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CHAPTEBR ONBE

THE HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

BY Arabia its people understand the land enclosed on the
north by the mountains of Asia Minor, on the south by the
Indian Ocean, on the east by the mountains of Persia, and on
the west by the Mediterranean and the Red Sea. The name
itself is comparatively modern and is first used by classical
writers. So far as our knowledge goes the first use of the
name Arab is on the inscription of the Assyrian king Shal-
maneser 111, who in the year 853 5.c. defeated a coalition of
small western states in which Ahab, king of Israel, took a
prominent part, being supported by a certain ‘Jundibu the
Arab’ who, as all recent writers have noticed, appropriately
contributed a thousand camels to the allied contingent. From
this time onwards kings and queens of the Arabs are men-
tioned sporadically in cuneiform tablets. These people in-
habited the north of the peninsula. The first known use of
the term by the Arabs themselves is on an inscription in the
Nabatacan script which records the exploits of a certain
‘King of all the Arabs’. His rule cannot have been recognized
farther south than central Arabia,

It can hardly be supposed that a people firmly rooted in
North and South Arabia — the latter the Arabia Felix of the
classical writers, - possessing a political and tribal organiza-
tion and considerable military strength, had not a long his-
tory bchind them, and we should expect to find some
mention of them in ancient historical documents. But no
such reference by name is to be found. Where we should ex-
pect to find Arabs, e.g. in southern Babylonia (c. 2600 B.c.);

I



ISLAM

in and around Egypt and the middle Euphrates (c. 2000); and
in Palestine and Syria (c. 1400), we find that hordes of tribes-
men notorious for brigandage, who were a constant menace
to the civilized settlements, are mentioned. These people or
peoples were known as Habiru (or “Apiru) and are almost
certainly to be identified with the Arabs. If that be so, then
the Hebrews of the Old Testament were Arabs,! part of the
ancient inhabitants of the Arabian peninsula. No convincing
explanation of the name Arab has ever been proposed: but if
we adopt this identification the meaning of ‘Arab, a meta-
thetical form of ‘Abir, is ‘nomad’. This identification is sup-
ported by the meaning which the plural arab=nomads often
has in the Qurin and in the inscriptions found in South
Arabia which mention bedouin.

With the ancient history of Arabia we are not concerned,
though it is worth noting that men of Semitic stock inherited
and developed the ancient civilization of the Sumerians on
which the empires of Babylon and Assyria were based, and
others reached a high level of culture in Phoenicia and South
Arabia. The name ‘Semitic’ has been coined from Shem the
son of Noah, the reputed ancestor of most of the inhabitants
of Arabia: it is now applied to those who speak, or spoke, a
form of the ancient Semitic language of which Arabic is the
greatest living representative.

In historical times wave upon wave of Arabs have come
up from southern and central Arabia and found their way
into the settled lands of the fertile crescent, urged on by
poverty and hunger. Scttlements and oases can support only
alimited number of inhabitants; the pasturage of the steppes
can support only a limited number of camels and herds, and

1. For the genealogical, historical, and philological reasons for this state=
ment, see¢ my article in PEQ, October 1946, pp. 64-85.

2



THE HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

when that number is exceeded a war of conquest or annual
raids on the settlementsare the only alternatives to starvation.
Apart from systematic raids on a large scale, almost every
year groups of men from the desert came in and gradually
settled down on the cultivated land to replace the victims of
disease and epidemics. Thus men in the settlements often
have relatives among the tribes of the desert, and though
there is hostility because of economic distress, there is also a
sense of kinship subsisting between them. As we shall sce,
this state of affairs had a profound influence on the rapid
advance of the Muslims in the first century of the hijra,! and
has determined the course of history to the present day.

The agelong caravan routes which traverse Arabia in all
directions indicate that commerce was an important link be-
tween the desert and the sown land. In southern Arabia there
was a highly developed civilization, Sabaean, Minacan, and
Qatabanian, based on agriculture and the spice traffic; and
trade with the outside world brought wealth and prosperity
to its people more than a thousand years before the Christian
era. The Arab kingdoms in the south dammed the water-
courses, built castles and temples, and developed the agricul-
ture of their country to a remarkable degree. They pushed
their trade centres far into the north. The language of the
southerners differed greatly from the Arabic of the northern-
ers, which was to become classical Arabic, and they used a
different script. The ‘travelling company of Ishmaclites bear-
ing spicery, balm, and myrrh going to carry it down to
Egypt’2 were engaged in this trade, and it is worth noticing
that elsewhere? they are called Midianitc merchantmen.

At Petra until the second century A.D. there was a flourish-
ing trade centre which controlled the caravan route from

1. See p. 19, 2. Genesis 37:25. 3. Verse 28.
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South Arabia until the Nabatacan kingdom was taken over
by the Romans and became part of the Provincia Arabia in
A.D. 105. These people occupied a large trading post at al-
Hijr, south of Tayma’, Their imposing sepulchral houses can
still be scen there. They are mentioned in the Quran (7:74)
where it is said they are dwelling-houses. Still farther
north of Palmyra a powerful Arab state was founded and
made famous by the beautiful and tragic queen Zenobia
(Zaynab), whose memory still survives in Arab legend.

From this brief sketch of the Arabs it will be seen that
trading as much as raiding formed the basis of their social
and cconomic life. The former naturally was primarily the
affair of the settled Arabs, though the nomads were equally
concerned because the caravans had to pass through their
territory and they shared indirectly in the profits that re-
sulted by exacting payment for safe conduct through their
lands. As we shall see, trading was the Prophet Muhammad’s
first occupation, and the end of his life was occupied with
raids, to which latter a work by one of his earliest biographers
is devoted.

In making a survey of the society into which Muhammad
was born we cannot ignore the civilizations of Rome, Persia,
and Arabia Felix as though the Arabs of what is now known
as the Hijaz! - the district in which Mecca and Medina are
situated — knew nothing about them. True, the bedouin of
the interior were for the most part content to live their lives
without regard to what was going on around them, but it
must not be supposed that they were isolated. Until modern
times news could travel only by word of mouth, or more
rarely by letter, and it was the caravans which plied across
Arabia in all directions to Syria, Egypt, and the Persian

1. In the time of Muhammad it did not run so far south as it does today,
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THE HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

border which brought back news of the outside world and
also made the Arabs aware of the civilizations around them.
Probably news was disseminated as rapidly as it was within
the Byzantine empire itself. Those who could read and write
were a small minority, but we have no reason to believe that
the Arabs of the seventh century were unable to write their
names, and indeed there is early evidence to the contrary.
But there is no trustworthy record of any Arabic literature
before the Quran. The tribal bards were the repositories of
history in the form of verse, which was repeated from
generation to generation by professional remembrancers
whose memories, by our standards, were often prodigious.
Thus, for the study of the background of the society in which
Muhammad lived we must rely on the Qurin itself, on what
weknow from classical writers, on what can be gleaned from
pre-Islamic poetry that was written down centuries later,
and on what early Muslim authors tell us about their heathen
forcfathers.

Mecca, like Petra and Palmyra before it, had become im-~
portant and prosperous through its position in the centre of
a trade route, Its merchants had commercial relations with
both Persians and Byzantines and sent caravans twice yearly
to the north and south. They also had dealings with Abys-
sinia on the other side of the Red Sea. The Quraysh, the tribe
to which Muhammad belonged, formed companies which
shared in the profits of these ventures, and the prophet him-
sclf travelled to Syria with a caravan carrying the wares dis-
patched by Khadija who afterwards became his wife. The
town itself was governed by a committee of prominent mer-
chants called the mala’.

The Qurin refers to, and is concerned with, three religious

groups: heathens, Jews, and Christians. Muhammad’s kins-
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ISLAM

men and predecessors were heathens; his neighbours num-
bered many Jews; Christians were known to him from
personal intercourse. In Mecca itself there was apparently no
organized Christian community, though, as we shall see,
there were large settlements of Christians with their own
bishops, churches, and monasteries within easy reach of
Mecca; indeed it would have been impossible to travel north,
south, or east from Mecca without meeting with them.
Something must now be said about these three groups.

I. PAGANS

The customs of heathenism have left an indelible mark on
Islam, notably in the rites of the pilgrimage (on which more
will be said later), so that for this reason alone something
ought to be said about the chief characteristics of Arabian
paganism. It would seem that in general the ordinary Arab
sat somewhat lightly to his religious duties. Sacrifices, which
were for the most part communal feasts, were popular, and
certain prophylactic rites were fairly widely observed, but at
heart the Arab cared little for these things. He was, as he still
is, fundamentally an individualist, and if a heathen god did
not, or could not, help him to get what he wanted in life,
so much the worse for the god. Nevertheless, acertain pres-
tige attached to towns and oases which were centres of pil-
grimage and religious ceremonies and, what was more
important to the inhabitants, a good deal of profit accrued
to the settlements thereby. This was especially true of Mecca
with itsannual pilgrimage to which the various tribes flocked
in the holy month, to the no small gain of the custodians of
the holy place.

It would be tedious to the reader to hear about the many

6



THE HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

minor gods in the Arabian pantheon, and thercfore it seems
best to confine ourselves to those mentioned in the Quran.

The oldest name for God used in the Semitic word con-
sists of but two letters, the consonant ‘I’ preceded by asmooth
breathing, which was pronounced ‘II" in ancicnt Babylonia,
‘El’ in ancient Isracl. The relation of this name, which in
Babylonia and Assyria became a generic term simply mean-~
ing ‘god’, to the Arabian Ilih familiar to us in the form Allah,
which is compounded of al, the definite article, and Ilah by
eliding the vowel ‘7, is not clear. Some scholars trace the
name to the South Arabian Ilh, a title of the Moon god, bw
this is a matter of antiquarian interest. In Arabia Allah was
known from Christian and Jewish sources as the one god,
and there can be no doubt whatever that he was known to
the pagan Arabs of Mecca as the supreme being. Were this
not so, the Qurin would have been unintelligible to the
Meccans; moreover, it is clear from Nabataean and other
inscriptions that Allih meant ‘the god'.

The other gods mentioned in the Qurdn are all female
deities:! Al-Lit, al-'Uzza, and Manit, which represented the
Sun, the planet Venus, and Fortune, respectively; at Mccca
they were regarded as daughters of Allah. The cult of Al-Liac
was widespread. As Allih means ‘the god’, so Al-Lat means
‘the goddess’. She is mentioned by Herodotus; in old Arab-
jan inscriptions; and in the pre-Islamic poets; and was the
great mother goddess who, under various names, was wor-
shipped all over the ancient world. T2'if, a town near Mecca,
was a centre of her worship. For the Meccans al-‘Uzz3, ‘the
mighty onc’, was the most important. Evidence for her wor-

1. The five gods mentioned in sfira 71:22 need not be discussed here, but
the verse is a valuable witness to the number of gods with whom the Mec-
cans were familiar,
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ship from the fourth century A.p. onwards is copious. Tradi-
tion says that in his youth Muhammad sacrificed a white
sheep to her. When Muhammad took up arms against the
pagans of Mccca, the latter took into battle images of Al-Lat
and al-"Uzz3, and their battle-cry, ‘Strength is ours, you have
no strength’ (‘izza), was probably a taunt in reply to the
Prophet’s assertion that these gods had no real existence but
were merely names which they and their forefathers had
invented. Manat was a goddess of a different type who
controlled the community’s fortunes. All through Arabic
literature there runs the thought of time the destroyer (the
forerunner of Allah’s decree), which scttles man’s fate, strive
how he will, and Manit seems to be a deified representative
of theall-pervading mystery of life and death. She wassome-
times a household deity.

The heathenism with which Muhammad came to grips
was largely animistic in nature and similar in many respects
to the most primitive form of religion in the Old Testament.
Like the Old Testament prophets, Muhammad took steps to
putan end to practices which were inconsistent with mono-
theism. Idols, that is to say images fashioned by hand, were
probably brought into Arabia from the surrounding coun-
tries, or made from foreign models. These were system-
atically destroyed by missions dispatched by the Prophet
himself for that purpose. The primitive worship of the
Arabs was given to the god or spirit who was believed to
inhabit blocks of stone, rocks, trees, or wells. These stones
served as altars and the blood of the victims was smeared or
poured on them while the tribesmen danced round the stone.
Herodotus states very credibly that blood-brotherhood was
established in this way. The devotees licked the blood, or
dipped their hands in it, and thus a reciprocal bond held them
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to one another and the deity to whom the stone belonged.
Nilus, a Christian writer, gives a fairly full account of such a
sacrifice to ‘Uzza. Though there is no trace of human sacri-
fice in the Qurin, it is clear from the authority just quoted
and from early Arab sources that human beings were sacri-
ficed to these gods in Diima and Hira.

‘The Qurin condemns the heathen rites as sacred stones,
which it calls uncleanness and the work of Satan. It orders
believers to have nothing to do with them, and forbids Mus-

lims to eat the meat of an animal which has been slain at such
~ a place. Gods were honoured by a kiss, or by stroking the
rock or stone with the hand, the underlying idca being that
the worshipper would acquire holiness by contagion. This
is one of the practices which will be described later in con-
nexion with the ceremonies of the hajj or pilgrimage; but
it is worth noticing here that there is a tradition that the
Caliph “Umar once said of the Black Stone which is kissed
by the pilgrims, ‘Had Inot seen the Prophet kiss you, I would
not kiss you myself.’ ‘

Trecs were also regarded as sacred because a deity in-
habited them, and the practice of hanging scraps of clothing,
rags, and other personal belongings on the branches of a
sacred tree persists to this day in country districts in the Near
East, and much the same may be said of the cult of wells and
springs. All these belicfs and customs are inconsistent with
monotheism, but neither Christianity nor Judaism has suc-
ceeded in extirpating them entirely, so it need not surprise
us if Islam has not been more successful.

Like the carly Hebrews, the Arabs appear to have had no
conception of a resurrection: at any rate it is clear from the
Qurin that Muhammad’s teaching of a physical resurrection
was received with incredulity and ridicule; nevertheless,

9



ISLAM

there must have been some belief in some quarters in a
shadowy existence after death similar to the early Hebrew
belief in Sheol, where the dead lived on in the gloom and
darkness of the under-world conscious of their surroundings.
In many parts of the world at a certain stage of cultural de-
velopment it was the custom to provide the dead man with
the means of life to which he was accustomed. He was given
food, cooking pots, a horse, and sometimes servants to attend
to his wants in the future life. It is extremely unlikely that the
Arabs went as far as this, but if we may believe the statements ‘
of later Arab writers, a she-camel was tethered and left to die
by the dead man’s grave, the idea being that he would one
day ride her again. Theapostolic tradition of Islam condemns
all such practices.

Temples were few and far between. Outside the famous
sanctuary of the Ka‘ba at Mecca there was a Ka'ba in Nejrin
on the Sa‘lidi-Yaman border (discovered by Mr Philby in
1936") and one at San‘d, In these last two places Christian
cathedrals once stood. Doubtless the extraordinary pains that
were taken in their construction and decoration were directed
towards weaning the pagan population from their agelong
practices. In addition to these there were many sanctuaries
served by priests who dwelt within their inviolate confines.
The titles of many of the early Meccans indicate that the
Ka'ba itself was given great honour. How the Prophet dealt
with his ancestral sanctuary will be shown later.

2. JEWS
We donotknow when Jews first settled in Arabia. There are
three obvious possibilities: (4) the eighth, (b) the sixth cen-
1. St Jo!m Philby, Arabian Highlands, 1952, pp. 220 f.
10
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tury B.C., and (c) the first and second centuries A.p. (4) The
first date would connect the Jewish community in Arabia
with the fall of Samaria in 721 B.c. This is not so improbable
as it sounds, since it is almost certain that the self~contained
Jewish military colony in Aswin in upper Egypt, about
which the world knew nothing until a few years ago, was
founded just after the fall of Samaria, and consequently it is
not impossible that some Jewish settlements in Arabia were
due to fugitives fleeing from the old northern capital of the
Hebrews. (b) The second date marks a much greater disper-
sion, when the large Jewish settlements in Mesopotamia
which have survived to the present day were founded. (c)
The last date is perhaps the most probable, because the
Romans were so utterly ruthless in their repression of the
Jews that few dared remain in Palestine, and Arabia offcred
a near asylum. The presence of Jews on the trade route from
South to North Arabia is well attested in the Greco-Roman
age. It is of course possible that homeless Jews or their enter-
prising merchant colonists entered Arabia from the eighth
century B.C. onwards until the rise of Islam.

There was a large Jewish colony in the Yaman in pre-
Islamic times, and they maintained an organized communal
existence for centuries until they were brought to Palestine
a few years ago. These Yamanite Jews certainly go back to
the fourth century a.p., and at one time the ruling king had
become a Jew. Two descendants of these people exercised a
profound influence on Muslim tradition.

At the dawn of Islam the Jews dominated the economic
life of the Hijaz. They held all the best land in the oases of
. Taima’, Fadak, and Widi-l-Qura; at Medina they musthave
formed at least half of the population. There was also a Jew-
ish settlement to the north of the Gulf of ‘Aqaba. In the Hijaz
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have been found Jewish tombs dating from the second and
third centuries. These may well be brought into connexion
with the statement of an Arab writer that when the Romans
conquered Palestine bands of Jewish refugees fled to the
Hijaz. Whether this writer is referring to the destruction of
Jerusalem by Titus in A.D. 70, or to the savage reprisals which
followed the revolt of Bar Kokba in 136, cannot be deter-
mincd, nor is the point important. What is important is to
note that the Jews of the Hijaz made many proselytes among -
the Arab tribesmen.

The prosperity of the Jews was due to their superior know-
ledge of agriculture and irrigation and their energy and in-
dustry. Homeless refugces in the course of a few generations
became large landowners in the country, controllers of its
finance and trade. Apparently they ‘cornered’ the iron trade,
for it was they who supplied arms, coats of mail, and agri-
cultural implements to their neighbours for a suitable con-
sideration. At Tayma'a Jew named Samuel controlled the fair
to which the tribesmen came to buy and sell and to barter
their women’s woven work for arms and such rough tools
as they nceded, while at Medina the market was controlled
by a Jewish tribe. Thus it can readily be seen that Jewish pro-
sperity wasa challenge to the Arabs, particularly the Quraysh
at Mecca and the Aus and Khazraj at Medina. To the former
tribe Muhammad himself belonged, while his supporters at
Medina, to whom he was related by blood, belonged to the
latter two tribes, When the Muslims took up arms they
treated the Jews with much greater severity than the Chris-
tians, who, until the end of the purcly Arab Caliphate, were
not badly trcated. The most probable reasons for this dis-
crimination are (a) the Arabs’ resentment of their economic

exploitation by the Jews, and (b) the Quran’s scornful words.
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In the nature of things there is no need to give an account
of Judaism. Everyone is familiar with its main tenets, though
some stories which were current in what is called midrash,
that is to say allegorical and sometimes fanciful explanations
of scripture stories and Rabbinical tradition which have
found their way into the Qurin, will not be familiar to

the general reader.

3. CHRISTIANS

If we use the word Arabian in its widest sense, Arabian
Christianity is as old as Christianity itself. In Damascus
the place where St Paul was let down from the wall in a
basket is still shown to visitors, and tradition associates the
apostle St Thomas with the founding of the church at
Edessa in Irag. One would not suppose from reading the
Qurin that an enormous number of Arabs were Christians.
Though the bedouin of the Hijiz were predominantly pagan,
many of the surrounding tribes had accepted Christianity,
either whole-heartedly or as a matter of form. Apart from
scattered Christian communities throughout the Arabian
peninsula the three chief centres of influence were the Yaman
in the south, Syria in the north, and Hira in the east. (Abys-
sinia, to which some of Muhammad’s companions were
forced to flee, was Christian in communion with the
Egyptian Monophysite church.) The Hijaz wasinvaded from
the Yaman by the Christian general Abraha c. A.p. 570. The
stira called The Elephant refers to this. In the Hijaz itself there
were at least two Christian tribes, Judham and ‘Udhra. In
Mecca we hear only of individual Christians, though it is to
benoted that they belonged to Quraysh. Tradition mentions
a few others. It is credibly recorded that when Muhammad

13
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entered Mecca in triumph in the year 630, paintings of Jesus
and the Virgin Mary, among others, were still visible on the
inner walls of the Ka'ba. He ordered all the paintings except
that of the Virgin and Child to be expunged; this painting
was seen by an eye-witness as late as 683, when so much of
the Ka‘ba was destroyed by fire that it had to be rebuilt.

An incidental indication of the presence of Christians in
the Hijaz is to be found in the tradition which records that
Muhammad wore tunics which had been given him by
monks in the neighbouring desert.

As we shall see, when Muhammad reached manhood,
Arab Christianity was split into rival camps weakened by
persecutions and internecine war, and filled with utter de-
testation of the Greeks. The Arab Christians were drawn into
quarrels with which they had little sympathy, though they
displayed that loyalty to lcaders who had won their respect
and confidence which has always been a mark of the Arab
people.

The old divisions of Arab Christianity — Greek Orthodox,
Monophysite (Jacobite), and Nestorian - still survive to this
day, though in much reduced numbers and in vastly different
proportions. Of the first it is unnecessary to speak ; the Mono-
physites held that there was only one nature in Christ who
was the divine Word (notice the expression ‘a word from
Him’ used to explain the office of Jesus in the Quran) incar-
nate. Nestorians held that Christ was truly man but was born
as God of the Virgin Mary, uniting in himself two natures.
Christology is such an extremely complicated and technical
subject that few but professional theologians can understand
the niceties of the disputes, and no more need be said of it
here. ‘

The Monophysites were extraordinarily active in convert-
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ing the Arabs, and shortly before the birth of Muhammad
large numbers had been baptized. A priest and deacon were
appointed to each tribe. Churches were founded, almsgiving
and fasting were regularly practised. Monasteries were open
day and night to travellers, who were given food and drink
before they were sent on their way. Women were veiled
when out of doors.

The Nestorians were equally active. They established
schools in many towns. In their monasteries monks could be
heard chanting their offices, so that the Arabs became accus-
tomed to seeing the monksat prayer day and night, prostrat-
ing themsclves with their faces to the ground. In prayer the
Christians turncd to the east. Such men were a familiar sight
on all the caravan routes of Arabia. The monastery at Hira
was established by the Nestorians in the fifth century, and
from thence Christianity was carried to Bahrayn. While
Muhammad was a young man, King Nu‘'min of Hira was
converted to Christianity. The church in the cast was pre-
dominantly Nestorian, though a fair number of Monophy-
sites were to be found there.

The eastern and the western Arabs were continually at war
because they were hired as mercenaries by the Persians and
Greeks respectively. The former, who had their base at Hira
near Kiifa, are known as the Lakhmids, while the latter
moved round Damascus and are known as the Ghassanids.
Asthe Arabs from time immemorial have been given to raid-
ing, this division suited them admirably, and they fought for
their overlords with courage and detcrmination; but both
empires made the same mistake: they withdrew their sub-
sidics and trcacherously murdered or imprisoned the Arab
kings, and so turned their most valuable auxiliaries into
enemies thirsting for vengeance. Chosroes Il murdered the
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Christian king Nu‘man, and the eastern Arabs everywhere
were in revolt. While Muhammad was preaching at Mecca
the Christian Arabs destroyed a considerable force of Per-
sians to avenge the death of their leader, and they were
constantly raiding Persian territory until the advent of the
Muslim armies from the Hijaz gave them the chance to settle
their account with the Persians once and for all.

Aswe shall sec, the march of events on the other side of the
desert was very similar, except that here religious persecution
was much more prevalent and much more violent. From the
sixth century onwards the history of the Arab west is one
long series of persecutions in the name of orthodoxy, cul-
minating in the alicnation of the Arabs and the downfall of
the Greck empire in Syria. As Monophysites the Arabs stead-
ily refused to accept the doctrine of two natures in Christ.
The persecutions which these unhappy people suffered were
sometimes worse than their treatment by the Muslims in
subscquent years. Bishops were driven from their sees,
monks were expelled from their monasteries, ordinary lay-
men were driven from their homes and fled to Persian terri-
tory. Those who could not escape were imprisoned and
tortured and not allowed to return to their homes. Even
women and children were not exempt from these cruel
assaults, and thousands dicd from starvation and exposure.

The famous Arab chief Harith went to Constantinople to
see the Emperor and to ask that his people might be givena
Monophysite bishop, and as he was a valuable man at the
head of the vassal tribes, Justinian I acceded to his wish. Con-
scquently when the Persian Arabs, some ten years later, in-
vaded Syria, Harith attacked them so vigorously that they
were driven off with great loss and their leader was killed. In
563 he went to sce the Emperor again, carrying a letter which
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shows plainly how the way was being prepared for Islam.
. Onescntencereads: ‘The Trinity is one Divinity, onc Nature,
one Essence; those who will not accept this doctrine are to be
anathematized.” When two bishops refused to sign the de-
claration of faith he brought, Harith replied with the omin-
ous words: ‘Now I know that you are heretics. We and our
armies accept this doctrine, as do the orientals.” Here plainly
is a claim to a native Arab Christianity stripped of the subtle
refinements of the Greck theologians, and an explicit claim
to the right to defend that faith by the sword.

After the death of Hirith, his son Mundhir assumed the
role of protector of the Monophysite Christians. He was a
brave warrior and reduced the Persian Arabs to impotence
in two campaigns. Conscious of the service he had rendcred
to the Greeks, Mundhir wrote to the Emperor asking for
money to pay his tribes. He received an insulting refusal.
Worse was to follow: by a mistake he received a letter in-
tended for the Greek commander-in-chief who was fighting
the Persians at the time, in which the latter was ordered to
invite him to a conference and then kill him. As a result
Mundhir withdrew his support from the Greeks and de-
clared his independence. However, when the Grecks were
defeated he could not look on while the Persians plundercd
his fellow Christians in Syria, and once again he agreed to
fight on the side of the Grecks. By asurprise attack he annihi-
lated the enemy’s headquarters at Hira. He cut to pieces the
Arab force in the pay of the Persians and burnt the town to
the ground, saving only the churches, and returned to Syria
with enormous booty.

It would take us too far afield to follow the miserable
course of religious controversy in the Arab world; suffice it

to say that the Arab king showed himself a loyal friend to his
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bishop and tried his utmost to heal the breach in Christianity
which kept his countrymen at one another’s throats. He went
to the Emperor in 580 to plead with him to put a stop to the
disputes which were ruining Christianity among the Arabs,
and he begged for charity and tolerance. The Emperor re-
ceived him with great honour, and, assured of his support,
called together the quarrelsome clergy and got them to agree
to live in peace one with another. However, religious fanati-
cism soon broke out again. The clergy broke their word and
persecutions and anathemas followed everywhere.

The end of this noble Arab was tragic. In the name of re-
ligion a false friend induced him to visit him without an
armed guard, accused him of treachery, and took him in
chains to Constantinople. At this the Arabs were thoroughly
roused; they plundered the countryside in all directions in
revenge for the ingratitude shown to their king. From this
time forward their hatred of the Greeks knew no bounds.
Mundhir’s son Nu‘min swore that he would never look
upon a Greek again, but he himself fell into Greek hands and
was exiled to Sicily with his father. The old writer says: ‘“The
kingdom of the Arabs was divided among fifteen princes;
most of them joined forces with the Persians, and from this
time onwards the rule of the Christian Arabs came to an end
because of the treachery of the Greeks, and heresy was wide-
spread amongst the Arabs.’ By this time Muhammad was
fast approaching manhood.

Thus the Grecks paved the way for their own downfall,
Within a century or so Muslim Arabs were at the gates of
Constantinople, and its ultimate fall to the Turks in 1453 was
the logical outcome of the shameful treatment of the Arab
Christians by their orthodox rulers. Their policy was as
foolish as it was wicked. Henceforth they stood for tyranny
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and injustice in the eyes of the Arabs, and through them
Christianity was associated with perfidy.

The Persians exploited the situation right up to the hijra.
They got possession of Syria for years. Here they left the
Arabs in comparative peace, but they killed all the Grecks
they could lay their hands on. We need not doubt that the
Christian Arabs who had gone over to them took every
opportunity to avenge themselves on their persecutors. The
Grecks came back in time to expel the Persians and meet the
Muslim onslaught, but we are not surprised to read that
when the Muslim general told the people of Hims and
Damascus that he had come to deliver them from the Greeks,
he was welcomed as a liberator.

The amazing rapidity of the Arab advance east and west to
which all writers refer was due to the co-operation of the
local Christians disgusted with Byzantine cruelty and oppres-
sion. All the Arabs had to do was to defeat a number of
disaffected garrison troops; and this was comparatively easy,
because in Syria the population welcomed them and joined
forces with them, while in Egypt they made a separate peace,
stipulating that the power of Byzantium must be irrevocably
destroyed. It was not until the Muslim Arabs came up against
native opposition farther west that they met with a serious
check. In Egypt and the Arab world they were accepted as
deliverers.
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CHAPTER TWO

MUHAMMAD

IN writing of a man who is loved and vencrated by millions
of the world’s citizens today, one would wish to be purely
objective. So far as the greatest monument to Muhammad’s
memory ~the Qurin - is concerned, that is not difficult; but
his biography is much more difficult to deal with. To trans-
late without comment the statements of his biographers
without historical criticism would be misleading; on the
other hand, to generalize assome Western scholars have done
would be rash. No unprejudiced scholar doubts that legend
has been active in the Arabic biographies and traditions,
where the prophet is sometimes portrayed as writers think
he should have been rather than as he was. This subject will
be considered further in chapter 6. '

However, the brief sketch of Muhammad that follows is
an attempt to set forth his life history as a prophet and as the -
greatest statesman of his time, leaving it to speak for itsclf.
By ahappy chance a great Arab writer of the fourteenth cen-
tury, Ibn Khaldiin, whose disquisition on the philosophy of
history has long been recognized as of permanent value, has
written some penctrating paragraphs on the criticism of tra-
ditional history which will serve as a guide to historical
research.,

Since it is of the nature of tradition to incorporate false state-
ments we must examine the causes which produce them. They are:

(a) attachment to certain opinions and schools of thought. Now if
aman’s mind is impartial in receiving tradition he examines it with
all due care so that he can distinguish between the true and the
false; but if he is pervaded by attachment to any particular opinion
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or sect he immediately accepts any tradition which supports it; and
this tendency and attachment cloud his judgement so that he is un-
able to criticize and scrutinize what he hears, and straightway ac-
cepts what is false and hands it on to others;

(b) over-confidence in the probity of those who hand on the
tradition;

(¢) ignorance of the real significance of events; for many tradi-
tionists, now knowing the significance of what they saw and heard,
record events together with their own interpretations or con-
jectures and so give falsc information;

(d) belief that one has the truth, This is widespread and comes
generally from over-confidence in narrators of the past;

(¢) ignorance of the circumstances surrounding an event induced
by ambiguity or embellishment. The narrator hands on the story
as he understands it with these misleading and false elements,

Asevery unprejudiced observer knows, these faults are not
peculiar to Muslim Arab writers: they are a feature of most
hagiographies. Let us take but one example from the earliest
biography of Muhammad, that of Ibn Ishiq who died in
A.H. 150, and compare it witha similar story in the Old Testa-
ment. The occasion is the threat of Abraha, the Abyssinian
gencral, to occupy Mecca. A small contingent of elephants
made a deep impression on the Arabs, and Abraha’s force
easily dcfeated the tribes who opposed their advance. ‘Abd
al-Muttalib, the prophet’s grandfather, knowing that effect-
ive resistance to the Abyssinian army was impossible, called
upon Allah to defend his sanctuary, and betook himself to
the surrounding hills. Meanwhile a virulent attack of small-
pox broke out in the enemy’s ranks, and they were forced to
withdraw, hundreds of them dying by the wayside as they
returned to the south. These are the facts. But Arab legend
has imported a miraculous element into the story: Alldh sent

flocks of birds which dropped on the enemy three small
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stones; each bird carried two stones in its claws and one in its
beak, and every Abyssinian who was hit by the stones per-
ished. This account is canonized in siira 105: ‘Have you not
considered how your Lord dealt with the army of the ele-
phant? Did he not bring their schemes to nought? He sent
flocks of birds against them which rained clay pellets upon
them so that they became like grass which cattle have eaten.’
The point of the legend is that Mecca, the sanctuary founded
by Abraham, is God’s house, and that He miraculously saves
it from violation.

Somewhat similar is the story of the annihilation of the
Assyrian army led by Sennacherib against Jerusalem, also the
sanctuary of God. An overwhelming force of Assyrians
threaten the city and Hezekiah, unable to resist, calls upon
God to deliver the city. The prophet Isaiah predicts that God
will defend Jerusalem and that Sennacherib will be forced to
return by the way he came. That night the angel of the Lord
smote the Assyrians and 185,0000f them perished. The Greek
historian Herodotus says that field-mice gnawed the bow-
strings and shield-thongs of the soldiers during the night and
the army had to withdraw. Mice werea symbol of pestilence.
In both these legends we have an example of the way in
which epidemics were ‘explained’ in the pre-scientific age.
There was no understanding of cause and effect: everything
was due to the immediate operation of God himself, and
some small living creature was thought to be his instrument
in bringing disease on mankind.

Into the same category fall the stories of mysterious lights
and portents in the heavens which are to be found in hagjo-
logies. Theyarenothistory, butarestoriesinvented to glorify
the memory of men who are revered as God’s messengers to
men. They are not of the essence of religion. A prophet’s
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personality should be able to stand on its own merits. If it
can, it needs no portent; if it cannot, a portent merely com-
promiscs the credibility of the whole narrative by importing
the incredible.

Accordingly, the life of Muhammad freed from these well-
meant but unintelligent accretions must be left to speak for
itsclf. Anyone who wishes to understand the position of the
pious Muslim ought to remember how decply the Christmas
story of the star ‘which stood over where the young child
was’ is rooted in the hearts and affections of Christians. If
similar stories appear in the biography of Muhammad they
should be regarded with sympathy and understanding.
Whether they are historically true or not is comparatively
unimportant. In passing it ought to be observed that the
narrator often says ‘it is asserted that’, or ‘as they say’, which
is sufficient indication of his attitude towards some of the
pious legends he puts on record.

At the outset let it be said that Muhammad was one of the
great figures of history whose overmastering conviction was
that there was one God alone and that there should be one
community of believers. His ability as a statesman faced with
problems of extraordinary complexity is truly amazing.
With all the power of armies, police, and civil service no
Arab has ever succeeded in holding his countrymen together
ashe did. Ifitis objected that the Muslim territory and popu-
lation at his death was vastly less than that of the empire of
the Caliphs, it may be replied thatall the elements of disunion
were present in his lifetime but dared not show themselves
until his dcath became known.

Muhammad was born in Mecca about the year A.D. §70.
The first absolutely certain date in his life is that on which the
Muhammadan era is based, the hijra, i.e. the migration from
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Mecca to Medina, about 280 miles to the north-east, in 622.
We know, too, that his prophetic activity in Mecca before
that date lasted more than ten years, and he is said to have
been 40 or, according to other authorities, 43 years old at his
call. He was the posthumous son of ‘Abd Allih and the
grandson of the ‘Abd al-Muttalib mentioned above, whose
father was Hashim, the name still borne by the royal families
of Iraq and Jordan. Hishim had married a woman of Medina
who belonged to the clan of ‘Adi ibn al-Najjir which
formed part of the tribe of Khazraj, and thus Muhammad
had blood ties with Medina. Mecca was held by the tribe of
Quraysh, and Muhammad belonged to a well-established
but impoverished family there. It is clear from siira 43:30,
‘[The Unbelievers] say, Why was this Quran not revealed
toa great man in the two towns?’ that when that was written
Muhammad himself was not a person of great standing,
Therefore his subsequent success must be accounted the
greater in that he converted his opponents without the help
which prestige and a high social position would have given
him. His mother died when he was still a little boy, and he
was brought up by his grandfather, a kindly, generous, and
stout-hearted man who lived and died a pagan; and then by
his uncle Aba Talib. Very lictle is known of Muhammad’s
childhood. A foster-mother was found for him among the
Banii Sa‘d. After he had sojourned with them more than two
years he received a supernatural visitation which is described
by his foster-mother Halima thus: ‘His brother came run-
ning to us saying, “Two men in white garments seized my
Qurayshite brother, knocked him down, split his belly open,
andarestirring itup !” We went to himand found him stand-
ing erect, his countenance pale and wan. When we asked

him what had happened he said exactly what his brother had
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said, adding that he did not know what the two men were
scarching for in his belly. My husband said that he feared that
he was afflicted and that I must take him back to his people
before the malady became apparent to all. This I did, and in
answer to a direct question from his mother I admitted that
I thought that he was possessed by a devil, but she told me
that my fears were groundless and of the wonderful circum-
stances of his birth.’ Exactly what lies behind this story of the
opening and cleansing of Muhammad’s belly it is hard to see,
unless it is an attempt to give a literal meaning to the meta-
phorical statement in the Quran, ‘Did we not open thy
breast for thee?’ (93:1). It is worth noticing that later writers
place the incident in Muhammad’s later manhood, immedi-
ately before his ascension to heaven.

A past generation of Arabists, on the basis of this tradition
and accounts of the symptoms of physical distress which
sometimes accompanied his utterances, advanced the theory
that Muhammad wasan epileptic. The charge had been made
by a Byzantine writer long before. Such a hypothesis scems
gratuitous, and can safely be ascribed to anti-Muhammadan
prejudice. Study of the psychological phenomena of religious
experience makes it extremely improbable. Prophets are not
normal people, but that does not authorize the assertion that
their abnormal behaviour is due to a morbid condition.
Moreover, Muhammad was a man whose common sense
never failed him. Those who deny his mental and psychic
stability do so only by ignoring the overwhelming evidence
of his shrewd appraisal of others and of the significance of
what was going on in the world of his time, and his persist-
ence in the face of constant opposition until he united his
people in the religion of Islam. Had he ever collapsed in the
strain of battle or controversy, or fainted away when strong
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action was called for, a case might be made out. But all the
evidence we have points in the opposite direction, and the
suggestion of epilepsy is as groundless in the eyes of the pre-
sent writer as it is offensive to all Muslims. It may be added
that most modern writers, as opposed to those of the last
generation, are of this opinion. To base such a theory on a
legend which on the face of it has no historical foundation
is a sin against historical criticism.

The only authentic story of Muhammad’s early years is
contained in an unpublished manuscript of his first bio-
grapher Ibn Ishaq. It reads as follows:

I was told that the apostle of Allah said, as he was talking about
Zayd son of ‘Amr son of Nufayl, ‘He was the first to upbraid me
for idolatry and forbade me to worship idols. I had come from
al-T#'if along with Zayd son of Haritha when we passed Zayd son
of ‘Amr who was in the highland of Mecca. Quraysh had made a
public example of him for abandoning their religion, so that he
went out from their midst. I sat down with him. I had a bag con-
taining meat which we had sacrificed to our idols - Zayd b, Haritha
was carrying it - and I offered it to Zayd b. ‘Amr — I was but a lad
at the time - and I said. “Eat some of this food, my uncle.”
replied, “Surely it is part of those sacrifices of theirs which thcy
offer to their idols?” When I said that it was, he said, “Nephew
mine, if you were to ask the daughters of ‘Abd al-Muttalib they
would tell you that I never eat of these sacrifices, and I have no
desire to do so.” Then he upbraided me for idolatey and spoke dis-
paragingly of those who worship idols and sacrifice to them, and
said, “They are worthless: they can neither harm nor profit any-
one,” or words to that effect.” The apostle added, ‘After that I
never knowingly stroked one of their idols nor did I sacrifice to
them until God honoured me with his apostleship.”

This tradition clearly shows how the boy Muhammad was
influenced by a monotheist of whom we know but little. The
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prohibition against the eating of meat offered to idols is of
course originally Jewish, butas it was taken over into Christi-
anity it is impossible to say whether Zayd was a Jewish ora
Christian proselyte. Arabic tradition represents him asa man
dissatisfied with both Judaism and Christianity and utterly
hostile to heathenism.

Attheage of 25, after being employed by a wealthy widow
to look after her camels trading with Damascus, Muhammad
so impressed her by his person and abilities that she proposed
marriage. She was fifteen years his senior. Their married life
was happy, and she bore him two sons and four daughters.
The boys died in infancy. His daughters married as follows:
Zaynab married Abu’l-‘As; Ruqayya married ‘Uthmin who
became the third Caliph; Fitima married ‘Ali; and Umm
Kulthiim married ‘Utayba. Of these the marriage of Fitima
to ‘Ali was of lasting importance, for it is in this line that the
prophet’s descendants are specially revered, and the Shi‘as
look upon the descendants of ‘Ali and Fatima as the true
heirs to the Caliphate, with all the religious and secular privi-
leges pertaining to that office.

Two words are applied to him, namely nabi, prophet, and
rasiil, one who is sent, i.e. an apostle. The first has a long
history in Judaism and Christianity, beginning with Saul,
¢. 1000 B.C. and ending some time after the Christian era; the
second, though known to the Jews by name, is in essence a
Christian term, applied to a man sent by God.

Among other Semitic peoples there were men who fore-
told the future, announced the will of the gods, gave oracles,
and so on; but the Hebrew religion gave content and mean-
ing to the word nabi which, originally applied to a person
who in astate of uncontrollable emotion and excitement pro-
claimed a message which his hearers attributed to a god,
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afterwards became the title of the preachers of monotheism
and social justice. Among the pagan Arabs there could not
be a nabi, as there was no definite conception of such a God,
but there were men who discharged some of the functions of
the nabi, namely the sha'irs (literally ‘knowers’), i.e. men
with a mysterious esoteric knowledge which was generally
attributed to a familiar spirit called a jinni or shaytan. Sha‘ir
later came to mean ‘poet’, for the reason that these men in
their ominous predictions used a rhymed prose in which a
rough rhythm was preserved.

The outward marks of a prophet in Israel were (1) im-
passioned utterance; (b) poetry; (c) intense preoccupation
with God and moral issues; (d) a sense of compulsion urging
him to declare the will of God. Naturally these character-
istics varied from prophet to prophet: in some of the later
prophets the feeling of excitement, the inner urge which
bursts as it were the bounds of language, and the idcalism
arc altogether lacking; but the broad pattern is consistent.
How far then is it possible to say that Muhammad was a
prophet?

Now if we look at the accounts of his call, as recorded by
the early biographers, some very interesting parallels with
Hebrew prophets come to light. They say that it was his
habit to leave the haunts of men and retire to the mountains
to give himself up to prayer and meditation. One night as
he was asleep the angel Gabriel came to him with a piece of
silk brocade whereon words were written, and said ‘Recite !’
He answered, “What shall I eecite?’ The order was repeated
three times, while he felt continually increasing physical
pressure, until the angel said:

Recite in the name of thy Lord who created
Man from blood coagulated.

28



MUHAMMAD

Recite! Thy Lord is wondrous kind

Who by the pen has taught mankind

Things they knew not (being blind).2
When he woke these words seemed to be written on his heart
(or, as we should say, impressed indelibly on his mind). Then
the thought came to him that he must be a sha'ir or possessed,
he who had so hated such people that he could not bear the
sight of them; and he could not tolerate the thought that his
tribesmen would regard him as one of them - as in fact they
afterwards did. Thereupon he left the place with the inten-
tion of throwing himself over a precipice. But while on his
way he heard a voice from heaven hailing him as the Apostle
of God, and lifting up his eyes he saw a figure astride the
horizon which turned him from his purpose and kept him
rooted to the spot. And there he remained long after his
anxious wif¢’s messengers had returned to report that they
could not find him.

Clearly this story belongs to the realm of visions and
dreams. Whatever view is taken of their objective reality,
none can doubt their subjective reality to those who experi-
ence them. This inaugural vision so affected Muhammad’s
preaching - at any rate in its early stages - and Muhammad
himself, that it is possible to believe that he was a prophet.
The burden of Muhammad’s message from first to last was
the almighty power of God and man’s duty to obey him,
of sin and judgement. The sense of compulsion under which
he laboured is clearly brought out in the dream in which the
angel forced him to speak. Some of his biographers have de-
leted the passages which speak of his doubts and fears; but
they arc perhaps the most convincing clements in the story,
and, apart from his contemplated suicide, are strongly

1. A rough attempt is made to reproduce the rhyme.
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reminiscent of Jeremiah’s doubts as to whether he was
inspired or whether he was on the same level as the false
prophets of his day. And as we shall see, Muhammad’s
tenacity was tested by adversity —~ mockery, accusations
of soothsaying and of teaching the doctrines of foreigners,
and finally undisguised persecution. His biographer says
truly that prophethood is a weighty and painful office
which few can sustain owing to the opposition that they
_ encounter.

Unfortunately very little is known about the prophet’s life
during the fifteen years which intervened between his mar-
riage and his call. What was going on in his mind? Whom
did he meet who could impart information about Judaism
and Christianity whose scriptures he claimed to confirm or
correct? Tradition asserts that asa boy of 12, while travelling
to Syria with his uncle Abi Tilib, he met a2 monk called
Bahira who hailed him as God’s messenger, and one would
suppose he must often have taken the same route into a Chris-
tian country when in charge of Khadija’s caravans, though
there are no specific statements to that effect. We have seen
how the wholc area was permeated by converts to the two
monotheistic religions. It would be unthinkable that a man
dissatisficd with the religion of his people and earnestly seek-
ing divine guidance should not endeavour to acquaint him-
self with the religion of those who claimed to worship the
only true God. One of the most significant verses in the
Quran (10:94) on this subject reads: ‘If thou art in doubt
about anything that We have revealed to thee, ask those who
read the scriptures before thee.

Th vision was followed by a period not unlike that which
Western mystics have called ‘the dark night of the soul’,
during which the mind and body exhausted by trances and
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visions suffer from depression and lassitude, and doubts pre-
vail.

During this pause Muhammad was sustained by his wife’s
faith and support, and after a time fresh messages came to
him, culminating in the command to proclaim publicly what
he had been taught. No doubt he drew comfort from reflect-
ing on the sadness of his early life and the goodness of God,
who had rescued him from poverty and sustained him in
adversity until relief came. Siira 93 is a touching soliloquy
on this period:

Did He not find thee an orphan and give thee 2 home?
Did He not find thee in error and guide thee to the truth?

Error and true guidance in later chapters of the Qurin nor-
mally refer to the way of life pursued by polytheists and
believers respectively.

At first conversions were made secretly, until the tiny
community’s habit of daily prayer became known to the
Meccans, who began to mock and finally to take steps to put
an end to a movement which threatened their position as the
hereditary possessors of a venerated sanctuary of the gods and
the wealth which they drew from the annual pilgrimages to
the Ka‘ba. One is reminded of the first preaching of Christi-
anity at Ephesus, where the silversmiths complained that
‘this man Paul has persuaded and turncd away much people,
saying that they are not gods which are made with hands,
and not only is there danger that this trade of ours may come
into disrepute, but also that the temple of the great goddess
Artemis will be made of no account, and that she will even
be deposed from her magnificence, shc whom all Asia and
the world worships.”? The Meccans were not to know that

1. Acts 19:26,
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when the struggle between them and Muhammad was over
Mecca would remain as the sanctuary of Allah to which all
Muslims must resort at least once in their lives.

In a later generation it was of great moment to determine
who was the first man to accept Islam. The rival candidates
are Abii Bakr, the first caliph, Muhammad’s faithful friend
and subsequent father-in-law, and his cousin and afterwards
son-in-law, ‘Ali. It is almost certain that the honour belongs
to Abii Bakr, and that ‘Ali’'s name has been put forward by
the Shia with whom Ibn Ishiq the early biographer un-
doubtedly sympathized. Except for dynastic and political
reasons the point is of no importance, because admittedly
‘Ali was a child at the time, while the adherence of a well-to-
do merchant, popular and respected, was of enormous value
to Muhammad. Abt Bakr remained his devoted friend to
theend of hislife, sharing his exile, and rejoicing in hissuccess. -
Whatever accusations of self-interest may be levelled against
later converts when it was highly profitable to be a Muslim,
there can be no doubt that Abdi Bakr accepted Muhammad
asa divinely sent leader when he was despised and insulted by
his fellow townsmen. Muhammad possessed abundantly the
gift of evoking loyalty and affection from men. The proud
title of ‘Companions’ (Ashab) is given to those who were
his early associates; “Exiles’ (muhajiriin) to those who shared
his flight to Medina; and ‘Helpers’ (Ansdr) to the men of
Medina. Thus Muslims have recognized not merely the im-
portance of these men in that they could hand on to future
generations traditions of what their master had said and done,
but also that they were men who believed in him and helped
him before he rose to power when it was not in their interest
to do so.

The majority of Muhammad’s early converts were slaves
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or people of humble origin, though a few of the leading mer-
chants of Mecca accepted Islam. History teaches us that any
religious reformer who is determined to overthrow the exist-
ing order of society is bound to meet with the opposition of
those whose interests are threatened by his innovations.
Parties who enjoy financial, ecclesiastical, and social advan-
tages from an established religion will not forego those
privileges without a struggle, and in the last resort are pre-
pared to kill the man who attacks them. From the Qurin
one can sce the very real fear of the Meccans that the destruc-
tion of the gods would lead to their downfall; thatif Muham-
mad succeeded in converting the majority of the townsfolk
he would inevitably become their leaderand they would lose
their position as heads of the community. If Alldh really
wanted to send a message why did he not choose one of
themsclves? As he had not done so, clearly Muhammad was
an impostor. Are we to believe in one whom the dregs of the
people follow? It is wealth that he is really seeking!

In the carly stages of the conflict the Meccans tried to dis-
credit Muhammad by ridicule and accusations of sorcery,
and finally of downright fraud in that he got his ideas from a
foreigner — some Jew or Christian — with whom he con-
versed daily. Allthesecharges, whichare deniedin the Qurin,
are dealt with at greater length in the biographies, which
generally suffer from overstatement and exaggeration.
Furthermore, if he really was the prophet of God why did
he bring no sign to confirm his statements? Muha mmad’s
answer was that the Qurin with its inimitable language was
itsclf the sign he brought. After a time the position of his fol-
lowers became so intolerable that nearly a hundred of them
were forced to migrate to Abyssinia to take refuge with the

Christians there, and possibly it was about this time the
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prophet said in the Qurin that ‘You will find the most
affectionate friends will be those who say, “We are Chris-
tians”.” The refugees were well treated and given complete
freedom to practise their religion as they desired.

This was a period of constant pinpricks, petty insults, and
persecution of those who had no influential patron; in fact
something like a boycott of the Muslims was put in force.
Constant bickering and argument forced the prophet to
state his position on several important matters which will be
mentioned in the next chapter. The biographer relates many
of the suras to these controversies. Naturally the battle be-
tween monotheism and polytheism could have only one
ending, and gradually but surely the number of Muslims
increased. The most important accession to their ranks was
‘Umar, who has been called the St Paul of Islam, He was a
man of courage— physical and moral - and once he had given
his word he never thought of turning back. In after years he
was onc of the men whom the prophet always consulted, and
his downright character often overawed his opponents who
feared his violence.

During this period of waxing persecution Muhammad
owed his immunity and possibly his life to the protection of
his uncle Abii Tilib. A characteristic virtue of the Arabs has
always becen, and still is, an unflinching loyalty to members
of their family, clan, or tribe. This shows itself in a readiness
to protect them against their enemies, if necessary by their
own lives. It is our boast that a slave is free when he reaches
British soil, and that a political refugee is inviolate; but the
Arabs go further. Any man who claims their protection is
safc, and though modern States have extradition treaties with
Arab lands, it would be unwise to count on their application
in a Muslim country. Vendettas are disliked and men are
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chary of provoking them. For this rcason a family or tribe
will pay the fine inflicted by authority or the compensation
demanded by an individual; but it willnot hand over itsown
flesh and blood or its guest to the tender mcrcies of his
enemy. The conception of law administercd by the State is
of course well known in the Muslim world, but it has never
been allowed to override the innate conviction of the Arab
that he and his are one. Thus fortified by explicit assurance
and inner certainty of support against aggression Muham-
mad pursued his way.

Distressed by the estrangement from his townsmen and by
the illwill that beset him, Muhammad was led into making
a temporary but very small concession to heathenism. In
sura $3:19 he recited the words: ‘Al-Lat, al-‘Uzz3, and-
Manit are the exalted virgins [the exact mcaning of theword
is not known] whosec intercession may be counted on.’
These words immediately won over the Meccans who joined
him in prostrating themselves before Allih; but, as the bio-
grapher reports, Gabricl came to him and upbraided him for
including words which had not been revealed to him, and
revealed (siira 22:51): ‘Never have we sent apostle or
prophet before you but when he allowed his own wishes to
predominate Satan interjected [words| into his desires; but
God cancels what Satan interjects.” Critics of tradition have
endeavoured to discredit the honesty of those who reported
this story; but it is impossible to suggest a motive for its in-
vention other than a desire to discredit Muhamimad, the
Qurin, and [slam itself — and such a supposition in regard to
sincere Muslims is absurd. In fact the incident is the strongest
possible testimony to the sincerity of Muhammad. Of course
it opens the door to the enquiry whether he may have been
mistaken in supposing that his words were inspired on other
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occasions also; but as the Qurin itself rightly says, this has
been the possible fate of prophets at all times, and there have
been prophets who have not frankly and immediately ack-
nowledged that they were mistaken. Too much can be made
of this incident, which will be referred to again. All that these
interpolated words meant was that the divine or semi-divine
beings acted as intercessors with Alldh, an office which in
Islam is accorded only to Muhammad himself. Nevertheless
itwasa declension from the prophet’s doctrine of pure mono-
theism inasmuch as the next step would logically be prayer
and supplication to the guardian angels or heavenly inter-
cessors; there is little in Sunni Islam to warrant the supposi-
tion that there is any mediator between God and the believer.
The orthodox belicf is that the prophet’s intercession may be
hoped for on the day of resurrection. But to return to our |
subject.

When Muhammad withdrew these words and asserted
that these goddesses had no reality but were mere names, the
Mecccans were more angry than before. A crisis was ap-
proaching: death carried away his faithful wife Khadija and
his protector Abii Tilib, and his townsinen remained hostile
and suspicious. The only thing to do was to look further
afield. Accordingly he made a beginning at T3'if, a town
some sixty miles to the castand in close relations with Mecca.
He preached there for several days, but met with mockery
and insult. Young men hooted at him in the streets and
pelted him with stones, so that he was forced to flee bleeding
from cutsand bruises. Retiring to recuperate awhile in a vine-
yard outside the town he uttered the following prayer, which
may be left to speak for his sincerity and devotion:

O God, I complain to Thee of my weakness and insufficiency
and low estate in the sight of men. O most merciful One, Thou art
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the Lord of the weak and Thou art my Lord. To whom wilt Thou

entrust me? To strangers who will look askance at me or to enemies
to whom Thou hast given power over me? If Thou art not angry
with me [ care not; but Thy defence is broader. I take refuge in the
light of Thy countenance (at which the very darkness shines and
the affairs of this world and the next are justly balanced), lest Thine
anger should descend upon me or Thy wrath light upon me. It is
for Thee to be satisficd until Thou art pleased. There is no power,
no strength but in Thee.

Though this prayer does not rest upon a sound tradition
according to Arabian standards, being introduced by the
words ‘among the things that I was told’; and though the
style differs considerably from that of the Qurin, it may well
have formed the substance of the prophet’s intercession at this
time. To suppose that someone stood by to commit to
memory the exact words of the petition is as repugnant to
common sense as to reverence and decency.

On the way back to Mecca a number of jinn or spirits are
said to have jostled him in their eagerness to hear his prayers
and eagerness to embrace Islam. Whether this is a memory
of what the prophet told his friends afterwards, or whether
it is a story written to explain the background of the siira
of the Jinn (72) and siira 46:28 ff. is uncertain. But certainly
the Quran asserts that Muhammad preached to these
creatures and converted them. More will be said on this sub-
ject in the next chapter.

Before he could re-enter Mecca Muhammad had to seck
protection from al-Mut'im the son of ‘Adi. Soon after he
marricd a widow called Sauda, and became betrothed to
‘A’isha, the daughter of Abii Bakr his oldest friend. All his
efforts to win over members of other tribes were thwarted

by the Meccans, until there came a handful of men from
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Medina who were to change the course of the world’shistory.
Itis sobering to reflect how the most momentous results may
follow from most insignificant happenings. Had these men
not come to the pilgrimage festival that year, had the
Quraysh not been over—confident that Muhammad’s preach-
ing would be ineffective and so made little or no attempt to
interfere with him at this moment, the lives of millions
would not have been fundamentally changed. These six pil-
grims listened to the prophet’s message, accepted Islam, and
went back to Medina as missionaries on his behalf. The times
were propitious: Medina had been unsettled by wars and
murders caused by the rivalry of the two tribes Aus and
Khazraj, the first supported by the Jews of the Banii Qurayza
and al-Nadir, the second backed by the Qainuqi’ Jews.
Both parties were weary of strife. Muhammad arranged to
mect the Medinans in the following year at Mina; and this
time a dozen came and accepted Islam at ‘Agaba, so named
from a small hill at the place. On their return these men were
extraordinarily successful in converting their fellow-towns-
men to Islam. It seems to have been the fate of Judaism to
attract men of every nation under heaven by its sublime
truth and yet to lose them for reasons which need not con-
cern us here. Muhammad followed the path taken by Chris-
tian preaching six centurics earlicr when he addressed his
message to those who had been prepared for monotheism by
Jewish teaching. Indeced, he went further: by denying the
divinity of Jesus he brought peace to Arabian Christian lands
which had suffered bitterly from Christological disputcs.
But the price was the unconditional surrender of the essence
of Christianity.

The Muhammadan era had dawned. The following year,
622, seventy-five pilgrims pledged their support. They
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would defend the prophet against all comers. These happen-
ings could not be concealed from the Quraysh, who pursued
the returning pilgrims, but though they managed to seize
one or two they could not prevent the main body from re-
gaining their native town. Thoroughly aroused, they began
to oppress the Muslims with such severity that Muhammad
decided to order his followers to migrate to Medina, and
more than a hundred slipped away, until Abii Bakr and ‘Ali
were the only ones to stay behind voluntarily. Muhammad
left the latter behind to look after the women and children,
and taking what money they had he and Abi Bakr with-
drew by night to a cave on Mount Thaur, This was a wise
precaution, sinceitlay to thesouth of Mecca, whereas Medina
was to the north-cast and the Meccans would naturally
pursue them in that direction. Here they stayed for some
time, being provisioned by Abii Bakr's son, who brought
them news of their enemies’ movements, When the coast
wasclear they travelled by a devious route to Medina, where
they received an enthusiastic welcome.

From the outset Muhammad displayed the tact and diplo-
macy which marked all his dealings with others. Besct by
appeals from all sides to take up his abode with individuals
who perforce belonged to one party and thus were disliked
by the other, he instantly evolved a plan which would hurt
the feelings of none and at the same time absolve him from
the responsibility of an invidious choice. He left the choice
to his camel. It came to rest in the quarter of the Najjir clan
of the Khazraj who were, as we have seen, relations of his.
‘Umar when he became Caliph gave expression to the feeling
of all Muslims to this day that a new era began with the
migration to Medina, though theactual date wasnotadopted,
but New Year’s day of the year in which it occurred, that is
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- July 15/16, A.D. 622. The word hijra does not mean ‘flight’,
or even ‘migration’, so much as the breaking of old ties, and
so marks the fact that Muhammad now belonged to Medina
and not to Mecca, with all the consequences that were to
follow.

Muhammad was no longer a persecuted citizen of Mecca,
but the leader of a religious community acknowledged to
possess divine authority. This change in his status can be seen
in the tone of many of the Medinan siiras, which speak with
the voice of authority not only in spiritual and ethical
matters, but also in matters of everyday life.

From the first it was evident that Muhammad believed
that his message was for all Arabs — and perhaps for all man-
kind - and it had now become clear that they could be made
to listen only by force. There could be no compromise with
idolatry. Therefore it followed that all those who refused to
believe in Islam must be quelled. Idolaters whose very exist-
ence was an insult to the one true God would have to accept
Islam or the sword; other monotheists would have to ac-
knowledge their inferiority by paying a special tax. This be-
came the established principle of Islam during the few ycars
of the prophet’s life at Medina which remained after the
opposition of the Quraysh was quelled. It was put into
effect in the whole of the Arab empire in the century that
followed. :

Muhammad’s first task was to build up a self~contained”
community which would hold together and maintain its
position despite the force of tradition and a long history of
rivalries and feuds. To do this successfully required consum-
mateability, diplomacy, firmness, and far-sightedness. A cer-
tainamount of resentment at his assumption of authority was
shown by the leading Medinans, who not unnaturally felt
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that they had given up more than they had gained ; there were
the rival claims of the Muslims of Medina, called ‘the help-
ers’, on the one hand, and the refugees from Mecca on the
other; and last, but not least, there were the powerful Jewish
clans and tribes who soon showed their dislike of Muham-
mad’s religion and his policy.

An abstract from a charter which Muhammad drew up,
probably a year or two after hisarrival in Medina, showshow
the brotherhood of Islam took precedence of all other ties
and relationships, so that a believing father might have to
slay an unbelieving son. This brotherhood bound all Mus-
lims together for offence and defence, guaranteed them the
protection of the community, except when a man was an
obvious offender, and made God and his prophet the final
arbiter in all disputes. Various Jewish tribes are mentioned
by name as sharing in this charter as a community along
with the Muslims’, while retaining their own religion. They
were guaranteed the same privileges and were under the
same financial and other obligations as the Muslims.

So far so good. But a religious movement must move; it
cannot survive without progress and expansion. Signs are
not wanting that there was considerable economic stress in
Medina, and action was called for if the enthusiasm of the
tiny community was not to dissipate. From the beginning
Muhammad had dedicated himself to the task of converting
the Arabs to Islam, particularly those of his own town and
kin. Above all, he desired to see the Ka‘ba purified and given
to Allah. Peaceful efforts had becn ineffective and the time
for forceful action had come.

Muhammad accomplished his purposc in the course of
three small engagements: the number of combatantsin these
never exceeded a few thousand, but in importance they rank
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among the world’s decisive battles. The systematic destruc-
tion of the Jewish communities, both a political and a re-
ligious necessity, was a mere interlude in his victorious pro-
gress in the Hijaz. The first step was the most difficult, for
it was no easy matter to persuade the Medinans to attack
their old friends in Mecca, with whom they were linked by
marriage, commerce, and the ancient pilgrim rites. And the
Meccan emigrants, too, must be persuaded to take up arms
against, and in the last resort to kill, their heathen kinsmen.
Blood relationship, it will be remembered, was a sacred tie
recognized by all Arabs and sanctioned by usage as old as the
people itself. However, by the preaching of war as a sacred
duty (jihad) Muhammad gradually induced his followers to
attack the Meccans. A beginning was made with what nowa-
days would be called a frontier incident. Mecca depended
largely on its trade, which has been valued (perhaps over-
valued) at more than 300,000 gold pounds per annum, from
which the Meccans would claim a large percentage. A better
centre than Medina for cutting the trade-route to Syria could
not have been found. No more than ten men were concerned
in the first successful raid: six Muslims attacked a caravan
guarded by four Quraysh, killed one, and took two prisoners;
one man got away. As this attack was made in the sacred
month when war was banned throughout Arabia, some-
thing like dismay was felt in Mcdina when the emigrants
turned up with the spoil. Muhammad had run counter to
Arab feeling, and most European writers take an unfavour-
able view of his action. His own view or, as Muslims would
say, God’s judgement, is expressed in siira 2:214: ‘They will
question you (O Muhammad) with regard to warfare in the
sacred month; say: Warfare therein is a serious matter; but
to turn (men) from the way of God and to disbelieve in Him
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and in the sacred temple and to drive his people from it is
more serious with God, and infidelity is more serious than
killing.” In other words, to break a truce by which all Arabs
have hitherto been bound is no light matter, but scruples of
this kind cannot be allowed to override the necessity of
bringing idolatry to an end.

From this point events moved rapidly. A force of some
three hundred Muslims led by the prophet himself attacked
and routed about a thousand Mcccans at Badr. Two factors
were decisive in this victory: the spirit of religious fervour
kindled in the hearts of the Muslims coupled with a strong
faith in God’s assistance, and the great skill of the prophet in
choosing the terrain on which to fight. In this cngagement
someof hismost determined opponents wereslain, and many
prisoners were taken to Medina to await ransom. Nothing
succeeds like success, and the bedouin now began to attach
themselves to the new movement in increasing numbers, and
the cautious in Medina who preferred to sit on the fence as
long as possible openly joined the prophet, while in Mecca
rage and consternation seized the Quraysh. This fight figures
largely in Muslim tradition and in the Qurin, and must be
regarded as the foundation of all the subsequent successes of
Muslim armies.

At this point Muhammad began a series of operations
which was to end with the expulsion of the Jews from the
Hijaz. They had irritated him by their refusal to recognize
himasa prophet; by ridicule and by argument; and of course
their economic supremacy referred to in the last chapter was
a standing irritant. At his instigation one or two Jews were
murdercd and no blood-money was paid to their next-of-
kin.

Muhammad’s relations with the Jews had never been easy.
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Their leaders opposed his clain to be an apostle sent by God,
and though they doubtless drew some satisfaction from his
acceptance of the divine mission of Abraham, Moses, and the
prophets, they could hardly be expected to welcome the in-
clusion of Jesus and Ishmael among his chosen messengers.
The earlicst biographer states that when Muhammad recited
the verse (3:78) which asserts his belief in Jesus as a prophet
sent by God, the most prominent Jews of Medina said that
they had no belicf in Jesus nor in anyone who believed in
him. About this time Muhammad, who had hitherto prayed
with his face towards Jerusalem after the manner of the
Jews, now faced about and prayed towards Mecca. He
claimed Abraham and Ishmael as founders of the Ka‘ba
and of Arabian monotheism pure and undefiled, and thus
independent of, and prior to, both Judaism and Christian-
ity.

Doubtless, too, the existence of pockets of disaffected Jews
in and around his base was a cause of uneasiness and they had
to be eliminated if he was to wage war without anxiety. The
first community to suffer was the Qainuqi‘ who were for the
most part goldsmiths. They had supported the Aus, one of
the rival Arab tribes in Medina, before the prophet’s arrival,
and to this fact they owed their lives; for when they were
forced to surrender the prophet condemned them to death,
but at the intercession of the leader of the Aus he gave them
their lives, but compelled them to leave the country,

In the third year of the hijra a rich caravan fell into his
hands and the Quraysh were determined to make an end of
their enemy. They equipped a force of some 3000 men and
marched on Medina. Muhammad wisely ordered his men to
stay within the town and retain all the advantages of a strong
position from which they could shoot at the enemy in the
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open; but his followers were so headstrong that against his
better judgement he had to yield to their clamorous demand
to go out and fight the enemy. The opposing forces met at
Uhud, about a mile from the town. The Muslims, only 700
strong, were put to flight after an initial success, and Muham-
mad himself was wounded by a swordstroke which cost him
two tecth. Why the Meccans did not pursue their victory
and annihilate their opponents remains a mystery. A report
circulated that Muhammad had been slain, but as the Meccan
leader is reported to have heard ‘Umar declare that the pro-
phet was safe with him the Meccans cannot have thought
that they had disposed of their rival. Perhaps it was the old
Arab conception of war as a chivalrous defence of honour
which saved the Muslims. Honour was satisfied when the
shame of defeat was removed by victory, and no further
effort was called for. Casualties in purely Arab campaigns
have seldom been heavy, and this was an age when war was
a pastime and a means of gaining loot, rather like some of the
campaigns in medieval Europe. The Muslims lost seventy
men killed.

Nothing will better illustrate Muhammad’s spirit than his
action in insisting on following up the enemy the following
day. Despite his wounds and those of his supporters he
marched out in the direction of Mecca, and when he en-
camped he ordered a large fire to be kindled so that the
Quraysh were bound to notice his defiance. He stayed there
for some days and then returned to the city. This masterly
act could not fail to raisc the morale of his men. He had to
face a difficult situation. If Badr wasa proof that God was on
their side, what could be said of Uhud? Lamentation and woe
were heard on all sides, and many who mourned the loss of

a father or brother blamed Muhammad as the author of their
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calamity. His answer came in siira 3:134 ff., which may be
summarized thus:

If you have suffered a blow, so did the enemy at Badr, and wars
come to provide martyrs and that God may prove those who
believe. Paradise is only to be attained when God knows who will
really strive and endure. You used to wish for death before you
met it, and now you have seen what it is. Every man dies when
God permits — it is all written down - and the best of this world
and the next is only for those who are steadfast in the way of God.
Don'’t think that the idolaters will ultimately triumph. Victory was
in your hands until you disobeyed God’s Apostle and the archers
left their post to plunder the enemy’s camp. You were put to flight
because you sought worldly gain. God allowed you to be defeated
in order to test you, and now He has forgiven you. If God helps
you none can overcome you: if He abandons you who then can
help you? So let the believers rely upon God.

Soon afterwards the Nadir, a tribe of Jews in the neigh-
bourhood of Medina, fell under suspicion of treachery and
were forced to lay down their arms and evacuate their settle-
ments. Valuable land and much booty fell into the hands of
the Muslims. Muhammad had strengthencd his position by
a bloodless victory, and the lack of loyalty and cohesion
among the Jews themselves had become fatally apparent.
The neighbouring tribe of Qurayza who were soon to suffer
annihilation made no move to help their co-religionists,
and their allies, the Aus, were afraid to give them active
support,

The last stage in Muhammad’s triumphant advance was
now at hand. The Meccans for the last time prepared an ex-
pedition against Medina. An exiled Jewish chicf took a
prominent part in enlisting the aid of bedouin tribes, and
finally a force of some 10,000 men took the field. Great alarm
was felt in Medina where the memory of Uhud was still
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fresh. Though Muhammad always reserved the right to
make the final decision he showed his wisdom in consulting
those about him. On this occasion he took the advice of a
Persian convert and dug a deep ditch to cover the approach
to the town where it lay open to attack so that the town
could not be captured by a rapid assault unless the enemy
were prepared to face heavy casualties. The Quraysh were
disconcerted and withdrew to an encampment, shooting
arrows at long range against the defenders. Meanwhile, both
sides endcavoured to sow dissension in the ranks of their
opponents. The Quraysh succeeded in detaching the Jewish
tribe of Qurayza, but Muhammad cleverly countered this
move by sending an emissary who made the Jews distrust the
Meccans and induced the Meccans to distrust the Jews. Only
one assault, and that a half-hearted one, was made, and the
attackers were driven off. Thekilled on both sides amounted
to cight only. Arabia is not a country in which long sieges
can be undertaken without water and modern means of
transport, and the besiegers began to suffer from hunger
and bad weather. The Jews would not make their pro-
miscd diversionary attack for fear of being left in the lurch,
so the bedouin withdrew and the Quraysh returned to
Mecca.

Muhammad immediately turned on the Jews, who aftera
short sicge surrendered unconditionally. Their old allies the
Aus pleaded for them, and Muhammad asked them whether
- they would accept the judgement of one of their own chiefs.
They agreed, and thereupon he appointed a man who was
suffering from a deadly wound, whose verdict was that the
men should be put to death and the women and children sold
as slaves. The sentence was carried out; the prisoners were

led out in batches, beheaded on the edge of a trench which
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had been dug in the market-place, and thrown in. The execu-
tion of some 800 men occupied the whole day and went on
far into the night. Only onc Jew abjured his religion to save
his life. The rest, after prayer and reading of the scripturcs,
went calmly to their death. This mass execution has excited
bitter comment from most Orientalists. But it ought to be
borne in mind that our generation has learned to its dismay
that there are nations who believe that ‘total war’, involving
even the death of women and children, is justifiable if it
crushes theenemy’s will to fight and saves further bloodshed;
and further, no man with a weapon in his hand need sur-
render. Nominal Christians and Jews have done similar and
worse things in the cause of national, religious, or social
security, and the fault lies not in religion but in sinful human
nature. However, one does not expect such acts from one
who comes with a message from the Compassionate and
Merciful.

Muhammad now began a systematic encirclement of
Mecca by subduing the neighbouring tribes. That accom-
plished, he set forth with a strong detachment to attend the
pilgrimage in A.H. 6. The Meccans bitterly resented his in-
trusion and refused to permit him to enter the sacred territory
that year: but Muhammad gained a great diplomatic victory
in a treaty which was drawn up at Hudaybiya. In this the
Quraysh recognized his right to proselytize without hin-
drance and agreed to allow him and his followers to visit
Mecca the following year in exchange for a ten years’ truce.
By this armistice with the Meccans he removed the obstacle
which prevented the bedouin from joining the Muslims, and
from now on the Arabs flocked to Muhammad in hundreds.

The prophet was to live but four more years; during this
short time the shape of the Near East was settled for centuries
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‘to come. Khaybar, one of the last remaining Jewish strong-
holds, was attacked suddenly; and though the inhabitants
fought more bravely here than elsewhere, outnumbered and
caught off their guard, they were defeated. After stipulating
that their lives should be spared they surrendered with all
their possessions. Their chief had hidden his precious metals,
butanother Jew betrayed hissecretand fetchedsome of them,
and the Muslims tortured the unfortunate chief to extract
information about the remainder. He and his cousin were the
only Jews to be put to death at Khaybar, with one important
exception - the Jewess Zaynab, who may have been the cause
of the prophet’s subsequent death. She had lost all her men-
folk in the battle, and invited Muhammad, Abd Bakr, and
others to dine off a lamb which she had poisoned. After
swallowing one mouthful, the prophet spat out the rest, cry-
ing that the meat had been poisoned. He was seized with
violent cramp and pain, and complained of the effect of the
poison to his dying day. One of his companions died of the
poison, and of course Zaynab was put to death.

The capture of Khaybar had an importance of its own, for
it laid down a principle which with some modification was
adopted by the Muslims when they occupied the vast terri-
tories of the exhausted empires of Byzantium and Persia. The
Jews were allowed to keep their land on condition that they
surrendered half the produce to Medina. However, the
arrangement did not last long, for ‘Umar, always sterner
than his master, expatriated the Jews with all the other Jews
and Christians in the peninsula.

The Jewish colonies at other centres surrendered on the
same terms without offering resistance. Much of the wealth
of the country which had been concentrated in the hands of
the Jews had now been seized by the Muslims, who were no
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longer indigent immigrants but wealthy landowners, men
of substance, owning camecls and horses and their own
weapons-always costly possessions in Arabia. Muhammad’s
fame spread far and wide, and the bedouin flocked to him
in thousands.

In the following year Muhammad entered Mecca as a pil-
grimaccompanied by a large force of devoted followers. The
Meccans, faithful to their agreement, withdrew to the hills,
where they saw the man they had ejected enter in triumph.
Muhammad went round the Ka‘ba seven times, and touched
the black stone with his staff. This done, sacrifices were
offered at Marwa, and the following day the prophet’s
muezzin mounted the roof of the Ka‘ba and called the Mus-
lims to prayer. The agreement of Hudaybiya allowed him
only a three-day sojourn in Mecca, and Muhammad, who
had married another wife, wanted to stay on; but the Mec-
cans refused to allow the wedding feast to take place after
the time stipulated had elapsed, and on the fourth night he
set out for Medina. During this short visit to Mecca he won
over the famous general Khilid and two other prominent
men. The tide had turned, and signs were not wanting that
the Quraysh were sick of strife; and now that the position of
Mecca as a centre of pilgrimage was safe for all time, all heart
had gone out of the struggle. In A.H. 8 (a.D. 630) the Quraysh
were foolish enough to attack a tribe under Muslim protec-
tion, and so the truce was broken. At the head of some 10,000
men Muhammad marched on Mecca. Ab Sufyan, who had
been the prophet’s most redoubtable opponent, made his
peace with Muhammad and accepted Islam. He returned to
the city with the promise that none who kept within doors
should be injured. Some slight opposition was encountered,

and the defenders were annihilated by Khalid, who incurred
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the prophet’sanger by hisexcessive zeal. Muhammad entered
as a conqueror. Immediately he destroyed the images of the
gods, demanded the key of the temple, and entered to pray.
Herreturned the key toitshereditary custodian and confirmed
others in their old offices. The sacred territory was carefully
delimited and the Ka‘'ba was established as the centre of
Islam. In the hour of victory Muhammad showed his mag-
nanimity: only four people were put to death. Three accord-
ing to the laws of war deserved their fate; the fourth was a
singing girl who had composed satirical verses against the
prophet. The prophet’s clemency was rewarded: the whole
city accepted him as the apostle of God, and within a few
wecks a large force of Meccans was fighting side by side with
his tried companions and helpers. Indecd so generous was he
to the Meccans when dividing the spoil of later raids that the
Medinans complained that they were being unfairly treated.
Muhammad replied that though they had helped him in his
need he, too, by God’s assistance had brought them internal
peace and rich material reward, and for his part he was re-
solved never to leave them whatever happened. Deeply
moved, they withdrew their words. However, the Qurin
(sira 9:58 £.) lays down the principle that among the objects
of almsgiving is the ‘gaining of men’s hearts. Islam, which
like Christianity began as the religion of a despised minority,
had now become thereligion of the State, and it wasto every-
one’s interest to conform to it. Poets who once satirized and
ridiculed Muhammad vied one with another in laudatory
verse; bedouin chiefs submitted and offered their men for his
raids. Far-away Bahrayn paid taxes and the nearer tribes the
tithe.

At this time Muhammad modified his attitude towards the
Christians. It must be remembered that Christian Arabs are
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always indicated. Many of these were unwilling as yet to
accept Islam. Stra 9:29 f. rcads:

Fight thosc who do not believe in Allah, and the Last Day, and
do not forbid what God and his apostle have forbidden, and do not
follow the true religion of those to whom scriptures were given,
until they pay tribute out of hand, being brought low. The Jews
say Ezrais the son of God, while the Christians say Christ is the son
of God. That is what they say with their mouths, imitating the
speech of those who disbelieved aforetime. May God fight them,
how perverse they are! They choose their rabbis and monks as
lords instead of God and the Messiah the son of Mary. But they
were ordered to worship one God alone. There is no God but He,
He is far above what they associate with Him. ... He it is who has
sent His apostle with guidance and true religion to make it triumph-
ant over every religion, however much the ‘associators’ may dis-
like the fact. O believers, many rabbis and monks devour man’s
wealth wantonly and debar men from the way of God. And
those who hoard gold and silver without spending it in God's way,
tell them, O prophet, of a painful punishment.

Muslim lawyers differ as to the meaning of these categories:
itis possible that they refer only to those Jews and Christians
who are not faithful to their scriptures. No doubt complaints
of the tyranny of monks towards other Christian sects would
be common, and undoubtedly some monastic institutions
were wealthy. The charge against the Jews of worshipping
Ezra has always remained a mystery; monotheism is of
course the centre of the Jewish creed. The sad result of this
passage is that it authorizes application of the odious term
mushrik to Jews and Christians. Up to this time it could only
be applied to the heathen who by worshipping Allih’s
daughters associated other gods with him, and so mushrik
properly means polytheist. More will be said on this subject
later: here it need only be pointed out that the term ‘Mother

52



MUHAMMAD

of God’ given to the Virgin Mary could mean only one thing
to an Arab — the sexual trinity of the old heathen world,
which was never a unity. ;

Muhammad’s armies were now reaching out to areas
occupied by Christian or Christianized Arabs, and it was
necessary to define their rclation to Muslims: they must pay
tribute or take the consequences. One of Muhammad’s last
expeditions was directed against the Byzantines. The Mus-
lims got as far as Tabiik, and then for reasons unknown with-
drew, having achieved little more than the submission of the
Christian John of Ayla, a small port on the Gulf of ‘Aqaba.
Muhammad guaranteed the safety and property of the com-
munity on payment of an annual tribute, and left his agents
there to collect it. This treaty was honoured for more than a
century. One or two small settlements on the other side of
the gulf were similarly treated.

Muhammad went on pilgrimage for the last time, and
after his return to Medina arranged for an expedition to the
Syrian frontier; on the following day he fellinto afeverand
lay sick for several days. He got up to attend prayers at the
mosque, but the effort was too great, and he died the same
day.

The foregoing isa briefobjective account of Muhammad’s
life drawn from his biography. The facts have been left to
speak for themselves. Trustworthy tradition depicts 2 man
of amazing ability in winning men’s hearts by persuasion and
in coctcing and disarming his opponents. If we ignore the
legendary claims to miraculous powers — powers which he
himself expressly disclaimed ~ he stands out as one of
the great figures of history. (Here it is right to point out
that generally the hagiological legends have no historical
backing: no names guarantee their authenticity, and the
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biographer doubtless wishes us to understand that they are
stories repeated by the pious and credulous.) Far more
worthy of credence are those stories which go far to explain,.
when taken with his generosity and kindness, why men
loved him. “Umar, whose severity and violence were feared
by all, once visited the prophet when his womenfolk were
talking loudly and excitedly in his presence. When “‘Umar
entered they ran incontinently behind the curtain. ‘Umar
angrily wanted to know why they should show him more
respect than the prophet. The latter, who had evidently en-
joyed the innocent chatter of the women, said: ‘Umar, if the
devil himself were to meet you in the street he would dodge
into a side alley !’

A woman barely escaped with her life from some raiders
by galloping off on one of the prophet’s own camels. After
recounting the story of the raid she said: ‘Tvowed to sacrifice
the camel to God if he saved me by her.” The prophet smiled
and replied: “That’s a poor reward! God saved you by
her, and then you want to kill her ! Leave the animal alone,
for anyhow it is my property; and go home with God's
blessing.’
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CHAPTER THRER

THE QURAN

W E are all familiar with the term ‘word of God’ as a name
for the Bible. In the past it was, and in some circles todayitis,
believed that God directly inspired every word therein. But
textual criticism and modern study have made it impossible
for modern scholars to hold that belief. Apart from a minor-
ity of fundamentalists, Jewish and Christian scholars recog-
nize that there is a human as well as a divine element in their
sacred books. In Islam the doctrine of the infallible word of
God is an article of faith, and the few who have questioned
it have for the most part expressed their doubts in enigmatic
language, 5o as to leave themselves a way of retreat from a
dangerous position.

In the Qurin, Muhammad, who disclaimed power to per-
form miracles, claimed that the divine revelations enshrined
therein were themselves miraculous ‘signs’ of his apostle-
ship. More than this: the Quran was a transcript of a tablet
preserved in heaven, in which is written all that has happened
and all that will happen. The intermediary between the pro-
phet of God is thus described: (a) ‘Say the Holy Spirit brought
it down from thy Lord in truth’; (b) ‘the faithful spirit brought
it down’; (c) ‘the Lord of the Throne conveys the spirit of
His word to whom He will’; (d) “We have revealed to theca
spirit of our word.” We cannot say what Muhammad under-
stood by ‘the spirit’. In three other verses of the Quran the
Spirit moves with the angels, whether as an archangel or
some other heavenly being it is impossible to say. Muslim
tradition identifies ‘the faithful spirit’ with Gabriel.

55



ISLAM

From the books of tradition we learn that the prophet was
subject to ecstatic scizures. He is reported to have said that
when inspiration came to him he felt as it were the painful
sounding of a bell. Even in cold weather his forehead was
bathed in sweat. On one occasion he called to his wife to
wrap him in a veil. At other times visions came to him in
sleep. Religious ecstasy is a world-wide phenomenon in one
stage of human society, and in its early stages Muhammad’s
verses were couched in the Semitic form of mantic oracular
utterance. The veiling of the head and the use of rhymed
prose were marks of the Arabian soothsayer, while the feel-
ing of physical violence and compulsion, and the outward
appearance of ‘possession” which seemed to the onlookers to
indicate madness of demonic possession were sometimes re-
corded by, or obscrved in, the Hebrew prophets.

The Qurin as we have it now is a record of what Muham-
mad said while in the state or states just mentioned. It is be-
yond doubt that his hearers recognized the symptoms of
revelation, otherwise his obiter dicta which the literature of
tradition purports to record would be included in the Qurin.

There is no doubt that at the death of Muhammad a good
deal of the Quran was already written down, though not all
ofit, for while he was alive new suras or chapters were con-
stantly being added. One of the secretaries he employed
boasted that he had induced the prophet to alter the wording
of the revelations. Nor is there any doubt that a great deal of
the Qurin had been learned by heart, for professional re-
membrancers who could repeat the whole of a poet’s com-
positions had long been recognized asindispensable members
of Arabian society, so that there was available a goodly
supply of men with memories prodigious by our standards,
In one passage of the Quran it seems to be implied that
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Muhammad could not read till late in life (though it is pos-
sible that the statement refers to the Jewish and Christian
scriptures) and it definitely states that he did not himself
write down the Quran; but someone else must have done,
for the passage goes on to say that the Quran is read to the
Meccans. The latter had accused the prophet of writing down
old fables and stories told him by foreigners. However, an
early tradition says that he himself wrote on the day that the
treaty was made at Hudaybiya, and it is not at all likely that
the prophet was content to rely on his associates to read a
letter or, in his early days, a bill of lading,. Itis a poor compli-
ment to call him ‘the illiterate prophet’ as some of his
followers do.

The recording of the prophet’s words in the beginning
was haphazard. Verses were written on palm leaves, stones,
the shoulder-blades of animals - in short, on any material
which was available. Tradition associates the collection of all
this material, together with what men had committed to
memory, to Abi Bakr, the first Caliph, and alternatively to
his successor ‘Umar who died before the work was com-
pleted. The prophet’s secretary Zayd is said to have given all
that he had collected to Abi Bakr, written out on separate
leaves. The latter bequeathed these to ‘Umar’s daughter
Hafsa, one of the prophet’s widows. Before an authorized
version was established under the caliph “Uthman there were
four rival editions in use. These have long since disappeared,
but we are told that they differed from the authorized ver-
sion, some containing more and some less than the latter.
When men who had learned one version came into conflict
with those who possessed a rival version it was feared that
scriptural exegesis would pursue the course it had taken
among Jews and Christians who at that time accused the one
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the other of corrupting and falsifying the sacred text. ‘Uth-
min then entrusted a commission, in which Zayd took a
prominent place, with the task of preparing a text which
everyone must accept. Only the men of Kiifa refused the new
edition, and their version was certainly extant as late as a.p.
1000. ‘Uthmin’s edition to this day remains the authoritative
word of God to Muslims. Nevertheless, even now variant
readings, involving not only a different reading of the vowels
but also occasionally a different consonantal text, are recog-
nized as of equal authority one with another. The old Kufic
script in which the Qurin was originally written contained
no indication of vowels, and so the consonants of verbs
could be read as actives or passives, and, worse still, many
of the consonants themselves could not be distinguished
without the diacritical dots which were afterwards added,
when and by whom we do not know.

Thus it will be scen that the textual history of the Quran
is very similar to that of the Bible. Originally considerable
freedom prevailed, until a later generation insisted on uni-
formity but never entirely achieved it. The parallel gocs
further. The arrangement of the text is arbitrary and hap-
hazard. Just as in the prophetical books of the Old Testament
there is seldom any indication of the occasion on which the
words were spoken, and scholars have to reconstruct the
background, removing whole passages from their context to
fit them into a chronological scheme and a historical situa-
tion to which they may or may not belong, so in the Qurin,
which is arranged on the purely mechanical plan of putting
thelongest chapters firstand the shortest last, scholars, eastern
and western alike, have been busy for centuries in trying
to determine to what period of the prophet’s ministry a par-
ticular siira belongs. The problem is further complicated
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by the inclusion of verses which must have been spoken at
Medina in siiras which begin in Mecca.

Nevertheless, in spite of what has been said above on the
authority of early Arab writers, it must always be remem-
bered that to Muslims the Qurin is a faithful and unalterable
reproduction of the original scriptures which are preserved
in heaven, and this in spite of the fact that the Qurin teaches,
and almost cveryone holds, that a large number of verses are
superseded and abrogated by later revelations.! The Muslim
world has not yet come to grips with the problem which
Christian Europe faced after the Renaissance, but signs are
not wanting that thoughtful Muslims are seeking a way out
of the logical impasse.

Muslim tradition is al] but unanimous that the beginning
of siira 96 contains Muhammad’s call to risc as a prophet.
‘Recite thou in the name of thy Lord’, etc. ‘Recite’ might
mean ‘read’, for until comparatively modern times men
moved their lips and formed the words they read, because it
was difficult or impossible for them to grasp the meaning of
a document without uttering its words. Thus here we have
at Jeast an adumbration of the theory that the Qurinisa copy
or transcription of the tablet preserved in heaven, an idea
which goes back thousands of years to the carly Sumerians,
to reappear in Jewish and Muslim belicf. Heaven was a place
inhabited by God and his angels. He had his throne and
attendants with books and records, and Muslims believe that
on the resurrection day they will gaze upon Him.

As has been said, it is impossible to feel sure ground be-
neath one in arranging the contents of the Quran in a strictly
chronological order, and any reconstruction apart from un-
disputed siiras of early Meccan origin must depend on

1. This subject is discussed in the final chapter.
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subjective criticism. Until all the rival readings scattered in
manuscripts and books not readily to be consulted have been
collected on a scale comparable with the critical apparatus of
the Bible, and until a trustworthy lexicon of the Quran has
been compiled, details — many of great importance - will
remain obscure, and the following account of the internal
devclopment of the Quran can only proceed on a broad
front wherein lie many ‘pockets’ that resist analysis. The
early siiras are marked by thyme and by conjurations of
nature: ‘by the moon’, ‘by the morn’, ‘by the heavens’, and
so on. The dominating note is the warning of hell awaiting
idolaters, the unjust, and the selfish rich. God is the sole
creator of the universe, and he who gave life will renew man’s
life after death when the body will rise from the grave. Para-
dise, a garden intersected by rivers and filled with luscious
fruits, awaits believers; there they will be waited on by dark-
eyed hourisand beautiful youths and drink wine from golden
bowls. The luxurious delights of Paradise are described again
and again in liveliest colour over against the tortures of hell
in black smoke and awful heat in which the wicked fill their
bellies with boiling water. God will forgive men’s lesser
crimes, but major sins will meet with terrible retribution, so
let none feel safe from the chastisement to come.

Later Muhammad claimed to come with a message from
God which confirmed the writings which had been revealed
to Jews and Christians, and we naturally postulate some
intercourse between him and them. It seems natural to sup-
pose that in his search for God, disappointed and disgusted
as he was with the heathenism of Mecca, he was originally
awakened to the existence of the God of Jews and Christians,
and when heappeared openly asa prophet he looked to them
for support. As a member of a heathen family preaching
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monotheism he would naturally be drawn toward them. At
any rate the purely Arabian character of his preaching be-
came gradually intermixed with references to revered figures
of the Old Testament, and later to Jesus and his apostles. And
this raises a very interesting point. What possible interest
would the Meccans have in ‘the books of Abraham and
Moses’; and what did they know about Noah and the Ark
and Pharaoh; of the angels’ visit to Abraham and the promise
to him of a son in his old age? These and the many references
to the Old Testament surely imply cither a Jewish audience
or a circle acquainted with the broad outlines of the Old
Testament stories.

As Muhammad’s preaching develops, more and more is
borrowed from this source, until in the siira called Joseph he
shows that he is acquairited not only with the account of the
patriarch’s career as it is sct forth in the book of Genesis, but
also with the later Jewish development of the story. As we
have scen, Jewish opposition in Medina became a serious
hindrance to his prestige. The Jews ridiculed him and refused
to answer questions. But by this time Muhammad had
learned that Abraham preceded Moses and Jesus and that he
. was the father of Ishmael and was thus the ancestor of the
Arabs. Abraham and Ishmael he associates with the building
of the Ka‘ba. Abraham, he claims, was a Muslim, and thus
at a stroke the primitive and apostolic character of Islam was
established. But there is no historical evidence for the asscr-
tion that Abraham or Ishmael was ever in Mecca, and if there
had been such a tradition it would have to be explained how
all memory of the old Semitic name Ishmael (which was
known in its true Arabian form in Arabian inscriptions and
written correctly with an initial consonant Y) came to be
lost. The form in the Quran is taken either from Greek or
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Syriac sources. Isaac and Israel are further examples of such
borrowings, and the forms Yinus, and Ilyds (Jonah and
Elijah) are patently Greek. If any of these worthies had been
familiar to Muhammad’s hearers it is inconceivable that their
names would have been recited to them in a Greek or
Aramaic form: alternatively if they did know these names
they must have heard of them from Jews or Christians.
Therefore when the Meccans accused him of composing
the Qurin with the help of strangers who dictated ancient
tales to him by night and day there was some justification for
the charge when we find clear philological proof, apart from
Talmudic legends like that of Satan’s refusal to worship
Adam, of the foreign origin of what claims to be an Arabian
Qurin. The ordinary reader can hardly be expected to
plunge into the intricacies of comparative Semitic philology,
and therefore the proof of the statement that many words
in the Qurin cannot be explained from Arabic and must be
traced back to their source in Hebrew or Syriac before they
can be made to yield a meaning must be sought elsewhere.
But the point is most important, especially as the Qurin
claims to be an Arabic Qurin and a revelation to the Arabs
in plain unequivocal language. Anyone who cares to consult
an Arabic commentary on the Qurin will see that there were
very many words which the commentators could not under-
.stand. However it does not follow that they were unintelli-
gible to Muhammad’s hearers, many of whom were familair
with Jews and Christians, and cannot but have enlarged their
vocabulary in the course of their journeys in the caravans of
Quraysh which went forth from Mecca in all directions to
the Byzantine, Persian, and Yaman borders. The latter would
probably account for the presence of Abyssinian words in

the Quran.
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THE TEACHING OF THE QURAN

Next to the doctrine of the absolute oneness of God, perhaps
the most important assertion in the Qurin is that God has
revealed his will to men through apostles who brought a
wrirten message; and the Qurin, last in time and the com-
pletion of all that had gone before, was in strict agreement
with the carlier scriptures and explained, and where neces-
sary modificd or abrogated, part of their teaching. ‘Believe
in Godand His Apostle and the book which He has sentdown
to His Apostle and the book which He sent down formerly.
He who disbelieves in God and His angels, His books, and
His apostles, and the Last Day, has strayed far [from the
truth|.’ (Stra 4:135.)
Muhammad held firmly to the belief that God had re-
- vealed his will to Jews and Christians, but they could not
agree either to follow God’s commands or to live at unity
among themselves. If Jews held Christians to be blasphemous
innovators and Christians called Jews unbclicvers and perse-
cuted their own co-religionists for holding divergent views
about the nature of Jesus, they must either have corrupted
the original scriptures or followed their own mischicvous
imaginations. They must be brought back to first principles
~ to the original truth taught by Abraham. This was Islam,
a word which, contrary to analogy, appears to mean submis-
sion or resignation to God. It is therefore a term which in its
widest sense could be used by all monotheists, and I have
myself claimed to be a Muslim in the proper sense of the
word, in accordance with siira 28:53, which states that the
people of the scriptures say: “Verily before it [i.e. the Quran]
we were sclf-surrenderers’ (Muslims); and siira 3:45, where
the disciples say to Jesus: "We are God’s helpers, we believe
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in God, so bear witness that we are Muslims.” (Incidentally
this text is important in showing that the term ‘Nazarene’
had nothing to do with Nazareth in the Arab mind, but
meant to Muhammad a God-helper, from the verb nasara,
to aid. Nevertheless the term is one of reproach, and it is wise
in Arabian countries to adopt the word masihi, which means
‘Christian’.) Still, in view of these two passages, it is strange
to find that in siira 6:163 the prophet says: ‘I am the first of
those who surrender [to him].’

It is impossible in this book to give a full account of the
teaching of the Quran. We have seen how the prophet per-
sisted in the face of heavy odds in preaching the doctrine of
one true God, and the Qurin shows us what his conception
of God was. The formula ‘compassionate and merciful’ is
familiar to almost everyone, and though the sufferings of the
damned are painted in sombre colours, divine mercy and for-
giveness are strongly emphasized. God’s power is infinite, as
is his knowledge. Though transcendent and above all simili-
tude, he is nearer to man than the vein of his neck. Again,
though not bound by man’s ideas of justice and equity, God
hates injustice and oppression, and requires kindness to
orphans and widows and charity to the poor. The Muslim is
not to fear death, for it is the gate of Paradise: patience and
trust are incumbent on him. He must endure with fortitude
the troubles and trials of life, and must put his trust in God
at all times. This in the briefest possible terms is the moral
basis of Islam, and only the prejudiced can deny that it has
produced, and still produces, men of the highest character
and integrity. Of course, like other religions, it has failed
to kecp men true to their obligations, and to some extent
we must hold the theologians of the following centuries re-
sponsible for the laxness of society, and especially those who
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invented doctrines which they put into the mouth of the
prophet and so got his authority for deeds and words which
he would almost certainly have repudiated.

Before Ieaving this subject a passage (siira 24:3 5 £.) which
has given rise to one of the most famous mystical treatises in
Islam deserves to be quoted. Not even its context - it is pre-
ceded by verses which deal with the accusation of immodesty
or worse made against the prophet’s favourite wife, and is
followed by other mundane matter - can detract from its
beauty and its testimony to the source of the prophet’s con-
victions. ‘God is the light of heaven and earth. His light may
be compared to a niche which contains a lamp, the lamp
within glass, and the glass as it were a star of pearl. It is lit
from a blessed olive tree neither eastern nor western. Its oil
would almost shine forth if no fire touched it. Light upon
Light; God guideth to His Light whom He will.” This stira
gocs on to describe the utter darkness and desolation of those
who disbelieve in God, and returns lyrically to the thought
of God praised by all creation, the birds in their flight, the
fishes of the sca, and the beasts of the earth. The lightning’s
flash and the storm of hail and the procession of the life-
bringing clouds are manifestations of his power and bene-
ficence, and his majesty in nature.

The quranic conception of angels is so far similar to the
biblical conception as to nced no comument; but it tells of a
class of beings intermediate between men and angels with
which we are unfamiliar. These are the jinn, who are created
of fire. There are good and bad jinn. Some were very useful
to Solomon in giving him occult knowledge: others are
sometimes called satans. Their leader is ‘the Satan’ or 1blis (a
form of the Greek diabolos or devil).

In the matter of the Judgement Day the qurinic teaching
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is similar to Jewish and Christian belief. None knows the
hour but God; a trumpet will sound and the graves will give
up their dead and all will be judged, their deeds be weighed
in the balance, and - a new note - all will be given their
account-book. Ifitis put into their right hand heaven will be
their portion: if in the left they are doomed to hell.

Prayer. The most important of the ritual and moral duties
incumbent on all Muslims are prayer, almsgiving, fasting,
and pilgrimage. Custom and tradition have supplied the gaps
which the Qurin leaves, and have welded its prescriptions
into a well-defined system, based theoretically on the prac-
tice of the prophet himself. For the broad outlines doubtless
the prophet’s example was faithfully recorded and adopted;
but for many of the details we have to thank the jurists who
imposed their will on the community after much dissension.
A full description of Muslim prayer with drawings to illus-
trate the various postures of the body will be found in Lane’s
Manners and Customs of the Modern Egyptians, one of the most
instructive and thorough studies of a country’s social, eco-
nomic, and religious life which has ever been written. The
Quran appears to require only three prayers a day, but tradi-
tion insists upon five; the first begins at sunset, and is fol-
lowed by the night, dawn, noon, and afternoon prayers. The
faithful are called to prayer by the muezzin, who mounts a
minaret of the mosque and from a circular gallery cries with
a powerful and penetrating voice: ‘God is most great. I testify
that there is no God but Alldh. I testify that Muhammad is
God’s Apostle. Come to prayer, come to security. God is
most great.” Each clause is repeated at least once, and the
morning call reminds Muslims that ‘prayer is better than
sleep’. Any serious-minded European who understands
these words as they are thus proclaimed cannot but be
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impressed by the entreaty, so much more personal and evo-
cative than the ringing of a bell.

In every mosque thereis a semi-circular recess called the
mihrab, which the worsl'uppcr must face, because he is then
facing Mecca. He stands and says inaudibly that he intends to
recite so many rak‘as or bowings. Then opening his hands
and touching the lobes of his ears with his thumbs he says
‘Allahu Akbar’, and then proceeds to recite the prayers that
go with the bowings. Lowering his hands and folding them,
the left hand within the right, he recites the Fatiha, the first
chapter of the Quran. Omitting the formula which is pre-
faced to every chapter but the ninth of the Qurin this runs:

Praise belongs to God, Lord of the Worlds,

The Compassionate, the Merciful,

King of the Day of Judgement,

*Tis Thee we worship and Thee we ask for help.

Guide us on the straight path,

The path of those whom Thou hast favoured,

Not the path of those who incur Thine anger nor of those
who go astray.

A few other verses follow, often siira 112: ‘Say, God is One,
the eternal God; begetting not and unbegotten; none is equal
to Him." He then bows from the hips with hands on knees,
saying, ‘[I extol] the petfection of my Lord the Great’,
assumes an upright position with the words ‘Allahu Akbar’
(which are used at most stages), then, sinking gently to his
knees, he places his hands on the ground and his nose and face
also to the ground. During this prostration he uses the same
words as before. He then rises to his knees, sitting on his heels,
and performs a second prostration, using the same words.
The prayers of one rak‘a are then completed. At the end of
the last rak‘a he pronounces the credo, then looking over his
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right shoulder he says, ‘Peace be on you and the mercy of
God’, and then says the same words over his left shoulder.!
In mosques and in all large gatherings complete uniformity
isattained by appointing a leader called the Imam, who stands
in front of the congregation facing the mikrab, or, if prayer is
performed out of doors, the direction of Mecca.

In general pattern a mosque (the word means ‘place of
prostration’) is very similar to a church: a mihrab takes the
place of the altar; to the right is the pulpit with a flight of
stairs; opposite is the lectern on which the Qurin stands. A
mosque must have a court and one or more fountains for
ablutions, for washing before prayer is obligatory and is very
similar to Jewish practice. From my own obscrvation [ am
able to verify Lane’s words on Muslim worship today: ‘The
utmost solemnity and decorum are observed in the public
worship of the Muslims. Their looks and behaviour in the
mosque are not those of cnthusiastic devotion but of calm
and modest picty . . . they appear wholly absorbed in the
adoration of their creator; humble and downcast, yet with-
out affected humility, or a forced expression of humility.’
The reader will have observed that apart from the testimony
to Muhammad being the apostle of God there is nothing in
the official worship of Islam in which a Christian could not
join, and one who understands the words of praiseand adora-
tion is tempted to do so. A Christian who, like the writer,
goes from a visit to the Church of the Holy Sepulchre with
its warring, noisy, competitive sects to the peace and devo-
tion of the Great Mosque of Jerusalem cannot but be sad-
dened and chastened to find in the one what he was looking
for in the other.

1. The exact posture to be assumed and the precise words to be used at
each stage are given in Lane’s book cited above,
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In the prophet’s time women attended public prayers in
the mosques, standing behind themen, but there isa tradition
that he said that it was better for them to pray at home, and
so far as I am aware they do not attend public prayers. Ashas
already been said, prostration in prayer is not, as is often
supposed, a Muslim institution. It is essentially eastern, mark-
ing the suppliant’s attitude towards his ruler or king, and so
has passed naturally to all the eastern religions. Obviously
European dress is utterly unfitted to Oriental posture in
prayer.

Almsgiving. Alms are of two kinds: (4) obligatory, (b)
voluntary. The first at once suggests the now all but defunct
tithe, and in Muslim canon law is put at one-fortieth of a
man’s income in money or kind. In early days it was col-
lected by civil servants. However, the two are not always
clearly distinguished. The terms used, zakat and sadagqat, are
borrowed from the Jewish law. The duty of almsgiving is
now left to the conscience of the Muslim. In Great Britain
humane laws now place the responsibility for the unem-
ployed, sick, and aged on the community, and the profes-
sional beggar who haunts the towns of the East is no more
with us.

Fasting. The Qurin expressly founds this rule on the prac-
tice of Jews and Christians, and orders that the fast continue
throughout the month of Ramadan, the month in which the
Quran was revealed. This fast can be a very severe strain,
because unlike the Jewish and Christian months, which fall
atadefinite period of thesolar year, themonthsof the Muslim
year, which is lunar, may begin at any season over a given
period of years. During the fast no one may eat, drink, or
smoke between sunrise and sunset, and when the tempera-

ture is over a hundred degrees in the shade to be deprived of
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water is a serious trial. Sick people and travellers are exempt,
but are expected to fast an equal number of days when they
are in a position to do so.

Pilgrimage (hajj). As we have seen, Mecca was a centre of
pilgrimage long before Islam, how long none can say. The
inference from the Qurian, siira 22:25 f., is that Abraham
initiated pilgrimage there. Siira 2:192 f. commands Muslims
to perform the pilgrimage and provides a ‘ransom’ of fast-
ing, alms, or an offering. This passage presupposes the pil-
grim rites: it does not explain them or set them out, for the
obvious reason that those to whom it was addressed were
perfectly familiar with them. We know that Muhammad
suppressed certain customs and modified others; but unfor-
tunately we do not know what the ceremony performed by
the heathen Arabs actually was. A full account will be found
in Burton’s Pilgrimage, and since his day many others have
described the ritual. The hajj strictly is not completed with-
outavisitto the prophet’stombat Medina, and every Muslim
ought to make the journey once in a lifetime. The pilgrims
circumambulate the Ka‘ba seven times, then run between
the two small hills of Safa and Marwa hard by, and gather
together at the hill of “Arafit twelve milesaway; on the way
back they sacrifice sheep and camels at Mind, where the cere-
monial stoning of the devil takes place. One of the most
important acts in the pilgrim ceremonial is the kissing of the
black stone set in a wall of the Ka'ba. The original ritual re-
quired the pilgrims to be nude, but Muhammad ordered
that when the pilgrim came within the sacred territory he
was to lay aside his ordinary clothes and put on two plain
sheets, leaving the face and head bare. Thenceforward a state
of taboo exists: he must not cut his hair or pare his nails or
have sexual intercourse until after the sacrifice at Mina.
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To these four binding dutics is added the profession of
faith in Allah and his apostle, and the five ‘Pillars of the
Faith’ are complete.

As everyone knows, wine and pork are taboo to the
Muslim, and idolatry is an unforgivable sin. There is no
formal paralle] to the Ten Commandments in the Quran,
but siira 17:23-40 contains in other words the first, fifth,
sixth, seventh, eighth, ninth, and tenth. Ostentatious waste,
pride, and haughtiness are condemned, and the faithful are
ordered to give just weight and measure, Slavery is a recog-
nized institution, but slaves must be kindly treated, allowed
to marry, and encouraged to buy their liberty. Better still if
the master frecs a believing slave. Women slaves may be
used as concubines, but their owner must not make money
by pandering; if he does not want them himself he must
arrange for their marriage.

The Quran has more to say on the position of women than
on any other social question. The guiding note is sounded in
the words, “Women are your tillage’, and the word for
marriage is that used for the sexual act. The primary object
of marriage is the propagation of children, and partly for
this and partly for other reasons a man is allowed four wives
at a timeand an unlimited number of concubines. However,
itis laid down that wives are to be treated with kindness and
strict impartiality; if a man cannot treat all alike he should
keep to one. The husband pays the woman a dowry at the
time of marriage, and the money or property so allotted
remains her own. The husband may divorce his wife at any
time, but he cannot take her back until she has remarried and
been divorced by a second husband. A woman cannot sue
for divorce on any grounds, and her husband may beat
her. In this matter of the status of women lies the greatest
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difference between the Muslim and the Christian world.
Since Muslim propagandists in this country persistently deny
that women are inferior to men in Islam it is worth while to
set out the facts. Stira 4:31 says: ‘Men have authority over
women because God has made the one superior to the other
and because they spend their wealth {to maintain them]. So
good women are obedicnt, guarding the unscen [parts] be-
cause God has guarded [them). As for those from whom you
fear disobedience admonish|[them]and banish them to beds
apartand beat them; then if they obey you seek not occasion
against them.” To a Muslim who takes his stand on the law
of Islam the gulf is unbridgeable, but in actual practice in the
civilized communities of the Muslim world a more liberal
view of women's place in human society is gradually coming
to the fore. But more on this later.

From time to time newspapers have much to say about
the jihad or *holy war’. Twice in the writer’s lifetime cfforts
have been made without success to invoke it against this
country and at the present time it is a dead letter, though that
may not always be so. However, the texts which urge the
Muslims to fight in the way of God quite obviously refer to
the soil of Arabia, and though Jews and Christians are men-
tioned it is not at all clear whether all are included. Whether
that be so or not, they are simply to be fought until they pay
tribute. A moment’s reflexion is sufficient to show that a
Jjihad against a Western power - as opposed to local armed
resistance - is impossible; a jihad in alliance with a non-
Muslim power or powers is not a Jjihad at all, and Muslims
arc well aware that it is not.

Yet this question raises a most important matter which the
Muslim community will have to deal with sooner or later,

namely, how much of the Quran is binding on Muslims for
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all time and how much was intended to apply to the pro-
phet’s age and the circumstances in which he lived. Every
Muslim who has read the prophet’s biography knows that
much of the Qurin came into being to meet a definite crisis
or occasion in Muhammad’s career ; but who knows whether
the statutes, recommendations, prohibitions, and admoni-
tions were intended to govern the lives of millions destined
to live in conditions undreamed of in the seventh century
A.D.? To take but one example: how could a Muslim keep
the fast of Ramadin from sunrise to sunset in the Arctic
Circle where in the summer the sun never sets? The question
is further complicated by the doctrine of abrogation within
the Qurin itself, and more especially in the writings of
Muslim theologians and legists. For instance, siira 5:85 says:
“You will surely find that the nearest in affection to believers
are those who say, We are Christians’ (quite obviously this
applied ~ and still applies - to some only); and 2:59 says,
‘Believers, Jews, Christians, and Sabians - whosoever be-
lieves in God and the Last Day and does what is right — they
shall have their reward with their Lord, they have nothing
to be afraid of and shall not be grieved.’ But tradition, while
leaving the first text unimpaired, asserts that the second is
cancelled by 3:79, which runs: ‘He who chooses a religion
other than Islam, it will not be accepted from him, and in the
next world he will be oneof thelost.” Buthereitis only fair to
say that the commentators rather than the Qurin are at fault,
because, as we have shown above, in Muhammad's view un-
corrupted Judaismand Christianity were early manifestations
of Islam; and this is yet another example of Muhammad’s
tolerance exceeding that of many of his followers.

The Qurin is one of the world’s classics which cannot be

translated without grave loss. It has a rhythm of peculiar
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beauty and a cadence that charms the ear. Many Christian
Arabs speak of its style with warm admiration, and most
Arabists acknowledge its excellence. When it is read aloud
or recited it has an almost hypnotic effect that makes the
listener indifferent to its sometimes strange syntax and its
sometimes, to us, repellent content. It is this quality it pos-
sesses of silencing criticism by the sweet music of its language
that has given birth to the dogma of its inimitability; indeed
it may be affirmed that within the literature of the Arabs,
wide and fecund as it is both in poetry and in elevated prose,
there is nothing to compare with it.

For the pious Muslim it is the holy of holies. It must never
rest beneath other books, but always on the top of them; one
must never drink or smoke when it is being rcad aloud, and
it must be listened to in silence. It is a talisman against discase
and disaster. In many places children under ten years of age
are required to learn by heart its 6200 odd verses. They ac-
complish this prodigious feat at the expense of their reason-
ing faculty, for often their minds are so stretched by the
effort of memory that they are little good for serious though,
Where there are schools of 2 modern type it is common to
require a selection of passages rather than the whole book to
be committed to memory.

There is something impressive and touching in the sight
of simple people murmuring the sacred text as they travel
by tram or train. In sickness the Quran is the Muslim’s stand-~
by. Friends and relatives will enter the sick-chamber and
recite the Fatiha and the Throne verse. Some people never
leave their homes without having a small copy of the Qurin
on their person. The bereaved find their great consolation in
reading it. No event of consequence in family or public life
passes without the reading of an appropriate passage.
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Nowadays in Cairo there is a regular item on the radio
which consists of two half-hour recitations of the Quran
which can be heard in the street, the café, the home, and the
hospital, calling men to think of the next world. These are
followed by the faithful sometimes in raptsilence, sometimes
with loud pious ejaculations.

Muslims are prone to quote verses from the Qurin in all
the manifold circumstances of life. A bricfanthology of these
will serve both to give some idea of the content of the book
and also to illustrate the decp religious fecling of the pious
Muslim to whom Allah is a living reality to an extent that
the conventional European Christian will never understand.
The words ‘In the name of Allah, the Compassionate, the
Merciful’, with which every siira but onein the Quran begins,
are frequently used at the beginning of an undertaking, not
only when a person is about to perform a religious duty, but
before eating, enteringa vehicle orahouse, orto avert misfor-
tune. Another verse which is very frequently recited at the
endofritual prayer, andinscribed on tombstonesand religious
buildings is: ‘Allah: there is no God but He, the living, the
ever-cxistent One. Neither slumber nor sleep taketh Him.
His is what the heaven and carth contain. Who can intercede
with Him save by His permission? He knows what is before
and behind men. They can grasp only that part of His know-
ledge which He wills. His throne is as wide as heaven and
earth and the preservation of them wearies Him not, and He
is the Exalted, the Immense.” In moments of danger people
exclaim: ‘God is the best protector and He is the most merci-

ful of the merciful.’ In moments of anxicty and doubt the
faithful exclaim: ‘Do not hearts become tranquil in remem-
bering God?’ An expression of adoration which is some-
times put to another use by those who are passing a church
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or hcar the sound of bells, or are present at some Christian
function is: ‘Say: Praisc belongs to God who has not taken
a son, and has no associate in His kingdom, and [needs| no
patron to defend Him from humiliation. Proclaim His great-
ness!” In imploring divine guidance at the beginning of an
underraking men say, ‘And remember thy Lord when thou
forgettest, and say: It may be that my Lord will guide me to
a nearer way of truth than this.” Verses signifying faith and
hope which the Muslim brotherhood have incorporated in
their ritual are: ‘O God, Sovereign of the Kingdom, Thou
givest the kingdom to whom Thou wilt and takest the king-
dom from whom Thou wilt. Thou exaltest and abasest
whom Thou wilt. In Thy hand is good. Thou art able to do
all things. Thou causcst the night to pass into the day and the
day to pass into the night. Thou bringest forth the living
from the dcad and the dead from the living. And Thou givest
sustenance to whom Thou wilt without reckoning.’

A great many verses almost of a proverbial nature are fre-
quently cited, such as ‘God does not charge a soul with more
than it can bear’; ‘No soul will bear the burden of another’;
‘Keep to forgiveness and enjoin kindness and turn away
from the ignorant, and if an evil suggestion from Satan
trouble theeseck refuge in God. Heisthe Hearing, the Know-
ing.” A phrase common when a Muslim fears that he may
transgress one of the food taboos is: ‘But whosoever is con-
strained [to cat it| without [intending to be] a rebel or
transgressor incurs no guilt.” Pathetic words spoken in the
Qurin by Jacob to his unsympathetic sons, ‘I complain unto
God of my sorrow and sadness’, are often used by the faith-
ful in sorrows of life, and a formula of resignation in death

or before a dreaded disaster is: “We belong to God and to
Him we return,’
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Some texts enjoin faith in God’s purpose in the world in
spite of its evils, and encourage men to hope for better things,
such as; ‘Do not think that God is unmindful of those who
act unjustly’; ‘Do not despair of God's spirit. Only unbe-
lieving men despair of God’s spirit.” ‘Do not think that God
will break His promise to His apostles, God is Powerful and
vengeance is His.” This is a favourite text with the Muslim
brotherhood. ‘Covet not the advantage which God has
given to some over others’ is an injunction which needs
no comment. Beggars, who often quote phrases from the
Qurin, are particularly fond of the text ‘Good deeds put to
flight evil ways.” Not so edifying is the quotation from Poti-
phar’s words: “Your guile is great indeed!” which is often
addressed to women. A verse which makes a great appeal to
courteous and liberal-minded Muslims will make a fitting
end to thisanthology: ‘Call men to the way of thy Lord with
wisdom and goodly exhortation. Dispute with them in the
most excellent way.’
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CHAPTER FOUR

THE ISLAMIC EMPIRE

T HE purpose of this chapter is to give the reader a brief out-
line of the history of the Islamic Empire, so that he may have
some idea of the shape of the events which gave the Islamic
countries the form they have today. As we have seen, Islam
was born when the two great empires of the Near and Middle
East had exhausted one another in a long series of wars. The
Byzantines were hated by their Semitic and Coptic subjects
because of their oppressive taxation and their persecution of
the ‘heretic’ churches. They were, after all, interlopers in the
Semitic world, heirs of a different culture and language. The
situation in the Persian empire was somewhat similar, Many
rivals to the Zoroastrianism of the state raised their heads and
were kept down only by an army of mercenaries whose
loyalty was seldom above suspicion. Thus neither of the
great powers of the time was in a position to offer an effective
resistance to the new enemy. Their border-lands were in-
habited by people sympathetic to the Arabs, people who had
groaned for years under their tyranny and desired only to be
rid of it. The Christianity common to the Orthodox and the
Monophysites in the Byzantine sphere was no longer a bind-
ing force, and in the Persian sphere the Christian population
had little or nothing to lose by a change of masters. As soon
as the money which had commanded the scrvices of the
Arab frontier guards was withdrawn this powerful striking
force threw in its lot with the newcomers.

We will now look briefly at the infant Muslim commun-
ity to see how it behaved when it was deprived by death of its
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revered head. By a coup d’état Abi Bakr, the faithful friend
of Muhammad, was elected Caliph - the word khalifa means
‘deputy’ or ‘representative’ - to the chagrin of the Medinan
and Meccan parties. The new régime was extraordinarily
successful; indeed its success for a time concealed the under-
lying disunion which gave birth to schisms in the body
politic which have never been healed. Aba Bakr had to take
action against a widespread rebellion among the Arab tribes-
men, who, thinking that their link with Islam was broken by
the death of the man to whom they had given their allegiance,
refused to pay the alms tax or to give any heed to the treaties
to which they were parties. The Caliph immediately at-
tacked them, and from the campaigns thus begun there de-
veloped almost by accident the attack on the settled lands to
the east, north, and west.

The dominant figure in these conquests was Khilid ibn
al-Walid, whose descendants lived in Jerusalem until the last
few years. This man is famous for his march from Iraq across
the Syrian desert to Damascus, which he sacked in A.D. 634.
A Byzantine army forced the Arabs to withdraw from the
town, but two years later the Arabs inflicted such a disastrous
defeat on the Byzantines that all Syria and Palestine lay open
to them with the exception of Jerusalem and Caesarea. Three
years earlier Khalid had raided Hira, the Persian outpost, and
discovered the unpreparedness of the land. After a serious
setback the Arabs dcfeated the Persians at Qadisiya, captured
the ancient capital of Ctesiphon, and gained possession of the
whole of Iraq. None of these victories would have been pos-
sible had the population been hostile to the invaders.

Egypt offered an even easicr ficld of conquest. There the
Byzantines were hated as nowhere else, and a small force of
less than 10,000 men captured in 640 the whole of Lower
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Egypt with the exceptions of the fortified town of Babylon
near Cairo, and of Alexandria, which fell a year or two later.

The pattern of the Arab occupation took shape somewhat
on these lines. Garrison towns generally on the edge of the
desert were occupied or formed when there was no existing
town there, and these became the centres of Arab govern-
ment. To them the inhabitants of the country came to
markettheir produceand wares, and through them theknow-
ledge of Arabic gradually permeated the country. All non-
Muslims had to pay a tax, and this disability not unnaturally
led to a vast access of converts to Islam. Such converts
theoretically became Arabs by attaching themselves as clients
(mawali) to some Arab tribe. These towns housed a large
number of civilian employees from the occupied country,
and they performed such services as a military community
requires of its civilian dependants, The policy of the ruling
class was to allow the natives to administer the country very
much as they had always done, However there was a warn-
ing of things to come when ‘Umar, the second Caliph, de-
clared that the whole of the new empire was the property of
the Muslim community. Certain lands were declared to be
State property, and existing landowners were allowed to
hold the land on payment of a tax. Thus from the beginning
there was a marked difference between the Arabs and the
indigenous populations of the conquered countries: the
latter, if they were Jews or Christians, were taken under the
protection of the Muslims because they were members of
tolerated religions. Jewish and Christian writers of this time
express their satisfaction at the milder rule of the Arabs and
thank God for their deliverance from the tyranny of Byzan-
tium.

When ‘Umar was murdered a council elected ‘Uthman as
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his successor. This man, who had a reputation for running
away from battle, was a member of one of the ruling families
of Mecca, and his appointment spelt the ruin of the hopes of
the Medinans, who had contributed everything to the suc-
cess of the prophet. With his appointment the old Meccan
aristocracy saw their opportunity, and they got him to ap-
point members of their families to the highest posts in the
empire to such an extent that armed rebellion broke out, and
‘Uthman was murdered at Medina, ‘Ali, the fourth and last
of the so—called Rightly Guided Caliphs, was elected to suc-
cecd him. From that moment a schism which has never been
healed occurred in the Arab world, and indeed in Islam itself.
‘Ali was opposed by ‘A’isha, the prophet’s widow, and by
two Mcccans called Talha and Zubayr. He defeated them in
an cngagement which is known as the ‘battle of the Camel’
and the two leaders were killed. But this was but the begin-
ning of his troubles. Mu‘awiya, whom ‘Uthmian had ap-
pointed governor of Syria, was the nephew of the murdered
Caliph, and he demanded vengeance for his blood in such a
way as to imply, though not roundly to assert, that he held
him responsible for his death, or atany rate for the immunity
of his murderers. How far ‘Ali was in fact responsible it is
difficult to determine. He was not energetic in defending
him. ‘Al deposed Mu‘awiya, but the latter ignored his
orders, and ‘Ali was compelled to take the ficld against him.
The battle that followed at Siff in on the Euphrates was inde-
cisive. The Syrians got the worst of the fighting, but by a
trick they brought hostilities to an end: they fixed copies or
leaves of the Quran on the point of their lances, shouting, ‘Let
Allah decide " Much against his will ‘Ali was forced by the
devout Muslims in his army to adopt arbitration. This so
angered a fanatical party who asserted that one who held the
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position of Caliph could not submit his claims to arbitration
that they left him. They were known as the Seceders (Kha-
rijites, see Ch. 6). “Alihad to exert great efforts in suppressing
them. Meanwhile the arbitration went against him, but he
refused to abide by it. His power was curtailed when
Mu'‘awiya snatched Egypt from his grasp, and when he was
murdered by a Khirijite in 661 his son resigned any rights
he may have had to Mu'awiya, who became the first Caliph
of the Umayyad dynasty.

Almost all the works of Arab historians which have come
down to us were written when the ‘Abbasids, the dynasty
which succeeded the Umayyads, were in power, and so their
enormous service to the Islamic community in carrying it
from the Atlantic to India and carving out a kingdom in
Europe itself was ignored, and they were branded as impious
usurpers and enemies of the true religion of the prophet.
Only in recent years under the influence of the researches of
Arabists has there been any recognition among Muslims of
the debt which everywhere they owe to the Umayyads,
They were Arabs first and last. The dynasty that followed
them was Arab in name, but it relied on the mawali or client
peoples for its support. As soon as the great wave of Arab
expansion had spent itself, dissension and civil war broke out
among the Arabs, and before the end of the seventh century
it was clear that the dynasty could not endure. A small
number of Arabs were battening on the millions of the con-
quered peoples. Most of these were soldiers or officials. An
Egyptian source gives the number of Arab peasants in Egypt
towards the end of the Umayyad period as 3000.

Among the many causes which led to the downfall of the
Arab kingdom the greatest was the resentment of the
mawali at their social and economic inferiority. They paid
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more taxes than the Muslims, their theoretical brethren.
However blue the blood that ran in their veins they were
subject to a sort of colour bar. They were not permitted to
marry Arab women, and if some did, their union was re-
garded much as mixed martiages are today. Even when they
fought in the Arab armies, as thousands of them did, they
were paid less than their Arab comrades and had a smaller
share in the booty. Before very long they outnumbered the
true-born Arab in the towns and settlements and formed a
dangerous element in the State. Their social grievance was
patent. They were heirs of a higher culture. It was their
knowledge of the arts of civilization which had given the
Arabs a higher standard of life while their economic dis-
abilities became more and more irksome. These people
formed the backbone of the Shi‘a opposition, in origin an
Arab party, which centred in Iraq.

A coalition was formed when Aba Hashim, a descendant
of ‘Ali but not through Fatima the prophet’s daughter, re-
signed his claim to the caliphate in favour of a descendant of
‘Abbas, one of the prophet’s uncles. The base of the new
movement was in Khurasin. This man’s son Ibrihim
gathered an army which was largely recruited in Persia, and
sweeping all before it defeated and destroyed the Umayyads
on the banks of the Zib and Abi’l-‘Abbas became Caliph
in 7s0.

The results of this change were enormous. Iraq, not Syria,
was now the centre of the empire, and a strong middle class
came into being, while lawyers and theologians acquired an
importance they had never enjoyed under the old régime.
The taunt that theirs was a kingdom rather than a caliphate
would be better levelled at the ‘Abbasids, for in the days of
their power they were not men who could be approached in
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the familiar Arab way like the Umayyads, but monarchs
surrounded by a host of officials and underlings whom those
secking audience must bribe to gain admittance to the
Caliph's presence. Socicty was not altogether unlike that
familiar to the English rcader in The Arabian Nights, though
he must remember that in that book of popular stories he is
reading a caricature of the past. Some of the world’s most
impious and tyrannical rulers were numbered among these
‘Abbasids, who with onc or two exceptions paid lip-service to
Islam and gave their official support to the innovations which
came in under the guise of a return to apostolic custom and
practice. At the height of ‘Abbasid power their subjects en-
joyed a period of unexampled economic prosperity. Trade
by land and sca was developed to an amazing degree; agri-
culture and irrigation were developed, and the arts and
sciences were cultivated as never before. Arab supremacy
survived in the Arabic language, but it would hardly be an
exaggeration to call this the period of Persian dominance.
But in less than a century the unity of this imposing empire
began to dissolve: Persia, Spain, Morocco, Tunisia, and
Egypt broke away under independent rulers, and in the
middle of the tenth century the Buwayhids, a Persian dy-
nasty, invaded Baghdad and reduced the Caliphs to mere
puppets, nominally heads of Church and State but possessing
no power whatever.

Among the many powers that rose on the ruins of the
‘Abbasid empire one of the most important was the Fatimid
dynasty in Egypt. The tenets of the Ismiilis are described in
Ch. 6. The Fatimids came to power as the result of the
success of Isma'1li propaganda in Tunisia. There is more than
atrace of communism in their original teaching and practice,

but when they gained political supremacy they were not
84



THE ISLAMIC EMPIRE

very different from their predecessors. The Fatimids buile
Cairo, and the world-famous mosque of al-Azhar was their
religious centre. It did not become the great centre of ortho-
dox Islamic teaching until later. At the height of their power
these Caliphs governed the whole of North Africa, Sicily,
Egypt, Syria, and Western Arabia. They went the way of
their rivals in Baghdad, and were suppressed by Saladin, who
brought Egypt under the sway of orthodox Islam once more.

The Muslim entry into Europe began with sporadic raids
on outlying islands such as Cyprus and Rhodes. These be-
came more and more serious until in the ninth century the
Arabs gained possession of Sicily. From these outposts they
raided the mainland and threatened Rome itself. The history
ot Sicily under the Normans, who held the island from the
end of the eleventh to the end of the twelfth century, shows
an extraordinary intermingling of Muslim and Christian
culture. Spain was conquered, save for the extreme north,
and held by the Muslims from the eighth to the fifteenth
* century, by which time their territory had been reduced to
a mere fragment of the country. They have left an indclible
mark on the language and literature of the Peninsula. Here
as in the old Byzantine empire the Arabs were at first wel-
comed as deliverers from the intolerable yoke of Church and
State, and thousands of the inhabitants accepted Islam. Such
a hold had Arab civilization gained that it was found neces-
sary to translate the Bible and Liturgy into Arabic for the use
of the Christian community. Scholars from the West visited
Spain to learn philosophy, mathematics, astronomy, and
medicine. The oldest European universities owe an enor-
mous debt to those scholars who returned from Spain bring-
ing with them the knowledge they had gained at the Arab
. universities of that country.
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While William the Conqueror wasestablishing hisauthor-
ity in England the empire of the Arabs was breaking up. The
Turks in the East, the Christians in the West, and the Berbers
in Africa were paving the way for its dissolution and decay.
Thanks to these causes the Crusaders were able to establish
their transient and ill-fated rule in the Holy Land. The less
said about the land-grabbing venture of the Crusades the
better. In itself it was but a passing incident, with little or no
permanent effect. Its one lasting result was to embitter for
ever, it would seem, the rclations between Christians and
Muslims, and to bring misery on successive generations of
Eastern Christians who were left to bear the brunt of Muslim
resentment, One contemporary Arab writer looked upon
the Franks as little better than ignorant beasts, and gives some
blood-curdling examples of their surgery and superstitious
practices in medicine, and their trials by ordeal; he notes the
civilizing influence which residence in the East has on them.
On the other hand, he admits that some of them were loyal
and kindly friends. Another Arab writer laments the injustice
and rapacity of Muslim rulers and landlords, and speaks of
the mildness of Frankish rule and their justice ‘on which one
can always depend’. '

In the thirtcenth century Arab civilization suffered a blow
from which it has never entirely recovered. Jenghiz Khian
led his Mongols across the Oxus, and when he died left his
grandson Hiilagu to carry on his work. He shattered the Per-
sians, captured Baghdad, and put the petty Caliph to death
in 1258. The Turk Baybars defeated the Mongols and estab-
lished a line of ‘Abbisid caliphs in Cairo with the title only;
they possessed norcal power. This Mamliik sultanate founded
by Baybarslasted until 1517, when the Ottoman Turks over-
threw them and remained masters of Syria, Egypt, and most
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of Arabia until our own day. The Ottoman Sultan Selim
carried off Mutawakkil, the last of the Caliphs, to Constanti-
nople, and himself assumed the title of Caliph.

By this time the Turks had carved out an empire in castern
Europe. The fifth centenary of their capture of Constanti-
nople was celebrated in 1953 ; their westward march was not
checked until they reached the walls of Vienna. For nearly
five hundred years the Arab world stagnated. No-creative
writer or thinker appeared among the Arabs, and they were
not awakened from their slumber until the Western nations
appeared in the East. But now we have reached the modern

cra.
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CHAPTER FIVE

~APOSTOLIC TRADITION

WirH the death of the prophet authoritative direction as
from on high came to an abrupt end. If the community was
to hold together, guidance in all the changing conditions of
lifc had to be provided. The Qurin, of course, where it could
be invoked, was the final authority; but even that demanded
authoritative explanation. In all religious communitics pro-
fessional theologians are to be found. Such men are com-
pelled by force of circumstances, or take it on themselves, to
define what a man must belicve and do in order to live as
a faithful member of his church. In Islam these dutics are
defined perhaps even more meticulously than in the Jewish
Talmud and to a far greater extent than any ordinary Euro-
pean would suppose possible. Thus, for example, precise de-
tails governing the washing of the hands, head, and beard,
rinsing of the mouth, nostrils, and ears, and the use of dust
or sand when water is not procurable are prescribed and obli-
gatory; the kind of clothes and personal ornaments persons
may or may not wear ; the way they should salute cach other,
and so on, are all subject to religious law and not matters of
personal preference, though, of course, great latitude in some
of these matters is common in many Muslim countries today.

Readers of the Quran will perceive that the laws which
govern Muslim custom (sunna) in these everyday affairs are
adumbrated there, but they will look in vain for the details
which make these customs into formal rites and rules of be-
haviour. To find the underlying authority for these rules we
must go to the books of tradition (hadith). In theory the life
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of the individual Muslim is governed by what the prophet
said and did; in fact by what he is reported to have said and
done; and the two are not always the same. Exactly when
records of the deeds and words of the prophet were first
written down we do not know; indeed early tradition is at
variance with itself on this very point. Some say that the
prophet authorized the writing of his sayings; others asscrt
that he forbade it. At any rate it is certain that several small
collections of traditions were assembled in Umayyad times.
So strong was the force of Muslim feeling that in the third
century A.H. it was deemed necessary to establish the prin-
ciple that law, custom, and belief should rest upon the
practice of the prophet and his Companions and Followers.
People who were vitally concerned were, of course, lawyers,
and so many of the early books on tradition were collections
of sayings which could be used by judges and others as a
guide in framing laws and regulating society. Other prin-
ciples which will be discussed later influenced the lawyers,
but theearliestlaw book to survive, the Muwatta of Malik ibn
Anas (d. A.H. 179), though it contains many traditions, does
notshow that indisputable mark of the later hadith literature -
the chain of authorities which carry back the tradition to
the prophet himself and guarantee its authenticity. This is
always in the form ‘A told me that B said that C had inform-
ed him that D related that he heard E say I heard F ask the
apostle of God about . . . (or say that the apostle said ... .)’
It will be obvious that if an individual or a group or a sect
wanted to establish its right to its beliefs or practices, it had
to furnish proof that the prophet had authorized its course
of action oritsattitude. In consequence, an enormous number
of hadith soon found their way into circulation, and it soon
became apparent that forgery on a large scale was at work
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everywhere. There were traditions in favour of the ruling
house, of the rival claims to the caliphate; there were com-
mendations of quietists and condemnation of the sit-at-
homes; there were contradictory traditions on a host of sub-
Jects. If this state of affairs were to continue the Muslim state
would be in danger of social anarchy.

So great was the veneration for Muhammad that once his
name was invoked with a chain of authorities going back
through his ‘companions’ and ‘helpers’ to the prophet him-
self, the ordinary Muslim was reluctant to reject the tradition
lest he should be thought guilty of disrespect to his great
leader. Nevertheless, by the third century, action had become
imperative, and a critical school had come into being with
certain clearly marked principles of criticism. Unfortunately
they directed their attention not so much towards the intrin-
sic probability of the tradition, or to current practice based
on precedent demonstrably early, as to the character of the
reporters and the circumstances of their lives. Biographies
which set forth the number of facts in the career of early
Muslims, the dates and times at which they lived, the places
they visited, and so on, provided some sort of check on the
statement that A told B. Obviously if it came to be shown
that A died when B was a baby, the tradition was a forgery.
If A lived at onc end of the Islamic empire and D at the other,
it would have to be proved that they had ever met. Occa-
sionally it is said roundly that a transmitter was a liar or an
untrustworthy person, but seldom does this charge rest on
thenature of his report —as, for instance, that he saw the moon
split — unless the report is disliked because it cuts across a
commion and agreed practice of the community or is repug-
nant to the dominant school of thought. As a result of these
labours, traditions came to be divided into three categories,
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‘genuine’, ‘good’, and ‘weak’, but as the science of tradition
developed, at least fifty more terms were employed to mark
different classes of tradition.

The first collection to gain, and ever after hold, canonical
authority was the Sahih (the genuine) of al-Bukhari (a.H.
194-256), to all intents and purposes really a collection of
proof tests for lawyers, though other matters are dealt with.
Bukhari’s biographer says that he selected his material from
no less than 600,000 hadith. If we allow for repetitions which
occur under different heads, he reduced this vast number of
forgeries or dubious reports to less than 3000 hadith. In other
words, less than one in every 200 traditions which circulated
in his day could pass his test.

The Muslim conception of law being so much more com-
prehensive than ours, it could not be argued that the later
collections which embody a mass of material not to be found
in the Sahih contain traditions with which Bukhiri was not
concerned, though exception might be made perhaps in the
case of traditions on some matters which are not discussed, or
receive but scant notice, in his book. There will always be
some difference of opinion on a matter of subjective judge-
ment, but nevertheless (a) accusations of forgery are so fre-
quent in Arabic writers, (b) so many traditions are demon-
strably false, (c) so many can be proved to be of later origin,
that it is hardly possible to be too critical of what is left;
moreover, many are obviously of foreign origin, particularly
Jewish, and in alesser degree Christian. Some even ultimately
owe their origin to the philosophers of Greece. However, it
is interesting to note that the principal early grammarians,
though they dare not say that the hadith were not authentic,
asserted that the Arabic in which they were written was so

bad that they could not be held to transmit the actual words
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of the prophet, though doubtless they conveyed his mean-
ing. Their argument was thatitisimpossible that the prophet,
the exponent of perfect Arabic, could have violated the rules
of grammar. However, itis doubtful if thissomewhat sweep-
ing statement could be applied to all the hadith, and there are
grounds for believing that the style of some of them is true
to early Arab usage.

But it must not be supposed that the early Arab empire
had no law until the first collections of apostolic tradition
were compiled. Law follows custom either by canonizing it
or by correcting and regulating it. Consequently we must
look for its genesis and evolution in the principal cities and
centres of administration. The first four caliphs carried on
and adapted the practice of their master, but already social
and administrative problems for which there was no prece-
dent confronted them, and they had to issue directives. To
some extent they were guided by the sura, the old way of
life which they had inherited from their forefathers, and sub-
sequently their decisions became a part of the sunna of their
successors; and, later still, the practice of the Umayyad
government was also regarded as the sunna. Last of all, as we
shall sce later, traditions were invented to show that every-
thing that a Muslim was required to believe and do was
founded on traditions purporting to prove that Muhammad,
by example or precept, had so ruled. Thus sunna was first
ancient custom, then contemporary, immediate past prac-
tice, and finally the ideal behaviour of the prophet as
enshrined in tradition.

Muhammadan jurisprudence may be said to have started
with the second century A.H. At this time provincial gov-
ernors were the administrators of justice, local judges acting
as their appointed agents. It is clear, for example, from the
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statement of St John of Damascus that flogging was the pun-
ishment for theft that the commandment in the Quran
which ordered that the hand of the thief should be cut off
was sct aside. Penal and military laws were less strict under
the Umayyads than under their successors. Vast territories
were being conquered, and amid the pressing problems
created by incessant wars, the financing of the empire, the
different languages spoken in the conquered countries, and
the settling of the hordes of land-hungry Arabs it would be
folly to expect that a code of law could be drawn up, or, if it
were drawn up, administered systematically in the circum-
stances that prevailed. ‘The system that had sufficed to guard
the right to a few sheep or camels had to be transformed
before it would suffice to adjust the rights and claims of a
tribe of millionaires.” One cannot but admire the achieve-
ments of the Umayyads, who not only founded the Islamic
empire, but established in broad outline the shape it has
assumed ever since.

Their successors, the ‘Abbisids, who practically extermi-
nated the ruling family, encouraged the legend of their god-
lessness and indifference to the laws of Islam and found no
difficulty in pointing out their shortcomings. Though there
was substance in their charges, they and the host of poets,
lawyers, theologians, and courtiers entirely ignored the diffi-
cult conditions of the Umayyad age. The new Caliphs were
carcful to keep away from Syria and to make their new
capital in Iraq, where they lived luxuriously on the proceeds
of the conquests of their predecessors.

Unfortunately the earliest law books or collections of
traditions of the prophet’s behaviour, such as that of Ibn
Ishiq, the prophet’s biographer (died a.H. 150), have per-
ished. All we know of the book is that it differed materially
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from those of his younger contemporaries. Indeed, incidents
in the life of the prophet, which he records apparently with-
out any arriére pensée, are rejected by later lawyers actually
because they would form a precedent contrary to current
practice or to the opinion of those lawyers as to what the law
ought to be. Short of branding a man a liar -~ and some did
not boggle at that — the only way to discredit a tradition was
to say that it emanated from an unreliable source - or, as
some jurisprudents required, lacked the authority of the
prophet himself and was but the statement of one of his
Companions.

It is much to be regretted that the first Islamic law books
have long since perished. We have little at first hand from
the earliest authorities in the Hijaz, Syria, or Irag, so that
there is some dispute as to the area in which Islamic jurisprud-
ence originated. On the one hand we have the unequivocal
statement of the prophet’s biographer Ibn Ishiq that
Medina is ‘the home of the sunna’; a fact of considerable
importance, because when he dictated his book or gave his
lectures he was a subject of the ‘Abbasid Caliphliving inlraq.
From the context it would seem to follow that in his opinion
it was Medina and Mcdina alone where primitive practice
was known and followed. On the other hand it is obvious
that the Arab empire could not wait for the opinion of
the jurists of Medina, even if they attached paramount im-
portance to it, and there is no evidence that they did; and
so we find systems of law springing up in all the principal
centres of Islamic rule under the guidance of individual juris-
prudents. ‘

The essential feature common to all ancient schools of law
wastheliving tradition in current Umayyad practice. Within
this essential unity there was wide diversity ~ not so much
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geographical, as one would expect, as personal, expressed in
adherence to the opinions of an outstanding exponent of the
law. At the present day these differences have been enor-
mously reduced in the great legal schools, to one of which
lawyers must belong, though they are still numerous and
occasionally seriously affect a man’s social life. A study of the
earliest law books reveals facts of paramount practical im-
portance: the earliest writers such as Milik in Medina re-
garded decisions, or acts, or words, of the prophet’s Com-
panions, or the next generation called the Followers, as
binding only when they were in accord with the practice
of the community; the great systematizer and reformer
al-Shifi refused to accept any traditions as legally valid but
those which purported to hold the prophet’s authority. The
number of this category of traditions enormously increased
between al-Shafi‘ (d. A.H. 204) and Ibn Mija (d. A.H. 273).

But first let us look at the early lawyer at work. He was
well acquainted with local tradition and practice; he knew
the Quran by heart, and some of the traditions which ran
with, or sometimes apart from, the sunna. A case came up for
decision which no precedent and no text had dealt with. If
he gave judgement with nothing to guide him but his own
sense of justice, it was called ‘opinion’; if he was able to argue
from a general premise derived from some other case witha
real or imaginary common factor, the decision was said to be
based on ‘analogy’. Other sub-categories were ‘personal
preference’ and ‘public weal’. Later developments severely
restricted the operation of these subjective factors by the
multiplication of traditions which either gave them the
authority of apostolic tradition or contradicted them by the
same means.

The ordinary reader would find it tedious to trace the
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intricate and involved history of the course of law during the
Umayyad period, and so we will pass direct to the founder
of the classical theory of Muslim law, al-Shafi‘i (a.n. 150~
204). According to his theory law is based on four principles:
the Quran; the words and deeds of the prophet (sunna); the
catholic consent of the community (ijma’); and analogy
(9iyas). Up to his day the living tradition in the principal
towns was largely dependent on the opinion of the most
prominent lawyer they had produced, though it was often
subject to rival interpretations. Though there was of course
a firm stratum of tradition common everywhere, there was
no logical and consistent system into which divergent prac-
tices could be fitted and no satisfactory basis for them.
Shifi'’s fundamental principle was that nothing could super-
sede or set aside a tradition, properly authenticated, which
could be traced back to the prophet himself. Such a tradition
invalidated anything to the contrary which had been said or
done by any Companion, even one of the rightly guided
Caliphs. Shafi‘i was not the first to put forward this idea of
secking the prophet’s authority for a desired enactment.
Long before he was born, according to the author of the
prophet’s biography, it was claimed that the prophet on his
death-bed had said that two religions should not coexist in
Arabia, Abt Bakr, who of all men would have been sure to
know the truth, did nothing to carry out the alleged dying
command of Muhammad, and ‘Umar said that he had never
heard a word of it; but when he was assured that Muhammad
had indeed uttered these words he proceeded to expel Jews
and Christians from the Hijaz. We can see quite plainly how
this new insistence on a definite tradition going back to the
prophet influenced both the fabrication of isnad, the chain of
transmitters, and matn, the subject-matter of the tradition.
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