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Pilgrims move round the Ka’ba in prayer at the Grand Mosque in Mecca
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B pocite in the name of your Lord who created -

2 created man from a drop. Recite!
And your Lord is most generous.
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72 BELIEFS THAT CHANGED THE WORLD ’q

The history of Islam as a distinct religion would seem o begiy . .

life of Muhammad (AD 570-632), the Prophet through Wthththe
Quran, the revelation from God, was transmitted intq the WOrEn the
in Muslim understanding, that history began with the cre By
world, because from the start it was the purpose of God ¢, ;
should follow the life-way that he intended.

£
That ‘life-way’ is known in Arabic as din, a word often translated as ‘religion,’ b

atiOn Of t

ut lt iS a wOI’d
is belief) thEre
m GOd’ and all

that embraces — as does the practice of Islam — the whole of life. According to th
cannot be any separation between religious and other aspects of life: all come fro
life, therefore, must be lived as God intends.

How is that intention known? Much can be inferred from observing the way in which God
. . §
created all things to exist or live in mutual balance and support. As 2 philosopher, alJahi;

(third/ninth century) put it, “We are created to comprehend creation, with all the signs and evidene
that it has been created with design, puzrpose and harmony.”

This belief led Muslims of the early centuries to change our understanding of the universe
through the advances they made in many sciences — for example, in astronomy, mathematics,
chemistry, physics, geography, agriculture and medicine. They were reading God’s book of nature,

Even more important, however, was the reading of God’s book of revelation, the Quran, where

the details of God’s intended dix (life-way) are made clear. What is that revelation and how is it
related to the life of Muhammad?

THE FOUNDATIONS OF MUSLIM LIFE

Muhammad was born in Mecca, in Arabia. His father died before he was born, so that he was
brought up by his grandfather, Abd alMuttalib. When he was young he had an experience of t%0
figures later identified as angels who “opened his chest and stirred their hands inside”. It was ﬂ:
first of several experiences which led Muhammad into a quest for the truth and the reality of G.Od.
He pursued that quest when he was employed by a widow, Khadijah, whom he later marrlf;l;
to take trading caravans to Syria. In Syria he met Jews and Christians, and especially e HI;CL
Bahira who recognized in him the signs of a promised mezs::ne 0
“O Go d, 1 do not He was also helped b_y an uncle, Zayid ibnlAmr, Whjv :’; peopl
a number of people in Mecca called Hanifs. They ligion of
know how you desire who, influenced by the Jews in Arabia, followed ‘Fhel\/r[i-cfa, an
to be worshipped: if | Abraham’. Zayid condemned the worship of idols i1 < Godh!
such practices as female infanticide. He used to prad kneml

knew, 1 wouid worship

. H l
do not know how you desire to be worshipped 0

gh'

: g knew €%

as you desire” would worship as you desire. .At.leaiti 1'11: n uhamm‘:?r
condemn Muhammad for worshipping 1d01S, e po°

: - to recel™ o s
f ) said later, “After that, I never willingly touched [ ; unbehc‘es
rom] idols, nor did I offer sacrifices to them.” Later, when Muhammad threater he **

: . : 18
with the fires of hell, he said that God would have mercy on Zayid, non-Muslim thet
because he had lived as God intended.
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Like his uncle, Muhammad began to go alone to a cave on Mount Hira in order to search for
God behind the bewildering varieties of religion and idolatry. On one occasion, he had the strong
sense of a presence, later identified as the archangel Gabriel, pressing on him and insisting three
rimes, ‘Read!” or ‘Recite! = in Arabic, Igra, the word, or letters, underlying Quran. He thea felt the
first of the many words that make up the Quran being spoken through him (the words on p.71).

THE QURAN

Those words were recognized by Muhammad himself and others as being entirely different from
his ordinary speech. They are a kind of rhythmic and rhymed utterance, which Muslims believe are
completely unique and cannot be imitated. The utterances are gathered in sections known as Suras,
with each Sura having its own name. They are arranged in the Quran in order of length, with the
longest — from the latter part of his life when he was in Medina, hence known as the Medinan suras
_ at the beginning, and the shortest, known as the Meccan, at the end.

The Quran is the absolute foundation of Muslim life. It cannot be altered or negotiated because,
in Muslim belief, it comes directly from God without the intervention of Muhammad. For that
reason, the Quran cannot be translated: it can only be interpreted in other languages, since Arabic
is the language chosen by God — a reason also why it is an act of

merit to learn the Quran by heart even if it is not understood: The Quran is the
one who does so is known as Hafiz. Explanation by those who

are qualified is allowed because the Arabic is not always self- absoiute foundation
evidently clear, and there are recognized and legitimate of Musiim life. It

differences of interpretation.

The Quran is not the only revelation from God. In Muslim cannot be aitered or
belief, God has revealed his word and his will through earlier negotiated o
Prophets, such as Moses and Jesus. But the people who received
those revelations (i.e. Jews and Christians) corrupted them by
allowing stories about their Prophets as well as other material to be mixed up with God’s word.
Despite this failure, Jews and Christians are respected in the Quran as ‘the People of the Book’, who
have a protected status in Islam as dhimmis.

In contrast, the Quran is believed to have been received and preserved without corruption, so
that the Quran, according to Muslim belief, is the final revelation, and Muhammad is the last of
the Prophets, known as ‘the Seal of the Prophets’. It is this belief that has made Muslims so
antagonistic to those, such as Babis, Bahais and the Ahmadiyya (13th/19th century), who claim to
have received an extension of that revelation.

Although the Quran comes directly from God — in Muslim belief, the so-called ‘Mather of the
Book’ is with God in heaven — and is exactly the same in content whenever it has been revealed, it
is nevertheless related to the time and circumstances of each Prophet. Thus the Quran mentions
people and incidents of Muhammad’s time. This also means that the Quran does not deal explicitly
with every conceivable issue in belief or behaviour, although it does supply the fundamental
principles which apply in all circumstances. The history of Islam shows how the Quran has been
interpreted. For example, the Quran requires women to be modestly covered in public, but it does
not specify the veil (nigab) or all-encompassing burqah.
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74 LBLLIEES THAT CHANGED THE WORLD

HADITH AND THE SCHOOLS OF LAW |

The carliest interpreters were Muhammad himself and his Companions, becayse the
commentary on the meaning of the Quran as it was revealed. Ty

Were a |iy
1t 1 4
adlnons (abadit Vlngl,

b, k :

) XKNown :

M ©1CeS, and these yye, fori
—Into six great collections known g aSSah'hr :
. . . . . 1 (3 e
sound” collections. The Traditions give to Muslims a very detailed account of how they gh lc,i the
: i ould [y

their lives. For example: live

collectively as Hadith) were gathered of their acts and sayings and sjl
eventually = by the end of the third/ninth century

“God’s Messenger (may peace be upon him) commanded us to-do sé\'/e'ri_‘-tljf“‘ :
forbade us to do seven things. He commanded us to visit the siék; to follow fun
processions, to bless those who sneeze, to fulfil our vows, to he

invitations, and to greet all people; and he forbade us to wear rj
from silver vessels, to use saddle cloths made of red silk, to we
Egyptian silk or of brocade or of velvet,”

=
Ip the poor, to acce :
Ngs or gold rings; to drink
ar garments made of

The Traditions are the second foundation of Muslim life, Together with the Quran, they mak ;
up ‘the path by which one should walk’, or, in Arabic, Sharia. The word goes back to the Quran:
“We gave you a sharia in the Word, so follo

w it, and do not follow the passions of those whodo
not know.™ Muslims therefore believe that they should live under Sharia. They also believe that since -
Sharia is clear, penalties for bad offences must be severe — for example, execution for those who

leave Islam (apostasize) and the cutting off the hand of a thief. On the Day of Judgement, the acts
of each person will be weighed on an exact balance, tempered by the mercy of God: those in deficit
will burn in Fire.

Quran and Hadith make up the Sunn
of the legitimate differences of inter
end of the third/ninth century,
as possible to Quran

or informed opinion?

a, the custom or way for Muslims to follow. But becaus
pretation, four major Schools of Sharia were developed by the 4
with a different emphasis in each: should life be ordered as closely |
and Hadith, or can interpretation be made by way of analogy or consel?SL}S 3

Each of the Schools controls the practice of Islam in any area where s 1
ajor effect on the history of Islam in those areas. The Schools, named after theif =

dominant, with a m
founders, are:

* the Hanafites (from Abu Hanifa, d. 150/767), allowing interpretation to meet

A , . istan and
changing circumstances, and strong in Turkey, parts of Iraq, Syria, Afghanistan
nearby states, Pakistan, India and China;

* the Hanbalites (from Ahmad ibn Hanbal, d.241/8535), seeking to stay as close to Qu;ig
and Hadith as possible, and strong in Arabia as well as in some of the Gulf States
increasingly in Africa;

* the Malikites (
and strong
Morocco);

. us,
from Malik b.Anas, d.179/795), conservative but gllowmg C(;insell;ts .
in the Maghrib (i.e. the northern coastline of Africa from Egy

\ = 1 i i trllles
* the Shafiites (from asShafii d.205/820), relying on Quran and Hadith with stri¢
of exegesis, and strong in Southeast Asia.
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Holy Shrine of Imam Ali, Najaf, Irag

SHIA ISLAM AND S
SUNNI DYNASTIES
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[TIAT ¢ HANGED THE WORLD |
 RETIEES

»
ta ¥

SYNASTIES AND THE MUGHAL EMPIRE

hold most beliefs in common, but remain deeply divided in theiru d
‘ i
ammad, T Sun

& but they they combi;u: |

N
Syitces and Sunmnis

. s T - Se f
| { L I“’ ”\lk"‘l““”\rhll‘“)Kl(\k(n rom tlll ”()llk.( O Mllll
ol aul Lorfy e

‘ St l]l |( 1O hC lc.l i.)
| ||1|||l| 'I e |‘ €« ' ||(||\_‘1I|L ma S Yle
CLS SRS | [ 1 10

s that a laree number of dynasties emerged.
OISt S 3 D

SLCCESSI

he major dynasties with the dates are listed on p.70. In addmon, there Were
1C 1K : )

h were of importance in the history and develop, N
dynastics, some of which were of img b pment OfMLlS

\mone these, the dynasties of the Maghrib — countries on the northwest Afric
- ||Ui.l\l‘|&‘- When the Abbasids overthrew the Umayyads, the Umayyad dynasty CONtinyed:
Lhey i turn were overthrown by the Almoravids (448/1056-541/1147). In Arabic the
as alNabitun, “those who make a stand for the defence of religion’, That name ¢q

an coage

L]
word ribat (pl. ribatat), *a fort’ or ‘garrison’. These were garrisons on the frontiers of
terntories of Dar allslam, the House of Islam. In the Maghrib, the best-known of theg
albach, the garrison of victory, from which the present-day capital of Morocco, Rabat, tg

From Ribat alFath the Almoravids set out on their conquest of North Africa and southe
deteating the Spanish king Alfonso VI in 479/1086. They restored a strict observangg
which was embraced by ibn Tumart (470/1077=524/1 130) in North Africa. He began to

ferventand, ac times, violent religious orthodoxy, which was taken up by the Almohads

that name is alMuwahbhidun, those who uphold the unity of God

= as in the later n;
Wahhabis who also enforce

strict orthodoxy as vigorously as they can.

I'he Almohads became the rulers of Muslim Spain in 566/1170 and won a major vi
the Spanish at the battle of Alcaros in 592/1195. Forty years later, they were defeated
strengthened Spanish army, and the end of Muslim rule in Spain began. Under the Alm
was a dramatic exploration of Muslim belief: in philosophy ~ this was the time of ibn Rus
in the West as Averroes, and of ibn Arabi — and also in architecture, with the develop
Almohad arch as a deliberate expression of faith in God. The consequence can still b
al - of Seville., In Muslim belief, Paradise is, in contrast to the d
vasis with clear, running water. That belief has been translated into Muslim gardens
world, from the Taj Mahal in India to the superb gardens of Granada in Spain.

Mter the Muslim invasion of India, the kings of Bengal (737/1336-984/1576)
1dian independence to Fast Pakistan and then to the indep

The kings or Sultang of Delhi (from 602/1206) culminated in the Mug
I Mughal js derived from Mongol. T ‘
nder Jenghiy (Genghis) Kk
Hulagy aptured Dam
Mongo|

Giralda - now Cathedr

presence that led after |y
of Bangladesh.
[he wor
an, spread with ferocious power into China and into
o ascus, sacked Baghdad and set up Il-Khanid dynasty in 6
“ecame Muslim, and the dynasty lasted until 736/1336.

SCend: g w5
defeated l,]:_lg”l'[,"' Jenghiy 888/1483-937/1530), seized power in A
Piviy “u tan of Delhi at the battle of Panipat in 932/1526. His grandson,
kingdom ut) ;’,‘f.im,lv(:(..(l I(h(' Mughal emp; m Afghanistan to most of northern
Vahal g ll;(u I',”- ’84/1576. His descendant, Shaly Jehan (977/1569-103
‘ “Red F ; ke s . f :
15 here, it o ortatDelhi, on which ig nscribed, “If there is Paradis

.-'\ ('|

ghiz Khan, Babur (

II(,‘]‘('_ 2
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