslims. 
	The development of the Prophets teachings were connected to changes in his relations with the Jews of Madinah. They had an alliance, but as his mission expanded, the Jews could not accept the claim that he is the messenger of God. The disagreements led to some of the Jewish clans to be killed. This change in his relation with the Jews led to the Prophet to change the direction of prayer, the Qibla, from Jerusalem to Mecca. 
	In 629, the relations between Muhammad and the Quraysh had become close enough that the Muslims were allowed to go to Mecca on a pilgrimage. A year later, the leaders of the city gave the city to Muhammad. Madinah still remained capital of the empire, and there Muhammad was the authority for his followers. He was not seen as a governmental ruler, but more of a personal ruler. 
	In 632, Muhammad visited Mecca for the last time, where he gave his last speech, saying that Muslim fights should be avoided, and that there is no God but Allah. A year later he died, and left a huge legacy. He was seen by his companions as a role model, and the oral transmissions made it clear that they tried to imitate his behaviour. He was seen as a person who solves everything by the will of God. The image and personality of Muhammad was passed from generation to generation. To show their devotion to him and to God, Muslims went on pilgrimage, fasted the month of ramadan, and prayed regularly. Another legacy left behind by the Prophet is that of the Quran. The main reason why Muslims are Muslims, and why and how they live their life. It tells them all they know about God, the source of all power and knowledge into our world. 

Chapter 2- The Formation of an Empire
The Succession to Muhammad: The Conquest of an Empire
After the death of Muhammad, Muslims were convinced by Abu Bakr, a Muslim leader, that there is still a role to be filled in place of the Prophet. There had to be a person who led the Muslims and made decisions. At a Muslim meeting, Abu Bakr was elected as Caliph, the person to do these duties. The caliph was not a Prophet in any sense. He was a leader of the community, but not a messenger from god, or claim to have more revelations, but they claimed to have some religious authority. 
	The Byzantine lands rejected Muhammad's Prophetic claims after his death. This caused military action by Abu Bakr, named the ‘wars of the ridda’. The war ended after the reign of the second Caliph, Umar Ibn Khatab. All of Arabia, part of the Sasanian empire, the Syrian and Egyptian provinces of the Byzantine empire had all been conquered by the Muslims, while the rest of the Sasanian empire was conquered afterwards. Both Byzantine and Sasanian empires had been weakened after epidemics and the Ridda wars.
	As the conquered area expanded, the way it was ruled had to change. The conquerors and members of authority were placed in armed camps in the captured areas. These areas, Basra and Kufra in Iraq, Fustat in Egypt, became poles of attraction for immigrants.
	In Madinah, the power was in the hands of a new group. Some of the members were companions of the Prophet, but a large number of them came from the Mecca families with military and political skills. The Caliph Umar created a type of reward or job for those who had fought for Islam in Mecca. Umar was later assassinated for personal vengeance, while Uthman ibn Affan took his place as Caliph. Uthman was chosen by a small group of members from the Quraysh in 644. He was an early convert and belonged to the inner core of the Quraysh tribe. One of his policies was appointing members of his tribe as provincial governors, which caused unrest and opposition in Madinah. A movement supported by Egyptian soldiers led to Uthman's murder in 656.
	The death of Uthman led to a civil war in the area. Ali Ibn Talib, from the Quraysh tribe, and husband of Fatima, the Prophet's daughter, became the fourth Caliph. The kin of Uthman were against Ali, but Ali defeated them. Later the Governor of Syria, Muawiya ibn Abi Sufyan, a close kinsman of Uthman, challenged Ali. After fighting over time they agreed on a truce. Some of Ali’s followers did not agree with the truce and then abandoned him. He was assassinated in his own home, and Muawiya declared himself Caliph afterwards, after Hasan, Ali’s son, allowed it.

	The Caliphate of Damascus
The position of power going to muawiya marked the end of an era for some muslims. The first four caliphs, Abu Bakr, Umar, Uthman, and Ali were regarded by Sunni Muslims as the Rashidun Caliphs, (the rightly guided). When Muawiya became Caliph, the position became hereditary. Muawiya’s son took over, then his son, to his son, until it was passed onto another branch of the family. Not only did the rulers change, but the capital also moved to Damascus.
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